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   The bride was beautiful.  Her long and nearly white blonde hair flowed across her shoulders and cascaded in soft tresses down the entire length of her back, stunningly encompassing her tiny waist.  Her dress was a lightly colored cloth with a deep neckline and full skirts that accentuated her petite curves and natural beauty.  Her soft blue eyes and face radiated brilliantly as she looked up to gaze at her intended as the priest said the wedding blessings towards sealing her fate into wifedom.  
 
   But it was Marie who stood proudly proclaiming her devotion and obedience in front of all and not Kaye.  And Kaye was fully and painfully aware of that fact.  It had nothing to do with Marie's intended for Kaye admitted that her sister was perfectly and devotedly in love with the man standing beside her as he was with her, it was the fact that Marie was marrying prior to Kaye.  Kaye had always assumed that she would be first.  
 
   While she loved her sister dearly and held no ill will towards her, Kaye was the eldest of the three Devon girls.  Being the eldest would dictate in this English society that she be married first.  But alas, she would be the last to be wed with absolutely no prospects in sight.  That cut Kaye quite deeply and set her into an irreversibly desperate state of mind, a despondency so vivid and so real it made her feel a true panic deep within her heart.
 
   To be truthful, Kaye was only the eldest by mere minutes but Kaye was the eldest just the same.  She watched the ceremony play out before her, her twin sister now standing before all with a slight blush showing upon her cheeks as she proudly said her vows in front of the room.  Kaye held her breath as the anguish hit anew for she painfully realized that as of this very moment, she was now officially the only one of the three sisters that had not yet wed.
 
   Kaye lowered her head in sadness as she fought the devastation as it settled profoundly within her.  She could feel the desolation building in her chest as tears began to sting within her eyes as she breathed in deeply, all the while fighting her emotions.  For long moments she stood as such as she desperately attempted to hide her misery from all those attending this blessed occasion as vivid memories flashed through her mind of the previous wedding she had attended.  
 
   Her sister Bridget, who was only one year younger than the twins had now been married nearly two full years and even had a child of her own.  Her husband was a Highlander, a large warrior who came from several leagues away and deep within the borders of Scotland.  Kaye did not begrudge her dear sister Bridget anything either including her happiness, for Bridget was truly contented with her life.  But Kaye was just a bit sorry that it was her own cruel luck that she had not found anyone to claim her and she remained as of yet, unwed. 
 
   Kaye admitted that it was she that had originally been pledged to the large Highlander those two year's now past, since she was the eldest.  Unfortunately, she had taken grievously ill at the time that the Lord Bruce had come to claim her as his wife.  Kaye had to admit that some of her illness was of her mind's own doing for she was exceedingly afraid of those intimidating Highlanders.  They were men so large and so ferocious and their forward and bold ways, just so foreign to her meek and mild temperament.  Barbarians are what they were and they frightened her so.  For days and weeks even before the wedding party had arrived, her anxiety assailed her and caused great bouts of sickness that ravaged her body into a much weakened state.  
 
   It was her dear sister Bridget who had stood in her stead and took her place as the Highlander's wife.  Brave Bridget who sacrificed everything and had surrendered herself willingly and saved them all from an assured war when it was found apparent that Kaye could not hold up her end of the bargain.  Bridget had also surely protected them from the certain disfavor with their English King Henry and from the wrath of those petrifying warriors.
 
   And now, those very same Highlanders had come back to the Devon estates to pay witness to Marie's wedding and now Kaye's one true shame and this hurt and embarrassed her so.  She realized most sadly that the great Lord Bruce had not wanted her those two years ago and there was still yet anyone in that time that had laid a claim upon her.  Was she that dreadful?  That unlovable?
 
   Kaye looked up and across the crowded chamber with anguish upon her heart to the large warriors standing impressively amongst all of the guests.  The Scotsmen stood proudly in the room, frankly they all stood out in the room with their Highlander dress so different than that of their composed English counterparts.  Kaye gazed at the four Bruce clansmen in attendance that sported their identical attire.  They each carried a plethora of weaponry strapped to their bodies and other than the boots upon their feet, they were not wearing much else.  The material of their distinctive plaids only reached down to their mid-thighs and covered only their midsections with a thin piece of cloth extending from their waists over one massive shoulder.  This left strong and muscled arms, bronzed chests and much of their legs so shockingly exposed.  Kaye thoroughly blushed at the sight of it.
 
   The rest of the room was filled with the politest and most proper of English society and all from the northern estates very near the Scottish border.  They were smartly dressed in the latest fashions, conservatively covered and hair well groomed and neatly formed.  Most of the gentlemen sported dark colored trousers that fully covered their legs and tailored jackets that fell well down to their knees.  Light colored shirts peeked from below their smart lapels and generously covered them fully to the uppermost part of their necks.  Regardless of the warmth that was spreading throughout the crowded hall on this mid-summer's late afternoon, they were entirely covered and neatly dressed.
 
   The hall erupted into cheers as Kaye's new brother-in-law, Lord Stephen, leaned down to chastely claim the lips of his bride as the ceremony was concluded and the priest pronounced the happy couple, husband and wife.  It was an innocent and proper kiss and the bride blushed scarlet for the act of it.  Once it was over and it was quickly over as English decorum did dictate, the blissful couple walked hand in hand as they performed their duty of greeting and mingling with their guests until the celebration dinner could be served.
 
   In Kaye's twenty-one years, she had never been so forlorn for the life she feared she would have now.  She realized that the dreams that she had dreamed as a child were simply nowhere near coming to fruition.  She had always assumed she would have been happily married years before this, already having a dear husband and even children of her own.  But alas, at this dark and wretched moment, she realized that her hopes were now just a fruitless aspiration.
 
   Kaye thought desperately back to when she was but a young child herself, when she had often dreamed of the day when her handsome, well mannered and well dressed knight in shining armor would simply gallop into their courtyard and declare his never-ending love for her.  He would romantically ask for her hand and carry her away to his cheerful home where love and a mutual respect would flourish until the end of their days.  And of course, they would live happily ever after where they would be blessed with a few strong sons and a beautiful daughter or two that would complete their joyful home.  Those dreams of yesteryear were fading quickly as her reality began to bite unbearably at her heart for no one had yet to ask for her.
 
   Kaye stood alone in the overly crowded and animated great hall as the throng of people moved around her with a smile cemented upon her face and a void lying heavily within her chest.  She tried to be jovial as she attempted to show contentment and remove herself from her melancholy state, but the fear of her unknown and unplanned future was continuing consume her.  
 
   Attempting to shake her sorry circumstance, she looked around at all the blissful people attending the festivities realizing that most were guests from Lord Stephen's side of the family and were visiting the Devon estates for the first time.  
 
   Kaye gazed across the room as her eyes alighted on her new brother-in-law who was the only son of an important duke and whose large estates abutted the Devon's own.  He had extended family on both his father's and his mother's sides in attendance and covered several outlaying estates, spreading all along over the northern side of England.  Most of their lands were adjacent to the Scottish border and near in proximity to each other with the families being very plentiful in number.  
 
   It was quite apparent that the Lord Stephen's family were all truly English and the English tended to gather at any opportunity they could as they gaily celebrated any chance they had.  It was quite acceptable when families would travel for days to their destinations and then visit for an excessive amount of time in celebration, all at the host's insistence and expense.
 
   Very few from the Devon side were present for the Devon family was very small in number and all those surviving lived upon their family estate.  Her only extended family members present were her uncle on her mother's side, Roger and his son, Matthew.  They lived in a sizable dwelling just directly outside of the Devon keep's walls.  
 
   The only outside visitors representing the bride were Kaye's sister Bridget and her husband Alec Bruce and the three other Scottish clansmen who had all surprisingly, made the journey.  It was unexpected for when Bridget exited the Devon home on her wedding day nearly two years previously, most assumed she would never return and never be seen by her family again.  But when the missive reached Bridget telling of her sister's impending nuptials, she insisted they make the journey and her lord surprisingly agreed.
 
   As was the trepidation on that day that the Bruce clansmen entered the courtyard those many months ago when Lord Alec came to claim his wife, so was the mood three day's previous.  Five from the clan unsuspectingly crossed the lowered drawbridge and entered the crowded square, surprising the Devon family and all their visitors within the keep.  
 
   Their impressive party, though small in number, caused quite the furor when they entered the gates and regally moved up the path.  As they approached, the distressed and proper Englishmen stepped back as they provided a wide berth for the approaching delegation.   Lord Alec and Lady Bridget proudly led the group and were accompanied by Tor, who was Alec's cousin on his mother's side and two other loyal clansmen named Gerard and Gerald.  
 
   Kaye looked once again across the crowded room spying her brother-in-law Lord Alec who was a very large and imposing figure.  He was blessed with a massive and capable body, long dark hair and sported rugged good looks.  He stood quite proudly with his arm possessively circling her sister Bridget's waist with forever a commanding look upon his face.  One glimpse of his person, noting his strength, his attire and the feel of his aura as he stood near and one knew immediately that he was quite unlike any other.  So apparent was the Scotsman's hardened life, their warrior ways and their unfamiliar traditions.  Kaye acknowledged quite vehemently that it was perhaps best how events had transpired, for she was quite set in her English ways and found herself quite anxious by the unknown and feared traditions of these Highlanders.
 
   The clansman named Tor, the one that Kaye acknowledged was the most notable of the other three, was just as tall as his cousin Alec and also quite daunting.  Kaye noted that he sported very blonde and unbound hair that extended well past his shoulders.  She had also noticed immediately that he had striking blue eyes that were the color of sapphires which would sparkle as they caught the firelight.  Tor's well muscled chest and ruggedly handsome face made him pleasant to gaze upon, but only at a distance.  She admitted quite honestly that when he was near he sent chills up her spine and her heart beat profoundly within her breast for he was extremely large and frightened her so.  She gazed fully at the commanding figure and at his sparse attire and his plethora of weaponry, understanding that his strange customs unsettled her as much as it had when the Lord Bruce had originally come to their home nearly two years ago. 
 
   Kaye was brought back to the present as the recently married couple made their way around the chamber.  She pulled her eyes from the intimidating warriors and watched their movements from afar, examining the various people her sister and her new husband conversed with.  Kaye smiled slightly for the warmth that spread within her for at this very moment they were speaking with her own beloved parents.  Her father, Lord Devon was the most gracious host and a man with a gift for speech and who always fervently worked towards peaceable ends.  He was well known in the area for his kind heart and his fair ways as he was quite respected by all.  While he trained his men continually and for protection of their lands, which is always an imminent reality, he stressed camaraderie and peace first and force only when absolutely necessary.
 
   Her mother, the Lady Marion who stood very near to her father was the gentlest of fair women and had the kindest of hearts.  Kaye watched as her beautiful mother with her perfect ivory skin and her large blue eyes looked up devotedly to her husband.  It was very evident to all who knew them that she was wholly in love with her lord, as was he with her.  She was mistress of her family and mistress of their keep and her loving and gentle ways flourished within their household.  
 
   Standing next to them were Lord Stephen's father and mother.  Kaye knew that they were considered very English and exceedingly proper, but were in such contrast to her own parents.  It had been spoken that theirs was an arranged marriage and one of convenience, uniting two exceedingly strong households.  The couple appeared especially cordial to one another in public and on the surface they seemed to by contented, but it was very apparent to Kaye that there was something that was missing and something that was quite absent from their union.  As she studied her new brother-in-law's parents from afar, it was obvious at least to her that they lacked the true love and the passion that the Devon lord and lady openly shared.  Understanding this too often reality of life within these English barriers made Kaye quite distressed.
 
   As she continued to mourn her lonely fate and desolation quietly inside, her eyes wandered over the other diverse occupants of the chamber.  Slowly, they freely passed to the other finely attired English lairds and ladies, dukes and duchesses, until they came to rest at a place directly across the hall from her.  Her eyes once again settled upon the large and foreboding blonde warrior and the one to whom she knew made her blood rush and took her breath away.  It was the Highlander who was named Tor.  
 
   The commanding and impressive Scotsman had moved away from the rest of his party and now stood quietly alone and leisurely leaning against the wall.  He had his arms crossed idly over his powerful chest with a stony look about his demeanor.  As she continued to gaze in his direction, her eyes timidly scanned the whole of his body as they moved down from his muscled chest to his compelling legs.  She examined the strength of his stance as she moved her eyes slowly back up the entire length of his resilient form until they came to look once again, upon his striking face.  So hard, yet so ruggedly handsome.  With surprise and her heart now pounding furiously within her breast, she suddenly realized that he now was staring directly at her.  Or through her and deep into the very depths of her soul.  
 
   Their eyes locked for a brief moment as a warmth suddenly like no other she understood rose within her as it intensified and produced a nervousness she could not quite define.  She continued to gape as her breath quickened and the man across the great chamber continued to stare.
 
   "Milady," Kaye nearly jumped with alarm as she was addressed by someone standing directly behind her, bringing her out of her revelry and forcing her to tear her gaze from the intimidating man across the room.  She turned as gracefully as one could who had recently been startled to look at where the voice had come.  Standing directly behind her was none other than her new brother-in-law Lord Stephen as he looked down at her imploringly.
 
   "Lady Kaye, I am proud to introduce to you my uncle on my mother's side, Lord Hann."  Lord Stephen looked stiffly into her eyes as he passed a silent message on to her for he had wanted to add but did not, 'the one that I have been speaking to you of these past many weeks...'
 
   When the wedding date had been announced and the guests invited so very long ago, Lord Stephen had taken many an opportunity in Kaye's presence to speak favorably of his uncle and the one now that stood before her, the Lord Hann.  He spoke kindly of him and often of him as he implored her to provide special attentions.  While the Lord Stephen could never be so bold as to imply his true hope of a possible union, Kaye would have had to be daft to not have fully understood his true meaning
 
   Kaye placed a smile upon her lips and turned to look directly into the face of the lord so that she could gain a full perspective on this one that Lord Stephen had eagerly recommended.  As she gazed into his face, she took note of the man to whom her new brother-in-law spoke so fondly.  
 
   Lord Hann stood before her and appeared to be a man many years her senior and most likely near old enough to be her father.  He was a man who stood a mere half of a head taller than Kaye, but that was not tall by anyone's standards for she was a very petite woman, herself.  He sported a plain rounded face, small eyes, thin lips and a lean frame.  Kaye noted with a slight disenchantment that although he was nothing horrible to look at, he was just nothing special for there was nothing remarkable about his person.  In the deepest depths of her mind she sorrowfully admitted that there was not anything regarding this man that would stir her desires nor kindle her emotions.
 
   Drawing from her rigid training as an English lady and attempting to hide her true disappointment, she did her best to smile sweetly up at him as she showed her full respect for his regard.  Kaye continued her poignant appraisal of the man and realized that while he had a smile upon his face, she felt that it was not an endearing one for it appeared to be somewhat self-indulgent.   She also noted that it was a bit odd how the pleasure of that smile never truly did reach up and warm his eyes.  In fact, it rather looked painted upon his somber face and lost any genuineness that it may have otherwise, afforded.  Kaye drew in her breath fully as she chastised herself inwardly for she knew she was being a bit hasty and perhaps unkind, for she had just met the man and knew so little of his person.
 
   Kaye tentatively presented her hand to the Lord Hann and allowed the gentleman to take her fingers within his own as he bowed low and placed a light and mildly wet kiss upon them.  He immediately rose and dropped her fingers directly as he began speaking to her.
 
   "It is very nice to make your acquaintance, my dear.  I have heard nothing but proper and fine praises about you."
 
   Kaye blushed slightly for the formalness and somewhat intimateness of his greeting as she replied, "And it is a pleasure to meet you, milord."
 
   An awkward silence ensued as neither quite knew what more to say, or how to go on, so Lord Stephen interjected, "Now, let us sit at the table for the grand feast which is being laid out before us as we speak.  And you, dear uncle, must accompany our fine Kaye as her dinner partner!"
 
   Kaye breathed deeply with a sense of foreboding as a feeling of apprehension threatened to consume her.  Her plight was precarious and her future was unknown but her dinner partner had been now quite settled.  She knew that she had prayed for a quick and easy solution to all that had troubled her heart, yet she had also hoped for a favorable end to it all.  But alas, her small hope of a warm feeling towards this man had been quite dashed for she acknowledged that he was not anywhere near the visions of her childhood dreams.  The lord before her could never even come close to one who may fuel her hopes and desires.  
 
   Once again, Kaye silently grew angry with her sentiments and chastised herself for her rude thoughts and feelings for the gentleman who now stood at her side.  While this man was obviously not outwardly handsome, she had no true and complete understanding of his person.  Perhaps he had a generous and loving heart or more importantly, maybe he possessed a kind soul.  And were those not the most important traits of all when considering a union that would last the remainder of her days?  
 
   Kaye was so forlorn for her situation and so confused for her plight that she could only gaze on in uncertainty and in silence.  With a sad and disenchanted heart, she dutifully followed the two English gentlemen to her appointed place as a delicate blush appeared upon her cheeks.  For she now realized quite fully that her misfortune and her wretched plight was surely and truly now to be paraded for the whole of the hall to see.
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   From her place at the wedding table Kaye gazed over the expanse of the Devon family's great chamber which had been lovingly adorned for the nuptials.  The large and worn stone walls that surrounded the room were covered with delightful and colorful tapestries, some old family heirlooms and others newly spun and being presented for the first time.  Their graceful and intricate works softened the hard and cold edges of the stone walls as they created a welcoming atmosphere.  She looked with pride as she gazed at the new cushions that had been painstakingly sewn and now set upon the chairs and on the wooden benches for they had been crafted for their guest's comfort and by her own hand.
 
   As Kaye sat anxiously at the head table, she turned to peer down the expanse of it to see her family seated neatly thereon.  Her mother sat gracefully adorning the end and wore a dress of a golden color with deep red roping accentuating her still youthful body.  Her father who was seated regally next to her wore that same gold material sewn meticulously into the breast lapels of his stately jacket.
 
   Next to her father sat the new bride and her sister Marie, shyly smiling up at her husband who was seated directly to her right.  Next came Lord Hann, then her place and then to her own right was her brother-in-law and the Highland warrior, Lord Bruce and her younger sister Bridget.  What a diverse group they made.
 
   Kaye looked down across the expanse of people and to the table just to the right of theirs where she spied her dear cousin Matthew.  He was a fine boy, no, now a fine man, with a strong body and a very compassionate heart.  He had a goodly sized frame by English standards and his blonde hair was tied neatly at the base of his neck.  He was blessed with a gentle and very handsome face and made many a girl's hearts flutter whenever they happened to be within his presence.  Kaye knew him and loved him best for his kind and generous heart.  Matthew was more than just a cousin to the three Devon women for he was as close to the sisters as any brother could be.
 
   Matthew spent most of his time within the castle walls training with both his father Roger and his own uncle and Kaye's father, the Lord Devon.  With these two great men at his side, he worked towards perfecting his skills of the sword, developing his competence of estate management and honing his proficiency of the tongue.  For here in the border estates all three skills were essential, with keeping the peace the highest of import.
 
   Matthew was intently staring up at Kaye with a slight look of perplexity crossing his features, for the man who was seated next to her.  It was not a man to whom he had immediately recognized and one he never would have suspected she would take an interest in.  For it was clear to him as to how they had been suddenly thrown together, of Lord Stephen's possible hopes and the meaning of his intent.  For long moments he stared in doubt with a slight frown upon his forehead, until Lord Devon stood to address the hall and interrupted his thoughts.   
 
   "My lairds and ladies, family and guests.  Please be seated as we prepare to partake in the festivities."  Lord Devon was raising his hands high into the air and commanding the attention of the entire hall as the occupants now moved quickly to acquire their places.  
 
   He continued most confidently, "My Lady Marion and I would like to formally welcome you to our home as we celebrate the most happy union of our daughter Marie to the stately Lord Stephen!"  
 
   A loud cheer went up across the chamber as the joyous couple smiled shyly at each other as Marie's cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink.  Kaye gazed on longingly as she watched her sister's new husband lovingly take her hand in his as he squeezed it gently and placed a slight kiss upon her dainty fingers.  This gesture was a sure indication of his love and his devotion displayed outwardly for the whole of the hall to see.
 
   Lord Devon continued, "We thank our Lord above for this favorable occasion, fond family and the food that we are about to eat.  Here, here!"  
 
   With those words spoken, he raised his glass high into the air as did all those in the hall briefly.  They guests all followed suit as they each drank from their cups and toasted the newly married couple.  As he sat, the servants began spilling out of the kitchens presenting the feast to the family table and guests.  They carried out cauldrons of soups and trays of meats and cheeses and breads, with ale and dark colored wines, aplenty.
 
   Throughout the dinner the hall became noisy with talk as Lord Hann engaged Kaye with his conversation, fondly speaking of his home, his estates and his lust for life and his plans for the future.  He spoke animatedly on and on as he described his life in detail and exuded a sense of pride for his own estates and his own accomplishments.  With a warmth in his tone he also spoke of his own son, who was the pride and joy of his life.
 
   Kaye had to admit that beyond his nondescript looks, he was a traditional English noble and considered him mildly entertaining.  He was exceedingly polished, enormously polite and engaging in his own special way.  He was not at all like the terrifying warriors that were within the room, for they were ferocious and their ways unfamiliar to everything that Kaye understood.  This man who was sitting civilly next to her, identified with all that she knew to be proper and decent.  She understood that deep down the Lord Hann and she were two made from the very same cloth.
 
   As she listened, she realized that he was fervently attempting to make a good and lasting impression upon her and she was warmly acknowledging that gesture.  But with a distressing pain within her chest, she also thought back to the visions of her childhood dreams.  Those dreams would always dictate that a strikingly good looking man who was near her own age, would be the one to capture her heart.  He would love her and she would be forever experiencing the fluttery feeling deep within her chest when that special person was within the room.  She had so longed to feel her heart beat wildly when that exceptional person was near.  Oh, how often she had long dreamed that dream.  
 
   As of late and especially as of today, the feelings of desperation were beginning to consume her.  It was a fright for her uncertain future as a foreboding for her loneliness and her path so unknown plagued her mind.  She recognized that she had absolutely no prospects and her future looked so very distressing and so very grim, indeed.  
 
   She looked deeply into the Lord Hann's face as he droned on, his words no longer being comprehended as she continued to contemplate the path of her uncertain life.  She knew she needed protection and desired to be loved as she desperately wanted a home of her own.  With a certainty she acknowledged that she did not wish to become a burden to her parents.  But could she be content with someone who only fostered within her such feelings of gentle politeness?  For she acknowledged quite fully that this man sitting next to her would never, could never, extract the deep seeded love and the passions of her dreams.
 
   Perhaps the love within this union would grow with time, for was that not possible?  He did seem kind and he did seem attentive to her needs.  Was that not the only foundation that was needed?  Kaye continued to gaze at the man sitting next to her as she considered each of these questions laid out before her.
 
   The evening drew onward and the lord's polite conversation never ceased as Kaye contemplated further her unknown destiny.  Lord Stephen had hinted at his uncle's intentions in the previous weeks and she had to be obtuse to not understand his meanings, especially now.  She truly had not seriously entertained Lord Stephen's proposal, for prior to today, prior to these nuptials and prior to this very moment, she had not felt so very desperate.
 
   Kaye reasoned with conviction that perhaps this was a way out for her, for there were no guarantees that there would ever be another who so eagerly would seek her hand.  Kaye softened her heart and brightened her resolve at the idea of it.  For so long she had worried that no one would want her and no one would claim her, for up until this very day, no one had even shown the slightest interest.  Without a husband she knew she would be alone and unprotected.  She was so afraid that she was destined to live out the remainder of her days in her parent's home, with no one to love, childless and with no true life and no special purpose of her own.  
 
   Did it matter that he was simply a nice and noble gentleman?  Would it be a tragedy if she could not see herself loving this man passionately?  If he were to actually propose to her some day, she would have a home of her own and a new life to be sure.  Kaye looked into the face of the man at her side as he continued to drone on as she softened her heart and her mind to him.  At least she found him very cordial and kind and if she put her mind to it she was certain she could learn to love him, could she not?  Was that not a start?  Was that not enough?  She chastised herself once again for her romantic notions and dreams, for they were just that…a fairytale she could not possibly hope to achieve at this late point in her life.  For she already had reached her twenty-first year.
 
   Kaye contemplated her life, deliberated her options and mentally reviewed her alternatives.  She came to the wretched conclusion she was very frightened of her fate.  She had never expected to be in this position and an unreasonable panic began to consume her as her heart beat in dread and an unsuspecting terror bit at her heart.  As Kaye took a deep breath, she resolved that she would stop at nothing to prevent those lonely ends.
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   The evening slowly turned into night and the never-ending festivities droned on as the guests continued to partake of the gaiety and the entertainment.  Jugglers, jokesters and musicians alike were aplenty in the room and strode around filling it with elation and gladness in their wakes.  Pleasure was felt and enjoyment was had by nearly all.
 
   Tor sat at a table at the far side of the hall neither speaking nor taking pleasure in the madness or the merriment, for he did not understand the need for these festivities.  Quite to himself he contemplated the host family and thought how strange were these English.  They exhausted endless hours playing and communicating of such non-essential things and appeared to spend very little time preparing to protect.  He acknowledged rather poignantly that in his entire life, he had never witnessed such idiocy.
 
   Though these two families did not live that far apart, he knew without a doubt that their lifestyles were so vastly different.  In his homeland, they had but one duty and that took all of their time and all of their devotion.  That responsibility was to protect the clan and his family, above all else.  The endless lifetime of training, the building of strong walls, strong bodies and strong decisive minds, was of the utmost importance.  In his mind, it was the only thing that mattered and the only course that was essential.
 
   Here, these English were more intent upon making laughter, making games and fun and that was just so foreign to Tor.  He wondered quite curiously how they had survived for so long with their soft ways.  These lands would not last more than a day handled and protected as such, if these estates were located in his precious Highlands.
 
   Tor looked across the room and up to the head table where the family was seated.  As he gazed across the crowded chamber, he noted the Lord Devon sat proudly and happily with all of his women, his wife and three daughters and their corresponding men.  As he looked over the group, his eyes alighted and hung upon, but one.  The very pretty Kaye as she was called who was sister to his lord's wife, Bridget and sister to the bride, Marie.  
 
   Kaye's dark and thick ebony hair cascaded enticingly down her back and to her waist as the firelight brilliantly reflected upon the masses of shiny tresses.  Her exquisite sapphire blue eyes and full pink lips were so inviting as she smiled up in mirth at one of the jugglers standing right before her.  He watched her intently and noticing her petite yet alluring form as the very tops of her full and luscious breasts ever so enticingly exposed themselves over her fitting gown.  
 
   Memories of the past flashed through Tor's mind as he remembered the first and only other time he had ever visited England.  It was nearly two years ago when his own lord and cousin Alec had come to seek his bride.  The task was by order of his own Scottish king and in agreement with the English king, to wed the Highlander to the border baron's daughter.  That had nearly come to a disastrous end when they arrived and it was known to be the eldest daughter Kaye that his lord was to wed, for she was in such a devastating state.  She was quite sickly as her skin was quite pale and her eyes very sunken, so much so that she could hardly come to the hall and sup on her own.  She never would have made the grueling trip back to the Highlands alive, for she was quite frail.
 
   In her stead, Bridget was chosen for his bride by his own lord, Alec.  The great Lord Devon had also agreed and while Bridget had initially been opposed, in time they had become quite settled.  And what a fine match they had made, for it was quite obvious to anyone that knew the pair that they were contentedly in love.
 
   To look at Bridget's sister now…Tor hardly recognized her as the same woman of those two years past.  Her beauty had most assuredly blossomed as did her fortitude, for it was obvious she was quite changed.  As his eyes perused the full of her from across the hall, he had to wholly acknowledge that she was a true beauty and stirred him greatly.  How he wished he could feel her gentleness within his arms and feel her soft lips touch his own.  She was magnificent enough to want to protect and even perhaps go to war for.
 
   Tor thought absently to himself that it most likely would never occur for it appeared she had a great interest in the fop of a man that was sitting next to her.  He appeared to be easily and fully commanding all of her attentions.  A thin and small English man who was clearly many years her senior and one he knew could never ignite this slight lass' passions, or at least should never be allowed the opportunity to try. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As the evening wore on, Kaye watched the performer in front of the family's table with interest and with delight as he skillfully tossed wooden blocks into the air, catching them unerringly and dramatically before her.  Her eyes were intent upon the show until a slight movement directly behind the performer and from across the great chamber caught her eye.  Without being obvious, she looked beyond the entertaining man and to another seated on the far and opposite wall of the vast room, to one that was extraordinarily handsome but also so very intimidating.  
 
   She felt the heat of Tor's eyes burning into her as they once again sent unfamiliar shivers up her spine.  She silently acknowledged he was exceptionally nice to look upon at a distance, but one that thoroughly and truly frightened her when he was near.  As she gazed across the hall she reasoned to herself that the trembling could be only because he startled her so.  He was so large, so imposing and so mysterious.
 
   She continued to stare as she pretended to be engaged in the act before her, all the while looking intently upon the magnificent figure gazing back at her.  Her heart skipped a beat, but was this for the fear and trepidation that he exhumed about him when he was near?  It must be, for what else could it be?
 
   As Kaye felt a gentle touch upon her arm, she realized with a start that Lord Hann had been speaking to her once again.  She tore her eyes from the warrior who sat across the room and turned to look upon the gentleman at her side, his proper attire and prim face staring intently up at her.  He was so English, one in which she could completely understand.  He was also much more of the kind of man she had always pictured herself knowing and committing to for the rest of her life. 
 
   Perhaps she wished the lord were a few years younger, mayhap wished for a man a bit more striking, but what did it really matter?  He appeared to be a kind man and from the little she knew of him, she understood him to be a vastly respected man.  He was a man that understood duty to his estates and to that of his king.  His character seemed quite impeccable and for what more could she ask?  She would be able to stand proudly next to this one as she understood her role, for she identified with his life and could provide a loving home and some day if they were blessed, a loving family.
 
   The man sitting next to her was so in contrast to the man who was situated across the vast chamber from her and one that could not even be considered.  What would a life with him be like?  The Highlander's strange and warring ways were so unknown and so foreign to her.  Even though her own dear sister now lived with them, she had to admit that she and Bridget were just so dissimilar.  Kaye understood the finer points of managing the estate's kitchens and mending clothes and embroidered well, while her strong sister carried a sword of her own and sat a horse as well as any man.  How could Kaye ever conform?  
 
   And what of this business of their taking a wife?  So many vast and horrendous stories had been told over the years on this topic and some witnessed with her own eyes.  For when the Lord Bruce had come to claim her those two years previous, he had not been satisfied with his original offering so he simply demanded another.  By looking at their shocking and unconventional attire, perhaps her sister's husband was the exception and that the other men in his clan do not usually marry.  Perhaps these clansmen would just take whatever woman they felt would please them.  For the way he brazenly looked at her was truly unsettling and just did not feel proper.
 
   Kaye looked at the Lord Hann who was gazing at her with a questioning look upon his face and a longing in his eyes.  With a start, she realized that she had no idea what had just been spoken since she was so deep in her thoughts.  For long moments, Kaye looked at the lord as he simply stared at her, he on the edge of his seat and appearing to be waiting patiently for her response.  
 
   Kaye remorsefully spoke, "I am so very aggrieved, milord, but the entertainment has me so engaged.  I fear I have not heard the last of your communication."  
 
   He looked at her with an awkwardness now about him as he averted his gaze slightly for the subject of his question had obviously been momentous.  With a kindly smile he repeated the last of what he had just said.
 
   "My dear, Lady Kaye.  What I was speaking of was for my admiration of you and my devotion towards you.  I have much to offer, though I may not be the youngest among the gentlemen here in attendance, I am still very avidly interested.  For I have been lonely these past years without a wife and would like to bestow that honor upon you.  Will you please grant me the privilege and consider my proposal?"
 
   Kaye was startled and quite stunned.  Proposal?  Proposal of what?  Of marriage?  Kaye looked deeply into his eyes as a shocked and uncomfortable silence extended between the two.  For while she assumed she knew what he would be about, she had never dreamed he would come to these conclusions after meeting such a short while before.  And would he really expect an answer so soon?  And here?  In the middle of her sister's wedding reception?
 
   As her mind reeled from the depth of his inquiry and before she could speak, he hurriedly continued on, "Milady, we travel tomorrow morning early, for I have business with the king and have to return to my estates.  I would like to be wed upon the morn and travel immediately thereafter.  That is, of course, if you will have me…"
 
   Kaye was astounded and could only stare back at him as her mind raced as she attempted to truly comprehend all of his declarations and consider his request.  Was he genuinely wishing for her to make her mind up immediately?  
 
   Kaye could only mutter in mystification, "Milord, but we have just met!"
 
   He turned to her fully and took her hands into his as he said, "Ah, yes, milady, but I think we were destined to be together.  And fate can smile down upon those and know that for some, five years would never suffice for two to get to know one another and for others five days would be more than enough.  And in my mind, it was only five minutes before I knew I wanted you for my wife!"
 
   Kaye stared at the lord, stunned as he bent over her hand and brought it up to his lips as he placed a warm kiss upon her knuckles.  He slowly looked up at her, smiling, encouraging, beseeching her to declare that she agreed to be his.
 
   She took a deep breath knowing she was flattered by his declaration as she thoroughly contemplating her future.  She knew in her mind that this was a logical path to take and the rational step to obtain.  For the first time in her life, someone had declared that they truly wanted her.  She now had a plan where she would not be alone and not be a burden upon her parents nor subjected to a life of solitude.  Her mind raced for the possibility as she realized that her dream, at least in part, could come true and she only had to accept his offer.  Her pulse raced heavily for the relief that she felt, for she realized she was wanted and now had a very promising prospect.  She surely understood that by consenting, she would have a home that she could appreciate and would marry into ways that she fully understood.  
 
   But it was something else that made her pause and not immediately respond to his offer as she quite considered his proposal.  For in her heart she was not so sure that this was her true destiny.  Her pulse thundered within her ears, drowning out the din of the merriment all around her as her emotions softly rebelled within.  She felt a slight pain as it pinched within her chest as the uncertainty of this proposal began to grow.  A silent alarm come from deep within as it began to threaten her fully.
 
   Kaye removed her eyes from the lord's face, the war of her decision continuing to escalate and rage within her.  She allowed her gaze to travel from where she was seated at the high table, beyond the juggler and over the room of unsuspecting guests to the place far removed from her.  With her eyes, she beseechingly sought out the enthralling man of her thoughts from just moments ago.  He, who had been sitting across the room causing strange and unfamiliar feelings within, she now moving her eyes to the space that was once occupied by the Highlander.  An alarm grew within her breast as she realized that his chair was vacant and his body now gone as a strange void replaced the pounding of her heart.  She closed her eyes in resolution as a chill spread through her body as she held her breath.  The dreaded fears of eternal loneliness and solitude resurfaced and replaced the excitement she had previously felt with the anxiousness of her heart.  With a sigh she returned her gaze to the Lord Hann, her mind now made up, her destiny fully determined as she spoke with more confidence than she truly felt.
 
   "Yes, milord.  I will marry you."
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   The second wedding ceremony varied vastly from the first.  Very few people were in attendance save for Kaye's immediate family and Lord Stephen's.  No special pomp or circumstance was declared as the small party watched the simple service somberly as the vows were stoically said and the blessings were had.
 
   Kaye's youngest sister Bridget watched regretfully during the ceremony and forever wondered what had prompted her dear sister to make such a rash decision.  Why would she choose to marry someone such as the Lord Hann?  Even though the sisters had not seen each other in this expanse of these last two years, they had been very close prior to her being wed.  They had shared much as they were growing up including their wants and dreams for their futures and this was so unlike what she ever would have expected.
 
   Bridget knew her sister well and understood she had a most tender heart.  Her greatest ambition and dream in life was to find a suitable husband who could love and respect her and to whom she could fully give her heart.  She had often times declared that was what would make her complete and she had vowed that she would settle for nothing less than the love and devotion that was shared by their parents.
 
   Their father and their mother.  Bridget looked beyond the discomfited couple standing together before the priest to her parents who were positioned a small distance away from the group as they stood arm in arm.  She could not help but be saddened as she looked upon their trained and normally unemotional faces that were clearly filled with sadness and disbelief.  They did not show any joy as what should have been displayed for the parents of the bride and one that they had shown so openly and as recently as yesterday when their dear Marie was united with Lord Stephen.  It was obvious that they too, were feeling the distress of this situation and were quite distraught at this abrupt turn of events.  Bridget's mother had tears welling, though definitely not for happiness as her father stood stoically and rigidly by.  They were in such a distressing state to be sure.
 
   The priest finally pronounced the couple's fate as husband and wife, sealing the pact to their lives.  Lord Hann turned abruptly and looked into Kaye's face as he smiled faintly with a coolness to his eyes.  He awkwardly leaned in and slightly brushed Kaye's lips with his own, signaling the end of the ceremony and commencement of their married life.  
 
   Kaye closed her eyes as her new husband bent slightly towards her with an expectancy upon her mind for the impending kiss that would symbolize the beginning of their new life together.  She was wishing ardently that he could stir emotions within her and quell all of her impending fears.  As his lips barely brushed hers, a feeling of remoteness and a disappointment flowed through her for before the kiss began it was truly over.  She was left standing detached and feeling all alone with no warmth of sentiments within.
 
   A plethora of emotions now began to battle within Kaye as they continued to stand before the priest.  The ceremony was now complete and her fate was now sealed forever.  She pasted a smile upon her face and feigned happiness and cheerfulness and was hoping that on the outside this is what would be perceived by all those in attendance.  She desired beyond all that was living that they would believe she had made the appropriate and happiest of decisions, for she assumed that this is what new brides should truly feel.  But deep down inside she experienced a sense of despondency forever growing as a void overtook her heart and a panic for the hasty decision that she had made.  But made it, she had and live with it, she was determined she would do.
 
   With a sudden resolution, she forced a smile further upon her face, knowing she could not go back upon her word now.  Would not go back now for she had chosen her road knowing full well what may most likely lay ahead.  She had already declared before her family and her God that she would love, honor and obey this man she called husband and she vowed to do nothing less.  She knew most assuredly that her convictions were strong and her word, absolute.
 
   Lord Hann, still standing close to his new bride leaned in slightly as he moved his mouth towards Kaye's ear.  He placed a slight kiss upon her temple for the benefit of those in attendance within the great chamber and spoke coolly and softly into her ears. 
 
   "We are now wed and it is time to go.  Now quickly say your goodbyes and gather your things for we shall be on the road within the quarter hour."
 
   He leaned back and away from her as he showed a slight smile that she noted once again was one that strangely did not reach all the way up into his eyes.  At that moment Kaye felt the foreboding and the first stirrings of apprehension within her heart for the hasty decision she had made.  She showed no apparent or outward signs of the dread that began to consume her, for she understood completely that she had pledged herself to this man and fool or not, fulfill that pledge is what she was bound to do.  She was now resolved that she would follow her new lord to the ends of the earth, for she had given her word and her word was all that she had of any real value now left in this world.  
 
   She took a deep breath as she forced a smiled upon her face and determined that no one within this room would perceive any of the sadness or misery that was inwardly consuming her.   She raised her chin slightly as she nodded to her new lord, then turned as she made her way to the sides of her two sisters as each stood proudly by their own husbands.  She remained still for a few moments in front of them, then leaned in and hugged each one tightly, quietly declaring her love and devotion for the Devon family and that she was honored to be following their fine leads.  
 
   She stepped back slightly from within their embrace and with a final nod, she moved from their presence with a faint smile positioned upon her lips. Kaye turned and strode serenely across the floor to face her parents, knowing this would be her most difficult farewell.  She knew that these two who had raised her, knew her and understood her but she vowed she would show no sign of the trepidation she felt nor anything of her fears.  For she only wanted to do right by them and take the full and complete responsibility for her decision.  
 
   She walked slowly across the floor in their direction, now standing before the two who had influenced her most in her life.  In Kaye's heart she knew she wanted nothing more than to make them proud for the woman whom she had grown to be and knew she had become.  For nothing in this world meant more to her at this very moment, then their love and their respect.  
 
   She leaned in and placed a kiss upon each of her mother's cheeks with a stoic smile still portrayed upon her face.  She held her father's hand tightly, the warmth enveloping hers as she attempted to draw from his strength.  Kaye wanted desperately to prove that she too, was strong and not leave her poor parents any reason to believe she had made an error in judgment or made her decision in haste.  So before her resolution faltered, before they could detect what was truly within her heart, she quickly turned and left the hall for her room so that she could collect her belongings and gather her composure.  More than anything, she did not want them to see the sadness in her eyes nor the apprehension within her heart.  With her chin held high she moved across the great hall and walked up the stairs to her rooms above, for what she recognized could be the very last time.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Tor stood undetected and in the shadows of the chamber watching the ceremony take place.  He listened to the vows and to the pledges but was still unbelieving and skeptical of both the bride and the groom.  He watched as the emotions played across both Kaye's and her intended's face, subtle messages though they were.  He could detect that something was amiss and not quite right, but now as the final words were spoken, he knew it was all complete as the pledges were made.  He understood there was no reversing what had been bound.
 
   As Kaye exited the hall, he stepped back slightly and further into the shadows so she did not notice him as she hurried by.  With a sure heaviness within his chest he realized that the agonized look upon her face was telling and certainly not the feigned smile she had allowed her family to witness.  Once she had passed by him and up the stairs, he followed suit, unknown to anyone in the great hall below as he was completely undetected by Kaye.
 
   He watched at a safe distance as she disappeared down the long hallway and into what must be her chamber, leaving her door slightly ajar.  He silently approached and as he came even with her threshold he peered over his shoulder and back towards whence he came, ensuring he was followed by no one.  He then turned back as he guardedly peered in and watched Kaye intently from across the expanse of the room and unbeknownst to her.
 
   He gazed at Kaye rather attentively as she stood by the bed with her back to the door as her head was lowered.  Tor noted sadly that her shoulders were slightly shaking as she quietly accepted her grief.  It was quite apparent that she was making great attempts at calming herself, but to no avail.  For many moments Tor watched as she stood as such with a great grief spreading through him at the reality of her plight.  
 
   After a long while, Kaye raised her head and took in a large breath.  Slowly, she let it out as she was obviously continuing to fight for control.  She breathed in deeply one final time and as she did so, she dabbed at the obvious tears upon her cheeks as she turned to grab the single bag upon the bed and turn back towards the door to make her final retreat.
 
   Tor took one step backward and further into the shadows as she approached, staying hidden from her as she exited her room and walked down the hallway and away from him and into her new life. 
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   Kaye stood in the center of the courtyard of her family's home as the midmorning sun in the cloudless sky heated the air fully around them, a full wretchedness upon her heart.  As she breathed in deeply in an attempt to control her apprehension, she felt a small bead of sweat forming at the base of her neck and felt as it moved slowly and lazily down onto her back below her gown.  She looked up forlornly at the intense blue sky that surrounded them as it shone brightly and brilliantly, so unlike the dark turmoil that was now churning within her heart.
 
   Kaye turned to gaze upon the family that she had grown up with and loved desperately, staring at them one final time as they stood quietly and serenely upon the stone stairs.  The home where she had lived the entire twenty one years of her life rose regally behind them, exuding fond and loving memories as did all those standing before it.  She permitted her eyes to seek each and every one of their faces as she desperately beseeched her mind to memorize and brand them forever to her memory. 
 
   The courtyard was somber and quiet with no one moving and no one speaking for the farewells had all been said.  Kaye stood without moving as she silently willed herself to gain the strength to become prepared for the next part of her life.  Her eyes circled around one final time at the somber group standing above the square, finally and for the last time settling upon her parents.  They stood silently by with her father's arm wrapped tightly around her mother, supporting Lady Marion and a sense of  dismay surrounding them both.  
 
   Kaye turned in resignation to her new husband who was standing directly behind her as she nodded her head to indicate that she was now ready to depart.  He grasped her small hand in his as he turned to lead her over to a small brown horse that was waiting patiently behind them.  He moved to assist her upon the petite pony's back and then snugly tied her parcel behind her.  
 
   There were just four in the small English party and that number was including Kaye.  Besides herself, there was the Lord Hann and two of his men.  The Hann soldiers who much resembled their lord in height and ability traveled rather lightly as compared to the great Scottish warriors.  No bows were laid across their backs, nor massive weaponry anywhere upon their persons.  They each sported only one single slight sword that hung neatly and elegantly sheathed at their sides, more for its stylish looks than its practical usage.  
 
   Tor scowled as he moved out onto the castle stairs from within the great hall as he moved quietly to gain Alec's side.  He shook his head slowly and in disbelief as he watched the small party turn and take their leave slowly down the dirt path.  As the Hann party moved their mounts away from the stone stairs and towards the drawbridge beyond, a deep furrow began to grow upon his brow.  He spoke quietly for Alec alone, so that no others would hear, no one else would take note.  
 
   "Alec, are all the people of this land so careless?" 
 
   Alec looked at him and with concern upon his face and a knowing sigh as he simply shook his head in disgust, for he too was shocked at their lack of preparedness.  He obviously understood more than most that times were not always safe and were never safe in his mind, to leave their lives and their protection to chance.  There were always threats about, those of the lands and people ever present even here in their civilized England.   That is why when Alec traveled he would always come with his seasoned warriors and weaponry aplenty and readily carried, easily accessible and ever prepared.
 
   Tor stood next to his lord shaking his head in irritation with a loathing within his chest as he returned, "Then let us be away from here.  It is difficult to stomach these people's ways much further…"
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kaye, now the Lady Hann, sat stoically and quietly upon her mount as she followed the three men moving steadily down the dirt path that led away from the great stone walls beyond her father's keep.  Her slight pony was quite small in contrast to their larger steeds and even from the very beginning of their journey she found herself continually falling behind their great beast's long strides.  With frustration, she found herself repeatedly kicking her heels restlessly into her own pony to move it quickly forward in an attempt to close the gap that threatened to grow wider and leave her further behind.   
 
   The English party had ridden for what must have been at least an hour for the sun was now approaching its apex and the excessive heat of the late summer day was fully upon them.  Even though the temperature continued to escalate, the small party had not yet stopped and had not yet rested nor offered to take a break.  In their journey, Kaye continued to see only the three Hann men's backs as they trudged onward.  
 
   While she attempted to maintain the pace set by her new lord and harden her resolve, both Kaye and her gentle animal were beginning to show sure signs of fatigue and she began to grow weary.  Kaye's back had begun to get sore and her legs had long since fallen asleep from the longstanding and unfamiliar position on top of the small mare's back.  She sighed heavily and resolved that even though she felt discomfort, she was determined not to complain and refused to give in to her fatigue and aches as she remained silent and all the while sadly shouldering her grief.
 
   As they rode further into the day, the path they were following began to narrow as they moved through yet another stand of great oaks.  Kaye noticed the trees as they grew ever closer and converged tightly upon them.  As they traveled deeper into the wooded area the small road tapered further and was no longer wide enough for horses to move at even two abreast, so the men moved into a single file leaving Kaye trailing silently behind.
 
   They continued riding in this format for what seemed like a long while to Kaye as the trees continued to consume the small party.  In her exhaustion, for that is what she was by this time, she began to fall further and further behind the men of the Hann keep.  A true concern began growing in her heart for she was unable to keep her pony near.  
 
   As the three Hann men made their way ahead of her and over a slight rise, their presence was momentarily obstructed by the knoll they had just passed over.  Within that instant, she heard a horse whinny loudly and then another, as one of the men shouted with a terror in his voice.  Although she could not hear his words nor see what had happened, she understood the tone was one of fright and one of fear and it instilled a grave panic within her heart.  
 
   Kaye pulled hard on her small horse's lead as she halted her slight pony in her tracks concerned for the men's unknown fate and not wishing to encroach upon their misfortune.  With her heart beating heavily within her chest, she waited for some sign or a signal that all was well before she was willing to proceed.  Within moments she heard the sound of pounding hooves as a riderless horse came over the rise and approached her quickly as it charged down the path with its eyes wide and startled and stampeding straight at her.
 
   In reflex, Kaye pulled hard on the lead rope of her mare's harness to escape the speeding beast as she moved her small pony off the path just in time and into the shelter of a nearby thick stand of trees.  As she stayed hidden, she listened intently for any sound or any indication of what had just occurred causing one of the Hann men to lose his mount.  Hearing only an eerie silence, with apprehension flooding through her, she dismounted carefully to seek out their fate.  
 
   As her feet first touched the ground she nearly collapsed for the extensive time she had spent within the saddle.  The needle like pain prickled fiercely at her legs.  She grasped her mare's mane to steady herself as she wished the blood to hastily begin circulating and the feeling to return so she could seek out her lost party.  When she finally felt the life returning to her legs, she carefully placed her lead rope over the nearest branch as she secured her mare and made ready to move forward in search of some answers.  With caution and with an ominous silence still hanging in the air about her, she crept forward in an attempt to stay hidden within the large oaks.  As a fear began to mount in her breast, she peered over the gentle rise to assess the fate that had befallen her new lord and his men.
 
   Her pulse beat wildly as she slowly progressed forward and then froze in terror as her heart clenched within her chest at the sight that was laid out before her.  Several dark men who numbered seven, had circled around the Lord Hann and his two men in the slight clearing.  Their massive and heavily armed bodies sent a foreboding chill throughout her body as she watched on in alarm as they moved their large mounts to surround them in an effort to keep the three Hann men contained within. 
 
   Kaye noted that her husband and one of his men were still astride their horses with one now unseated and standing upon the ground between the other two.  All three were completely motionless and were wide-eyed with the fright clearly written upon their faces.  She watched with concern for the one standing was clutching his shoulder as a slight trickle of blood escaped between his fingers.  
 
   The circling men were all dressed in dark clothing, their dirty and unkempt bodies sitting alertly and powerfully upon their great steeds.  They were all large and impressively armed with massive swords positioned upon their backs and hanging from their sides.  They were all equally menacing and equally terrifying as they continued to surround their prey.  Closer and closer they moved as they contained the Hann men, within.
 
   It was the lord himself who spied her and locked eyes with her as she peered from her hiding place among the trees and just over the hill.  When she was spotted, he reacted to her fully as he drew in a deep and noticeable breath.  His eyes grew wide as he stared directly at her.  His obvious reaction to her presence alerted one of the dark men and he turned swiftly on his mount as he lifted his great sword and his eyes turned in her direction.  A fear fully engulfed Kaye's heart and before she was able to remove herself from his line of sight, he noticed her hidden within the brush a short distance away. 
 
   As quickly as Kaye could, she spun and began to run in an attempt to flee as she tried desperately to leave the men and the horror laid out behind her.  She ran on as swiftly as her legs would carry her and had not traveled more than a few paces when she heard the thundering of hooves from a single rider closing in quickly behind her.  
 
   She ran as hastily as her legs would carry her in an effort to flee further into the woods as she dodged between the large oaks in hopes she could evade her potential captor.  But he was too quick and was too seasoned and skilled for her to evade him.  With little effort and surprising grace, he deftly leaned over the side of his sprinting horse as he came abreast of her and easily lifted her from the ground, mid-stride.
 
   Kaye felt the power of the dark man as she was yanked forcibly into the air and placed solidly before her captor as an arm roughly moved about her waist and secured her tightly within his grasp.  He held her fiercely as he pushed her violently into his chest as his mass completely engulfed her within.  His dark greasy hair hung long and touched her head as his armor bit painfully at her skin where his body effectively surrounded her.  
 
   Once he had her wrapped securely within his arms, he turned his mount abruptly and moved swiftly back to the clearing.  His breath was hot and rancid above her head as a horrid and deep chuckle escaped him.  As the horse picked its way through the trees, the threatening man's hand greedily grabbing at the underside of her breast causing a wave of nausea to nearly consume her and a panic spread further throughout her body.
 
   Kaye's breath caught in her throat for she realized that her terror was real and her destiny no longer of her choosing as she sat before this chilling beast and among the other dark men.  He moved his large steed forward and retook his original place within the circle of the feared enemies.  The terror was apparent in Kaye's eyes and was engulfing her being and ever threatening to consume her.  She stared in dread and misery at the hard and callused faces of her captors.  
 
   Her eyes finally sought Lord Hann's as she silently begged her new husband for his protection and was hoping he could safeguard her and bring her away from this nightmare unscathed.  With a wretchedness she realized that her lord could only stare back with the same fears written upon his own face, as the reality of their situation truly began to permeate her mind.
 
   "Your valuables, kind sir."
 
   It came from one of the dark men seated upon his large steed directly across from her on the other side of the circle of men.  This, she assumed must be deemed the leader of this strong and sordid group for he was larger then the rest and his armor more adorned.  He was an imposing and ferocious looking man with hard and dark eyes, his blackened teeth showing slightly as he spoke.  It was a calm request and Kaye recognized it as an ominous request, yet in a tone as if inquiring of a friend the time of day.
 
   Lord Hann blustered, "We have none!  We are a simple party traveling home from a neighboring keep!"
 
   The great man across the way chuckled deeply as his eyes crinkled at the corners and came to light upon Kaye.  An unexpected shudder consumed her body as he stared intensely into her as he slid his gaze lazily from her face and down the full of her.  For several long moments he watched her as his callous eyes surveyed her openly and his lips turned up in a slight sneer. 
 
   He drew his mount slightly back from the rest and unhurriedly moved his horse around the foul group and directly next to the man that held her.  He reached over and unceremoniously placed his hands at her waist and pulled her body from her captor and on to his own horse as he settled her down roughly before him and upon his lap.  He wrapped his arm securely around her body as she sat in front of him as he held Kaye tightly to his hard chest.  He spoke ominously as he stared directly into Lord Hann's eyes over the top of Kaye's head. 
 
   "Nothing?  You have no valuables upon your person?"
 
   When Kaye's husband of only a few hours just stared mutely and wide eyed back at the pair upon the horse, the man behind her chuckled severely and threateningly once again.  The man's arm tightened further around her waist as he brought her in closer still to his massive chest as his stench assailed her nostrils and his heated body sickeningly overwhelmed her senses. 
 
   Kaye stared intensely back at her lord, silently pleading and imploring him to give up whatever he had to appease these horrid men for her sake, if for nothing else.  She could only hope that he carried at least a little bit of coin that could placate these dark men, for she desperately needed protection and needed to be wholly rid of this nightmare.  To her horror, her new husband simply sat upon his horse silently and sat stilled and wide eyed as he said nothing.  
 
   When there was no response from Lord Hann, with a sickening dread she could feel her captor's hand begin to move slowly over her stomach.  Back and forth it moved as it gradually inched its way upwards.  She attempted to push desperately at his ascending hand and move away from his frightening touch and away from his sickening grasp, but he held her firmly and stilled her movements as he confined her arms by her side and pressed her further into his chest.
 
   The tears began to well and silently fall down her cheeks as she felt her captor's movements and watched in revulsion as her new husband stubbornly sat mutely by.  She continued to be groped in front of him by this grotesque man and her lord did nothing to stop the assault, just simply stared blankly and looked on as the dark man took control of her body.  
 
   Her captor continued to lazily rub her stomach as his hands began to move further upwards ever so slightly and ever so lazily tormenting her along the way.  With a slow and languid motion, he moved his hand higher to finally and wholly encompass one of her full breasts.  
 
   The tears now flowed freely down her cheeks and the bile threatened to rise in her throat as the dark man's assault continued unhurriedly on.  She closed her eyes fighting the repulsion of this man's touch as his large hand encompassed her breast and with his fingers he pinched her fiercely through the material of her bodice.  She breathed deeply a she prayed for her nightmare to cease as she attempted to control her raging panic that was continuing to consume her.
 
   He continued to squeeze her breast harshly through the material of her gown as he roughly handled her in front of all the onlookers.  On and on he kneaded her breast as Kaye slowly opened her eyes once again and realized in horror that it was not only her husband that was staring but every one of the dark men was gawking at her.  A sickness began to build within and she noticed how they each watched hungrily as their leader groped her openly as he abused her body horribly.   
 
   Kaye struggled to appear emotionless and without reaction, for she was afraid that if she showed her fear and repulsion that this would anger her captor and potentially fuel him further and cause her additional harm.  So Kaye attempted to quell her disgust and push away the pain of his assault as the dark man continued to forever grasp and roughly knead her breast.  She realized with revulsion that his hot and sickly breath was quickening and now coming in clear rasps behind her.  
 
   When she thought the degradation could not get any worse, her captor suddenly removed his hand from her and grabbed at the material of the bodice of her gown.  With a quick motion, he ripped it fully down to her waist and effectively exposed her breasts and the front side of her fully for everyone in close proximity to see.  As the sickening sound of the tearing gown was heard in the now silent clearing, Kaye's terror grew for her body was now visibly trembling in fear.  
 
   Kaye's dark captor kept his eyes solely upon the great lord as he waited for him to show any reaction.  The Lord Hann continued to watch unspeaking and unmoving as he stared straight ahead and wordlessly upon his own horse.
 
   The dark man spat out harshly, "Nothing, milord?  You have nothing of worth?"
 
   Kaye's tears continued to flow heavily as they silently fell down her cheeks and now onto her exposed skin of her chest as no words came from her husband.  There was no movement to be had and he said nothing to stop the horrid man's assault.  The dark man moved his hands back to her now bared breasts as he roughly kneaded her flesh once again in front of all as he pinched cruelly at their peaks.  Nausea threatened further as his attack continued as she heard a malicious chuckle rising again in his throat as with his other hand he began moving it down her body and past her stomach with an attempt at reaching her secret place below. 
 
   Kaye's heart was thundering and her pulse roaring as her fear escalated further at this next degrading turn of events.  The dark man's horrid ministrations became all consuming as she tried to fight unsuccessfully against his hardened body for her release.  She began to shake uncontrollably in her wretched state as she finally surrendered to the full blackness that entirely and blessedly enveloped her.
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   Alec and the rest of the Bruce clan along with his wife Bridget, mounted their horses within the hour after the previous party left the Devon estates.  It was a sad and difficult farewell for Bridget who knew this would most likely be the last time she would see her family in a very long time, if she ever had the chance to see them again.  The small party left the humid and sunny courtyard moving their mounts beyond the lowered drawbridge and taking the weathered path in a northerly direction.  This happened to be the same initial route as the earlier group had taken.  They trotted and galloped and made good time as the midday sun reached high overhead.  
 
   Bridget smiled slightly as she was lost in thought and reflected back upon the last time she had taken this course in this direction, being a new bride herself.  She considered how her initial uncertainties had blossomed into a real joy that she had found within the loving arms of her husband.  While it had not been initially easy, they had found in each other a true and profound happiness and passions beyond what either of them had ever deemed possible.  With a slight smile and warmth spreading through her for the magnificent gift of a husband that was hers, she could only sincerely hope and wish that both Marie and Kaye could find this same love and contentedness, too.
 
   When the Bruce clan had been riding for less than an hour and just as they were beginning to enter the next wooded section of land, a riderless horse came sprinting down the trail and from within the trees.  As he thundered beyond the group, the beast was recognized immediately as one that had been ridden by the Lord Hann's men for it sported the family's coat of arms upon its bridal.  
 
   Tor seized the reins of the animal as it attempted to move by as he slowed the beast to a halt.  He road near and closely inspected the rear flank for droplets of blood were clearly visible.  Tor looked over at Alec with a grave concern within his eyes for there were no markings upon the animal and that could only mean one thing.  The blood upon the beast was most likely from its rider.  A dread began to grow within his heart for the small and unprepared group that had traveled before them.  
 
   Alec who was also very much concerned, quickly turned to Bridget and said quietly, "Return immediately to your father's keep.  We will come retrieve you when we know what is about."
 
   Bridget looked at him with resolution in her eyes and fear in her heart and simply said, "No, Alec, I will ride with you for it is my sister's family…"
 
   She stared pleadingly into his eyes, not wishing to argue with him for time was wasting and knowing she could not leave without discovering the truth of the matter.  So she begged him further.
 
   "Please Alec, let us go now for we do not have time to waste.  I promise I will stay behind and out of harm's way.  But I cannot leave without knowing what has happened to dear Kaye and the rest of her party."
 
   With those words spoken, Alec nodded knowing time was of the essence and each moment that went by lessened the party's chances, if they were indeed troubled as he had feared.  He turned his steed resolutely and the clan raced on, intent upon discovering the Hann family's fate.
 
   The Bruce clan progressed quickly and as quietly as they could down the path as they moved deeper and deeper into the forest.  They were ever scanning and always on alert as they examined the surrounding area for any signs of conflict.  As the great oaks continued to thicken before them and the path began to narrow, they spied Kaye's horse in the distance ahead as it was tethered neatly to a tree with no one seemingly about.  The clan slowed and Alec motioned for Bridget to move her horse next to Kaye's and wait for his command.  
 
   Bridget nodded, knowing full well that she would comply with his request to ensure Alec and his men could concentrate on their task at hand.  Bridget watched in fright as the four warriors spread out silently across the slight rise and moved forward, quietly and decisively drawing their weapons for they were ever ready.
 
   Tor breached the rise first and a black anger like no other he had ever felt before began to consume the full of him at the sight laid out before his eyes.  The Lord Hann and his two men were within the circle of several horses with heavily armed men surrounding.  Kaye sat upon a horse and before one of the large men with his hands upon her, her dress gaping open, her breasts revealed with her assault quiet obvious.
 
   As he stared at the scene before him, he attempted to temper his rage as the man holding Kaye began to dismount.  As he moved from his horse he brought her motionless body with him as his hand still encompassed her breast.  The large man easily picked her limp form from his beast and with her, moved from the circle of horses.  He stepped into the brush that was a few paces behind to where he laid her body carelessly out upon the ground.  With a slight sneer, he removed his armor then leaned over and proceeded to lift her skirts with his dark and malicious intentions clear.
 
   In one swift and silent movement, Tor unsheathed a small sword from his side and as the man stood over Kaye he threw the weapon swiftly forward.  With perfect revolution, the large dagger hit its mark squarely as it landed directly and fully in the center of the man's heart, successfully felling him from whence he stood.  
 
   In that instant as the noise of the blade striking flesh and bone coursed through the air and the final breath was forced from the large man, the rest of the dark party were aware of a presence and now on full alert and prepared and ready for battle.  The seasoned Scottish Highlanders descended upon the dark men as they heavily wielded their massive swords and felling the unsuspecting intruders from where they stood.  Distressed cries could be heard as one by one of the dark men were obliterated and became no more.  It took only a few minutes to decimate them, so enraged and so expertly trained were the Highlanders.  The six remaining assailants who had overtaken the small Hann party had never stood a chance.  
 
   Throughout the short battle, the Lord Hann and his men huddled quietly and frantically in the midst of the bedlam.  They did their best to stay clear of the warring men and not wishing nor being able to contribute to the battle.  Fear and panic was written clearly upon their faces as the horror consumed them as they watched the bloodshed and rage ensue all around.
 
   As the last man fell and only after all fates had been confirmed, Tor dismounted and moved quickly in the direction of the motionless Kaye.  As he approached, his breath caught in his throat as he looked sadly upon the small dark haired beauty who lay silently upon the ground with the large assailant still partially covering her legs.
 
   As the enraged feelings grew within his chest, Tor reached down and rolled the bulky and grimy man from Kaye's tiny frame as a fear descended entirely upon his heart for her fate.  He adeptly moved the dead man from on top of her and away from her side as he removed the man from her sight.  He then hastily returned to her and restored her skirts to their rightful place around her legs to modestly cover her.  As best as he could, he reached over to pull her torn gown together over her breasts as he attempted to conceal her within.  His fury continued to pulsate throughout his body as he noted the harsh and purple marks that were intermingled with her light ivory skin, the beginnings of bruising to appear from the attack upon her body.  
 
   His heart was thundering within his great chest and breaking for the atrocity that befell this poor lass.  With the back of his large hand, he gently brushed her ivory cheek as he silently implored her to awaken.  He could only hope that she would be all right as the concern was ever etched upon his face.  When she did not stir, he tenderly lifted her head and placed it gently in the crook of his arm as he intently looked into her lovely face.  He once again moved his fingers caringly over her flawless skin willing her to awaken and prayed she would soon.  He noted with sadness that her lashes were spiked wet from her tears and her cheeks moist with her lips slightly parted as if in a deep slumber.  
 
   With a black anger growing further within for her husband's assured carelessness, Tor turned and peered over his shoulder at the Lord Hann who was still perched unmoving upon his horse with his eyes still wide in terror.  Tor was sickened for the spineless man who now called himself her protector, for defending his wife should have been his task above all else.  Tor knew without a doubt that had she been his wife, he would have fought to the death to protect her and never would have allowed such a travesty to befall her.  Tor spoke loudly and in an attempt to reprimand him for his neglect and bring him out of his stupor.
 
   "Your wife, milord, do you wish not to come forward and comfort her?"
 
   Lord Hann simply stared down at the Highlander from his position atop his horse quite unmoving with a vacant look in his eyes and his mouth slightly opened.  No words were forthcoming as his face began to flush.  Finally, he responded blandly, "But…but…She has been soiled…I would not have her now!"
 
   Tor gawked at the man in disgust as his anger exploded as he spat, "And 'twas you that was supposed to protect her!  'Tis your fault you were not prepared and yours alone that she has suffered so violently!"
 
   Tor felt a movement within his arms as his black anger coursed through his body and looked down to find Kaye fully awake.  Her brow was furrowed and her eyes wholly pained as she lay within his arms and stared dejectedly at her new husband.  A full wretchedness completely consumed her for she had awakened and had heard the entire exchange.
 
   Kaye looked from her new husband and down to her torn gown as the reality of the recent events flooded her mind.  She was sickened and saddened as the full of it dawned upon her.  She was newly wed and now her husband did not want her and after this assault she was afraid that he would most likely never have her.  Her shame and sadness at the loss of her life and at the loss of her dreams was so all consuming and came flooding back upon her.  For it was quite obvious that he could not, nor would not have her through no fault of her own. 
 
   The tears of her shame streamed down her face as a nausea began to overtake her for the horror she had been through and for the dreadfulness that had just been put upon her.  Her stomach began to recoil as her body began to convulse as she rolled away from the man that held her.  She trembled greatly as she began to lose the contents of her stomach upon the ground, humiliating her further still.
 
   Tor watched in sadness as the petite woman began to physically tremble and her body shudder as she wretched the contents of her stomach as the violations settled upon her.  As she rolled from him, he tenderly pulled her long tresses back from her face as wave after wave of nausea coursed through her body.  On and on her body quivered as he held her tenderly, his heart breaking for her travesty.
 
   As Kaye struggled against her ravished body, Bridget came rushing over the hill with Alec close behind.  Ignoring the bloodied bodies lying haphazardly upon the ground, Bridget moved quickly to her dear sister and near to Tor who was tenderly speaking and attending to Kaye's needs.  For long moments the two nursed and provided her comfort until her body finally and decisively quieted.
 
   Alec watched as Tor's anger continued to consume him, a rage encompassing him like no other he had ever witnessed.  Alec moved closer to his friend and his cousin and watched closely as he held Kaye tightly within his arms.  He clearly understood his fury and had oftentimes witnessed his strength and wrath upon the battlefield, but Alec had never observed such anger for the plight of a woman.  Alec placed his hand upon Tor's shoulder as he silently implored him to temper his emotions and keep him from doing anything rash.
 
   Instead it was Alec who spoke next, "If you would not have her now, milord, then be gone.  Remove your vile face from our presence."
 
   Lord Hann did not move.  He continued to stare down at the tiny woman, unblinking and gaping intently at his wife as she continued to tremble silently within the large and terrifying warrior's arms.  For long moments he sat looking fixedly at her, as he slowly came out of his hazed state.  Finally, he pulled his eyes from his wife and turned to gaze at his man who was still seated upon his beast.
 
   "Get milady’s horse," Lord Hann said insipidly.
 
   Kaye watched her husband intently as the words he had spoken slowly and most dejectedly registered within her.  He did not want her, but he wanted her horse?  The confusion played across her face as she watched her husband closely.  With a sudden and sickened realization of his statement, his meaning dawned and became more clear.  No…he did not want her, but he would take her with him anyway?
 
   Kaye could do nothing but stare in misery and dread at her lord as realization spread fully through her.  His icy stare and cold eyes spoke volumes and chilled her straight through to the center of her being.  He despised her and felt that she was now soiled, so any possible happy life or hope she had thought to have would most likely be no longer.  A hollowness consumed her and now broke her will as it completely shattered her dreams most decisively.
 
   After looking at him for several moments, Kaye took a deep breath as she resigned herself to her dire situation.  She knew that she had pledged herself and had given her oath before her family, before her country and before her God, to love, honor and obey this man.  A pledge she could not, and would not, take lightly.  For her honor and her duty were all that now remained and the only things that she had left within her of any true value.  So, obey is what she was determined to do.
 
   With a knowing sadness and a determination like no other she had ever felt, she was resolved to do as she was ordered.  She was now quite determined to obey her husband.  She looked up into Tor's eyes as his arms still surrounded her and made a move to rise.  
 
   She quietly said to him as a sadness flooded throughout her body, "I must go."
 
   He looked down at her completely astounded and unknowing how to react for he assumed he could not be hearing her correctly.  For what she had been through, for what her new husband had said.  But as she continued to look into his eyes pleadingly and nodded her head slightly, he knew that he had no right to intervene for this was but her decision to make, though imprudent he was thinking she must be.  
 
   Tor had a new understanding and appreciation for this woman he now held within his arms.  He admitted that he had to admire her will and steadfastness for this clearly was a woman who would live by her duty, though misguided he believed her to be.  She was proving to be a woman Tor knew to be proud, but in the best sense.  Whether he agreed or not with her decision, he understood without a doubt that it was only hers to make.  He knew he had no right to speak out or to attempt to sway her pronouncement, so comply with her request, he must.
 
   Tor dejectedly helped the shaken Kaye to rise fully.  As he did so and unbeknownst to any within that slight clearing, he carefully pulled a small medallion from his own pocket.  It was a coin he had inherited from his family and kept with him always.  He circumspectly pressed it firmly into her palm as he briefly closed his own large hand around hers.  
 
   As he set her upright and upon the ground, he looked into her eyes and leaned in and whispered for her ears only, "If you find yourself in need of my assistance, just send this to me and I will come."
 
   She pulled her hand from his and felt the coolness of the object he had pressed into her palm.  She placed her hand with the medallion over her heart as she grasped at her bodice in an attempt to conceal herself and it, within.  
 
   Kaye looked one more time deeply into his striking blue eyes and nodded slightly, silently thanking him for his sudden kindness but knowing that this would be perhaps the last time she would ever see this considerate man.  With a wretchedness upon her heart, Kaye realized forlornly that less than one day before she had been afraid of his massive size and feared his ways.  Now she was looking upon him with a thankfulness for saving her life and a gratitude for protecting her from a most horrible fate.  He had comforted her in her most needful hour and for that she would always be grateful.  She gazed at him sorrowfully, knowing that her duty was to her husband, her life with her new lord, and obey him she must.
 
   Kaye turned from the Bruce clansmen and looked across at the small grouping of the Hann men as they gathered themselves making ready to depart.  None appeared to show any concern for her nor sadly did her lord for the man who was wounded.  
 
   Her new husband turned to the injured man as he spoke loudly, "Thomas, be sure to take one of the blackguard's horses to replace your own and two of the others."
 
   Lord Hann, still seated upon his horse turned and looked directly over to Alec as if to justify his claim.  He then pulled a small bag from deep within his coat and threw it down upon the ground.  When it hit the earth in the center of the small clearing, the coins rattled loudly within as they reverberated into the otherwise silent afternoon.
 
   Kaye looked up in shock and in devastation, her eyes wide in revulsion as the sound of the coins echoed within the stand of trees.  In sheer distress and misery she realized that he was paying these Highlanders for his own protection, that hers was of no import.  For he had not brought those coins forward to save her from the assault of those wretched men.
 
   Lord Hann spat, "Payment for your troubles.  The rest of the beasts are now yours."
 
   After speaking those words, he turned his own horse in the direction of his home.  He did not look back again as he coldly made the assumption that his party would dutifully follow.
 
   Kaye closed her eyes in misery and in deep embarrassment and was mortified for the sure greediness of her husband as she was distressed by his lack of honor.  It was obvious he was to be more intent upon holding onto and gathering wealth then protecting or comforting his new bride.  He even disregarded his own man's obvious wound.  
 
   With a deep breath, she began to walk slowly over to her mare with a new found wretchedness within her breast but knowing she had no other choice.  As she moved to make her way to her pony, she felt a light touch upon her waist as Tor lifted her effortlessly as he assisted her onto her mount.  
 
   Tor looked once again and deeply into her eyes as he spoke softly, "Remember, if you need me do not hesitate..."
 
   As she secured the reins within her grasp, she gazed down forlornly one last time into his eyes as she attempted a small smile for his kindly gesture.  Knowing her time was short and she could tarry no more, she then turned away as she hurriedly followed the Hann men.  Kaye desperately attempted to hide her sadness and her shame and her all consuming grief.
 
   The stunned Bruce clansmen could only stare in silence and disbelief as they watched the small party disappear down the darkened path and further into the trees.  They were unbelieving of what they had just witnessed, saddened and most angered for the now known and desolate fate of Bridget's sister.  They were all too astonished to move and too aghast to react.  The hardened Scottish warriors who had experienced much desolation and destruction in their lives were for the first time ever, rendered speechless.  
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   Kaye sat stonily upon her small horse clutching at the material of her gown as she moved her horse as quickly as she could behind the three men.  Her spirit was crushed and an emptiness was ominously consuming her heart. As she reflected upon the travesties of all that had transpired, she conceded fully that it was just too much to bear and could not completely comprehend all that had come to pass.  A surprising calm surrounded her as she thought back upon the horror of her harrowing nightmare.  It was difficult enough to think of being accosted and then violated by the dark warrior, but what played most horribly upon her mind was the sound rejection of her new husband.  Her heart cried out as she played over and over within her mind her husband's cold words…soiled is what he had said she was.
 
   Kaye also looked sadly forward to the man called Thomas.  He continued to clutch his arm and she could tell that he was in pain as she watched the blood continue to flow slightly between his fingers.  While he made great attempts at hardening his face, Kaye realized his injury must trouble him greatly for as she observed him most intently, she detected that he was beginning to lose the control of his beast.
 
   She realized sadly that her own arms and her fingers began to ache from the constant gripping as she continued to hold the ripped material from the bodice of her dress in place as she attempted to keep herself properly covered.  She had ridden like this for more than an hour and her hand was beginning to cramp and tire from the strain of it.  The pains were fully encompassing her fingers and agonizingly shooting up her arm.
 
   She looked ahead dejectedly at the stiff back her new husband before her, the Lord Hann never once turning and never once inquiring after her as he continued to quickly move on.  Not once had he thought to ask if she needed any assistance or if she needed to rest.  Her heart cried out for the wretchedness of it as a complete understanding of her new life settled heavily upon her.
 
   Knowing she could not continue on like this for much longer, nor did she wish to enter her new home in such a state, she kicked at her small pony to move herself forward in an attempt to gain her new lord's side.  She simply wanted to implore him to stop just long enough so that she could look at his poor man's injury and change into a fresh gown so she could remove the obvious outward signs of her assault.  
 
   She kicked her beast time and again, imploring her mare to quicken its pace all the while decreasing the distance between she and the Hann men.  For several long minutes she did so, sadly knowing that her small pony was as fatigued as she.  Finally, Kaye gained more ground and secured her lord's side where she forcefully pleaded with him.
 
   "Milord, can we please stop briefly so that I can change my gown?  I do not wish to be seen by your people in such a state as this."
 
   He never looked at her as he continued to stare directly forward, not slowing his horse and ignoring her as if she were not there or had not spoken.  The sadness of the position she found herself in continued to consume her as a boldness that she had never possessed until that very moment suddenly took over.  She removed her wearied hand that was holding her gown together and allowed her arm to fall to her side.  Without her efforts, the material gaped widely open and effectively exposed her breasts once again to the sunny afternoon and the warm summer breeze.
 
   Lord Hann nearly gagged at her boldness as he immediately flushed and stopped his horse short.  He never looked towards her, but simply stared straight ahead as he now sat atop the motionless horse.
 
   "Cover yourself!"  He spat.
 
   "Thank you, milord for permission to do so.  That is all I was asking."
 
   Kaye turned her pony back several paces as she moved slightly behind the small party at the edge of the path so that she could switch gowns.  She dismounted quickly upon the dirt road and with her horse between her and the backs of the Hann men, she quickly removed a fresh gown from her bag with the intent of replacing her torn one.  After her new gown was upon her body and all in place, she looked up tentatively one more time to ensure she was not being watched.  She carefully took the medallion that Tor had handed her and placed it securely within a small pocket of her fresh dress.  
 
   Before she placed her tattered clothes within her bag, she tore a long and narrow section from her hem.  With it in hand, she approached the injured man.  She stood beside him as he sat with a rigid and cold stare looking forward and upon his horse.  She touched his thigh to silently gain his attention as she implored him to dismount.  He looked at her stiffly, then over to the rigid back of his lord as he returned his gaze to her.  With a slight hesitation, he finally conceded and moved to the ground as he did her bidding.
 
   Kaye wrapped the thin piece of cloth several times around the man's upper arm, tying the ends to hold it into place and in attempt to quell the bleeding.  As she quickly and deftly completed her task, he looked down at her a slight nod to acknowledge her thoughtfulness for he appreciated her attentions.  When her lord angrily kicked his horse back into motion once again, the man immediately mounted his own beast and moved forward.  Within moments, she too, was seated once again upon her own mare and the party was moving in the direction of her new home.
 
   They walked their horses for what seemed to be a few more hours, unspeaking and unstopping as they forever moved forward.  As the heated afternoon sunshine was nearly spent and the sun began to lower in the sky, they crested a slight rise.  Kaye's breath caught slightly in her throat for laid out before them was an impressive sight and one with more splendor than she had ever had the opportunity to witness.  A sizable estate spread delicately across from them on the opposite side of the valley and perched gracefully upon the notable hill.  
 
   It was a very large and obviously well tended keep with a wide moat and substantial stone walls surrounding the whole of it.  The expansive castle was buried deep within the massive walls and perched upon higher ground and appeared to be a full three stories in height.  Even from this distance, it appeared very grand as the intricate stone walls gallantly reached upwards and towering into the evening sky.  
 
   This structure was ever so more splendid than her own home had been.  The large stone walls surrounding the keep were imposing as the double turrets rose grandly above the expansive courtyard below.  But with all that she knew of her Lord, all that had transpired up to this point, she could only look at her new home with a bland sense of calm.  For had she been so superficial as to have mere possessions thrill her, she maybe could have been happier.  But since she was more intently concerned for her heart, she would have exchanged each impressive turret and each extraordinary stone for a small hovel, if she could just have found a small piece of love and contentment.
 
   She continued to silently progress forward leaving the cover of the trees fully as she began to cross through the great green valley upon the heels of her lord.  A small village began to take shape with many homes and other animal structures extending smartly to their left.  Small and mid-sized stone and wood buildings, many with thatched roofs also dotted the countryside.  Men, women and children were about, working and playing and many just watching silently as the lord and his party passed by.
 
   They rode quickly through the pastures and were upon the great and open drawbridge within minutes, their horse's hooves making only slight echoes as they crossed.  As the worn party entered through the gates, Kaye noticed how people began to amass along the side of the dirt road as they simply stared at the Lord Hann and at the lady who now trailed behind him.
 
   They rode beyond the small trade buildings that lined the path just inside the keep's walls and up a slight incline to the castle's majestic and well tended courtyard.  As she rounded the bend, she noted how the square gracefully expanded out before them and was very tailored and very well kept.  It beheld expansive green lawns with baskets of fresh flowers placed around and numerous benches laid about, though strangely devoid of all people.
 
   As they continued plodding slowly forward into the square and approached the large stone stairway, Kaye took note of the ornately carved columns that adorned the extensive and graceful stone walkway.  They were bold and rectangular in shape and upon the top of each was a beautifully carved bird, perched gracefully and regally for flight.  The gray and worn steps sitting between the carved splendor moved elegantly upwards to massive and ornately decorated wooden double doors that grandly graced the entry.
 
   As the small party approached and brought their beasts to a standstill at the base of the impressive stairway, the castle's majestic doors opened and emitted a lone English gentleman.  He was a man of smallish stature and finely dressed in dark trousers and a long and stately dark jacket.  He stopped abruptly upon the landing above.
 
   "Father!  You have returned!"
 
   The man on the steps above halted as his gaze moved pointedly from his father and directly towards Kaye as he perused her closely with a slight questioning look upon his face.  
 
   Kaye knew that the man standing at the top of the grand stairway was obviously the son her new husband, even if had he not called out his greeting.  He resembled the lord greatly for both had the same stature and height and sported the same roundish face.  He had an equally slight build and plain features as his father, just many years younger.  With a dawning she realized that the man perched above her was most likely very near to her own age.
 
   "So, this is she?"  The man inquired coolly.
 
   She?  How would he know of the significance of her presence when Kaye, herself had not known of her plight until just the previous evening?  As she stared at the man upon the stairs looking on in sadness, it dawned upon her for the very first time of the plan that had most likely been known and had been shared, with all characters understanding the whole of the plot but she.  With an angriness upon her heart she realized that she had been deceived.  She thought sadly of all the Lord Hann's warm declarations of 'destiny' and 'knowing within five minutes that he wanted her fir his wife' must have truly been false and wholly planned.  Could all of this have been justly designed with she being the only unknowing and unsuspecting player?  If so, then what a fool she had proven to be and so simple of the mind.  But why would they do this?  What could they possibly seem to gain from this union?  For the motives were still quite so unclear to her.
 
   The lord's son continued to stare boldly at Kaye as his eyes never wavered from her body.  An uncomfortableness began to permeate throughout her as an ominous feeling spread for his bold appraisal.  From his place above her, he continued to brashly stare as he allowed his eyes to daringly move the length of her and settle brazenly upon her breasts.  For long moments they rested as such, before they slowly returned to her eyes.  
 
   Kaye had to control the urge to cover herself and turn and flee as her heart turned cold.  Her body remained emotionless at his intense and grievous appraisal.  She sat mutely upon her horse as she stared stonily ahead and prayed for a reprieve or a way to exit the proximity of his heated stare.
 
   Kaye's eyes left the disconcerting man standing on top of the stairs as Lord Hann dismounted from his steed.  Without turning to her, he began to move up the steps towards his son as he greeted him rather warmly.  Without looking back towards her and turning together, the two men walked into the keep and left Kaye quite alone and still upon her own horse, a sadness now within her heart.  She looked around and noticed that only the stable boys were about, collecting the abandoned animals that had been left carelessly discarded by the Hann men.  
 
   Kaye closed her eyes dejectedly as she realized she was now left to her own devices to remove herself from her small pony and gather her slight bag of belongings.  With a sigh, she dismounted and began to move her wearied body away from her beast as she quickly ascended the stairs as she heard the door close quietly behind the two men.
 
   She gained the top of the landing and reached for the door's handle, pulling hard and throwing the great door wide as she permitted her access to the rooms within.  With a foreboding, she crossed over the threshold and onto the landing inside as her breath caught in her throat as she peered over the elegant hall as it stretched out vastly before her.  
 
   The chamber was huge.  The room had great stone walls stretching a full three stories high inside and gracefully adorned with many fine tapestries displayed about.  Their deep and varying colors and themes warmed the otherwise surrounding cold stone walls.  Numerous ornate golden candelabras were also attached about between the wall-hangings, many lighted and shining with their brilliance emerging in the fading afternoon light.  
 
   Over the massive hearth was a grand painting and was a much larger than a life-sized portrait of the lord, himself.  He was seated atop a great black steed, a much younger version of his current self.  He was nobly staring straight ahead with the grasslands depicted beautifully and lushly in the background.  
 
   The head table which was near the hearth was elevated nearly three times the height of the one found in the Devon's home.  It also had marvelously tailored cloth runners of a deep blue and gold.  The numerous tables upon the hall's floor were exquisitely made with soft multicolored hardwood tops that were inlaid with intricate carvings.  Instead of benches lining the tables upon the floor, individual chairs were placed neatly about, an extravagance of which she had never heard.
 
   Kaye stood uncomfortably within the large door's entrance, not knowing what to do or where to go.  Her husband and his son had clearly exited the room long before she had a chance to enter, leaving her no instruction.  Awkwardly, she looked about and waited patiently while she contemplated her next move.  
 
   In the distance, Kaye heard a slight fall of footsteps upon the stone floor.  Within moments, an elderly female servant who sported what looked to be a permanent scowl upon her face, exited from a doorway at the far end and proceeded to move through the hall and in her direction.  She walked forward and stopped just a few paces before the bottom stair, her expression quite cold.  
 
   She looked up, meeting Kaye's gaze unwaveringly and quietly stated, "Milady, if you will come this way."
 
   The servant did not hesitate nor wait for Kaye as she turned on her heel and began to walk through the stately chamber.  She proceeded up the graceful staircase to the second story and what she supposed were the family rooms above.  Kaye quickly followed as she now dutifully trailed behind.  The servant moved down the long and darkening hallway as she paused before one of the many finely chiseled doors and silently bid the lady entry.
 
   Kaye moved into the indicated spacious chamber that was as lavishly ornamented as the great hall below.  Adorning the room was a great bed, several trunks and a wardrobe on the far wall.  The bed was graced with a great canopy, its white and lacy material endlessly cascading downward elegantly from the wooden expanses above.  Matching blankets and intricately embroidered linens along with several large pillows graced the massive bed, itself.  
 
   Each of the pieces of furniture was magnificently carved and inlaid with various types of wood.  The wardrobe was of darkened oak and the two trunks that flanked either side were a perfect match.  Their gracefully carved edges and large presence were quite impressive and spoke of great wealth. 
 
   Kaye looked to the massive and now empty hearth that was located directly across from the large bed.  Two dainty wooden chairs flanked it, their backs generously and marvelously extending several feet above the floor.  They each had an exquisitely embroidered cushion to match in a deep blue and were laid smartly upon the seat.
 
   She heard the door close quietly behind her and when she turned, she realized the servant had exited the room and left her quite alone in the darkening and lonely chamber.  With a feeling of remoteness she noted a small tray with breads and cheeses had been left for her sitting upon the side table.  
 
   Kaye unaffected by the magnificence around her, looked about at the grand furnishings as a sadness in her heart continued to consume her.  She breathed deeply of the lavender scent that permeated within the room as she battled the tears that were beginning to accumulate within her eyes.  The events of this last day continued to plague her, for overwhelm her, they most assuredly did.
 
   She walked slowly to the lone small window across the room that stood opposite the door and peered out into the open countryside as the darkness began to encompass the land.  The ground was lushly green and the far off distant trees stood boldly and majestically, their beauty wholly unappreciated by her.  As Kaye gazed out she barely noticed the splendor of the estate as she contemplated her situation as the quietness and the loneliness of the room resounding heavily within her mind.
 
   As the silence stretched onward and the emptiness consumed her, Kaye heard the noise of a key grating heavily within her door's lock.  She stared in horror at the entryway on the other side of the room as a new phase to her poignant reality dawned.  She moved silently across the chamber with a new weight upon her heart, as she placed her small hand upon the worn handle.  She gazed sadly at the door hoping to dismiss this new and wretched fear, but as she turned the ornate knob her reality was obvious for it was unyielding and immovable within her grasp.  
 
   This was the latest reminder of the harsh certainty she now found herself in.  For not only did her new husband not want her, but she understood fully that he also did not trust her.  She was now quite sealed within her own chamber and this yet another devastating blow to her person.  She realized most grievously that she was not only unwanted, but a prisoner within her new home.
 
   With a sure sense of grief, she moved slowly to the large bed expanding before her.  She climbed up and lay down upon it as she rested her wearied body in its center, fully clothed.  She wrapped her arms tightly around herself as the grief consumed her and the tears began to build within and slowly cascade down her cheeks.  Her plight simply became too much to bear as an emptiness was now filling her and the misery now pinched at her heart.  
 
   She thought of her life of only a few days before and surely now recognized the absurdity of those fears at that time.  For had she known or had any premonition of this day or of the situation she now found herself in, she never would have agreed to her new life with such a small amount of consideration.  Had she had any kind of understanding of what she knew now, she would have gladly accepted her isolated fate.  She conceded that living the rest of her days with her parents in their loving, safe and warm home was so preferred to what she had now.  
 
   As she tried to calm her feelings of desolation, she looked around the room at the lovely furnishings that would have surely appeased many a girl and was obviously very important to her new lord.  But Kaye was not impressed nor had the presence of mind to enjoy any of it, for the distain of her new husband, the coldness of the keep and the aloofness of this room could not make up for any gladness that such luxury could afford.  She felt no warmth, only a vast emptiness and a barrenness that not only resided within these walls, but now threatened to occupy permanently, her heart.
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   Just a few hours into the evening and after the darkness had fully descended upon the land surrounding the Hann holdings, Kaye lay upon the bed still wide awake and still fully clothed.  She heard a slight knock upon her door immediately followed by the scraping of a key in the lock.  Without speaking and with a sure fear building within, she turned slightly as the door opened and her husband strode in carrying a small taper to light his way.  The candle flickered wildly as Lord Hann closed the door loudly behind him, throwing the lock as he stumbled slightly backwards and was brought up by the wooden slats at his back.
 
   For long moments he stood within her room holding the feeble light of the candle, just staring at her still form across the darkened room.  He gazed at her thoughtfully, a glaze to his eyes and a slight redness to his cheeks.  For several moments he simply stood leaning into the door with a strange look in his eyes.  
 
   Unspeaking, he pushed himself from the entryway and staggered slightly as he crossed the room to stand in front of Kaye who was still lying motionless upon the bed.  He smiled lopsidedly down at her as he placed the candle within a holder that was resting upon the side table.  Slowly he returned his gaze to her as he stood before her next to the bed.
 
   Kaye could smell the stench of the wine upon his breath, knowing that this husband of hers was obviously well into his cups.  This thought had frightened her most assuredly but she also conceded that she had vowed to love, honor and obey this man.  He was now her husband and she had sworn before all to place her welfare into his hands.  With a fear upon her heart and threatening to consume her, she laid motionless upon the bed for the unknowing as she waited apprehensively for his next move.  
 
   With a sure disgust, she realized only too late his intentions and was unable to react quickly enough and move away from him. He leaned forward and sat heavily upon the side of the bed as he moved his hand forcefully to her body and roughly groped at her breast.  He pushed at her further as he moved her fully into the soft mattress as she tried to back away from his grasp.  His rough ministrations pained her both physically and emotionally as they brought back the horrific memories of the black men from earlier that afternoon.  
 
   He continued to grab at her as he leaned over her body and attempted to cover her mouth with his.  As he did so, he sent wet kisses sloppily across her face as she attempted to move away from him and prevent him from capturing her lips.  Her breath hitched wildly in her throat in fear as the tears began to fill her eyes and fall unheeded down her cheeks as her husband commenced with his sordid attentions.
 
   She sadly cried both inwardly and outwardly, for she recognized that this was not love and this was not respect for what he was doing was no better then what had happened to her earlier by her assailant.  Except she had to sorrowfully admit, she was now this one's lawfully wedded wife.  And with that realization, she forlornly admitted came his right to do whatever he wished with her and 'twas her duty to allow it.
 
   He eventually captured her mouth with his as he pressed firmly into her as he used his weight against her slight build to render her immobile.  He held her tightly to the bed as he continued to grope at her breasts and move his mouth fully over hers.  For long minutes she tried to fight him as his assault continued.  When all of her strength was decisively gone and when her will had been fully broken, she stopped all her movements.  With a saddened and empty heart, she laid quite stilled upon the bed as she stared straight ahead.  She lay now emotionless with tears flowing down her cheeks unheeded.  
 
   Without preamble, Lord Hann groaned slightly and rolled from his new wife as he sat now upon the side of the bed with his back to her.  He remained quiet and unmoving for long moments, his shoulders rising and falling heavily with each breath that he took.  Finally, he pushed himself upwards and moved awkwardly across the room and exited the chamber unceremoniously without looking back.
 
   Kaye stared unemotionally into the darkness as her body sickened and was repulsed as the door closed tightly in his wake.  She listened miserably as the key grated loudly within the lock once again sealing her within her chamber.  The ominous noise confirmed once more for her the bleakness of her plight, the desolation of her fate and the horror of the duty and life that was now hers.
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   Kaye laid upon the bed, her gown covering her slight frame with no feeling and no emotion flowing through her body as the sky turned from black to lighter shades of gray.  The day was gradually and methodically beginning to waken the lands around her and with it brought a renewed sense of foreboding and fear.  She had not slept and had simply laid upon the bed, consumed by her loneliness and desolation with a coldness now residing heavily upon her heart.  
 
   As the early morning light began to illuminate her room, she heard a slight knock as a key grated once again within the lock.  Without moving, Kaye's heart began to race in panic as she thought of her last visitor and watched the handle ever so gently begin to turn and the door silently begin to open.  A slight sigh of relief escaped her body as she noted that it was not her husband but the same servant that had shown her to her room the previous evening.
 
   In a soft voice the old woman said, "Good morn, milady."
 
   Kaye continued to lay upon the bed with a coldness in her heart.  She remained motionless as she watched the woman through her lowered lashes progress across the room.  Unwilling to rise and too forlorn to respond or even to care, she simply watched her actions silently.
 
   When no movement was had from the fair lady, the serving woman stated quietly, "The lord expects all to rise and break their fast together in the great hall.  You must be ready within the half hour and are required to be present."
 
   Kaye still made no move to rise nor responded to her appeal, the mere mention of her husband and lord bringing back a renewed sense of despondency and one of dread.  The elderly servant paused as she stared at the motionless woman with a pleading note now lacing her voice.
 
   "Please milady, I implore you.  For if you do not comply I will be sure to have to succumb to his wrath.  The Lord Hann runs a very strict household and no one dares cross him without sure retribution!"
 
   Kaye continued to watch the serving woman closely from across the room as she caught the woman's eye in an attempt to confirm the validity of her statement.  As Kaye gazed intently upon her, she noticed a slight look of fear and a small bit of apprehension as the truth was written clearly upon her face.  
 
   With a grave sigh and an even heavier heart, Kaye knew she would concede for she did not wish to be the reason for anyone else's pain even in her desolate state.  She knew she could not bear that.  So begrudgingly, she rose from the bed as she unemotionally accepted the assistance of the servant.
 
   Within a short time and with no words spoken, she had rinsed the sleep away from her face and donned a new gown as she allowed her hair to be brushed into gleaming tresses that floated gracefully down her back.  When all had been prepared, she then reluctantly followed the elderly woman down the long hallway and descended the stairs into the lively great hall below.
 
   Kaye looked down in silent surprise at the flurry of activity within the chamber as it began to fill with people as the sun began to rise above the distant horizon.  Many men and women, all smartly dressed and prepared for the day, began seating themselves around the various tables spread throughout the hall.  Kaye looked over the expanse of the great room noting that the high head table was already full, save for the single chair between Lord Hann and his son.  
 
   The elderly servant pointed towards the vacant spot above as she nodded in her direction as she left Kaye standing alone at the edge of the crowded room.  With a heavy sigh and a fright within, she turned towards what she now assumed to be her appointed place.  Kaye walked with as much confidence as she could gather through the full chamber and up to the grand table above.  Without looking at anyone seated around her, she took the empty place located between the two Hann men, her trained English face quite emotionless.
 
   Kaye sat at the table quietly as she looked down upon the elegant plate as it was set before her, as various trays were laid out before them by the servants scurrying about.  Platters were heavily laden containing breads and cheeses and dainty pastries, with tiny bowls of mashed fruits to spread upon the fare were generously included.  
 
   As she unemotionally perused what was laid out before her, Lord Hann leaned over to her and said cordially in her ear, "Milady, I would like to officially introduce you to my son, Lord Alden."  With his hand he gestured to the man sitting directly to her right, the same one she had seen when she first arrived.
 
   She was both appalled and stunned for his words and his demeanor, for he acted as if she were some special guest and the horrendous events of the last day and previous evening had never occurred.  Kaye stared at him sideways as she noted his soft smiling face and anxious eyes as they looked almost considerately upon her.  With a sickness upon her person she wonder how he could be so nonchalant… 
 
   Drawing deep from her polite English training as a lady, she turned to the younger lord and responded politely yet unemotionally, "It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, milord."
 
   The lord's son looked at her with a slight smile upon his face and nodded as he formally acknowledged her presence.  His gaze lingered upon her face only for a few moments then slipped as it had the previous evening and blatantly down to her full breasts.  For long moments he silently scrutinized her as his eyes bore into her as he rudely made his unwanted appraisal. 
 
   Disgustedly, Kaye removed her eyes from his face and turned away from his discerning stare as she silently choked back her revulsion as the color rose upon her cheeks from his blatant evaluation of her body.  She moved her gaze and looked out over the hall, focusing on its occupants as she attempted to erase the unease and trepidation of his presence from her mind.
 
   The hall was nearly filled for the meal and contained mostly men, but a goodly share of women were also present.  The occupant's smart clothes and refined manners spoke volumes regarding the formalness of this keep and the ceremonial objectives of this family.  Their voices smoothly mixed and filled the great chamber with a gentle din as they spoke softly as they too, were served the meal to break their fast.
 
   As Kaye's gaze moved over the room with the fine English subjects present, several of those from the floor tables stared up her boldly.  They were all quite curious of their new lady for word had spread quickly of her abrupt arrival.  Their lord's new wife and the new mistress of the keep was now publicly displayed before all.
 
   As those in attendance finished their fare, the hall began to quietly empty as the people presumably began to go about their duties for the day and a sudden hush permeated the chamber.  Lord Hann turned abruptly towards Kaye with the same emotion as he had when they graced the head table during her sister's wedding reception.  He began to speak with a most exuberant tone to his voice.  A slight and even almost amiable smile came across his lips as he spoke.
 
   "I am most pleased that you graced our table this morning with your presence, for if you had not I would have missed the pleasure of your company for quite some time!"
 
   Kaye could only stare at him, not quite knowing what to say or how to react to his statement.  He was addressing her as if the horrible events of the previous day or evening had never occurred.  He displayed a cordiality as if he actually cared for her welfare or desired her as a wife.  Kaye recognized entirely that it was he who was so outwardly calm with the facade so clearly put upon.  It saddened and sickened her so for it was quite obvious that appearances were what most concerned him more then the true welfare of his new wife.
 
   He continued gaily on, "I am away this very morning for London my dear, for I have some estate business that needs my immediate attention.  You may not realize this, but the king relies on us here in the north greatly to watch his borders and relay any type of communications that are important to the welfare of England!"
 
   Kaye gazed back at her lord, unsure of how to respond so she simply muttered, "And I am to stay here, milord?"
 
   "Why yes!  Whatever would you be doing in London?  I will be away for these three weeks time or a month at the very most."
 
   She simply smiled as he began to babble on about the obvious difficulties of travel and the boring business he had to attend to and how he just would not have time to bother with entertaining her.  She would be much more satisfied and comfortable here in her new home for she would be quite occupied with settling herself in and learning of its ways.
 
   Kaye considered her role in this new household and if the last evening were any indication, she was to assume she had no real place in it.  For it already ran quite smartly and she understood quite knowingly that very regimented it was to be.  So her mind began to wander and wondered of what occupations she could content herself with for the whole of her days.  She knew quite well that she could not just sit idly about, for her unoccupied mind would surely get the better of her.
 
   As she sat contemplating her plight, she boldly interjected at one point when her husband had stopped to take a breath and hoped he would at least hear her out.  With a most kindly voice she said, "Milord, I would like to make a small request if it pleases you."
 
   She looked up at him inquiringly placing  what she hoped was a pleasing smile upon her face and when he did not speak she hastily went on, "I was wondering if it would be possible for me to retain one of the horses that you, ah, acquired yesterday?" 
 
   He looked at her with a frown beginning to crease his brow for he did not understand why someone such as she would want to bother with a beast such as those.
 
   Kaye hurriedly went on, "You see, milord, that nag that I rode here on is so near its infirmary and if I am ever to accompany you outside of this estate in the future, I would like to be able to keep up with the pace of your own grand steed.  I wish nothing more then for you to be proud of your wife and the mount that she sits.  Unless, of course, you have already entitled them to another."
 
   "No, no, I have not yet done so."  He tipped his head slightly as he looked deeply at his new wife and considered her request.  After a few moments he responded assuredly.  
 
   "Yes, yes, I do see the need for this.  I will speak to the stable master on my way out and will instruct him accordingly."
 
   With those words spoken, he smiled weakly at her and abruptly stood and left the table as he quickly moved up the stairs to his apartments above.  She watched his retreating back, a relief for his absence and a sadness flooding through her once again for her plight.
 
   "Good job, milady!"
 
   Kaye had not realized that with her husband now gone from the great chamber, that left her completely alone at the head table save for the young Lord Alden.  He was still sitting next to her and obviously listening in on what she had assumed to be her private request.  She looked sideways at the man, not understanding his meaning and concerned for his tone until he continued.
 
   "Thinking you can ask for and get anything your little heart desires?  Think again, milady!  You may have won this small appeal of yours, but I promise you it will be your last."
 
   He stood most hastily and lifted his head high into the air as he moved away from the table.  She stared with an ominous feeling rising within her breast as he sauntered across the hall and out of the front door of the keep.  
 
   Kaye was left quite alone with just a few of the servants cleaning the morning meal away, the Lord Alden's intimidating warning echoing in her head as her stomach unexpectedly threatened to fully divest itself of the morning meal she had just consumed.
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   The next few days upon the Hann estates were very quiet for the noble lord had left the manor on his journey for London.  Kaye mostly found herself without occupation as she decided to take the opportunity to learn as much as she could about the happenings and running of the Hann keep from her elderly servant.  As the serving maid entered her room, Kaye began to inquire.
 
   "May I please ask your name?"
 
   The startled serving woman looked at her for long moments with a slight perplexed expression crossing her features and a fearful look in her eyes.  
 
   "Milady, have I done something that might offend you?"
 
   Kaye smiled slightly for she only wished to relieve the older woman's fears.  
 
   "I simply would like to know for it is only fitting that I address you by your given name.  Please do not be afraid of me for I seek only the means to get to know you better."
 
   The servant stared at her with a skeptical look in her eye for no one had ever within the Hann keep inquired to someone in her position for such a thing.  So she hesitantly and meekly replied, "It is Agnes, milady."
 
   Kaye smiled further and said in a warm voice, "It is my pleasure to formally make your acquaintance, Agnes."
 
   The serving woman gave Kaye a weak smile, the permanent frown that she had always provided now slowly fading away.  Agnes looked at her new mistress with warmth, for the small kindness that had been bestowed upon one in her station.  Being formally acknowledged and being treated as a person by the lady, or anyone of importance within this keep was something she was not quite used to in the Hann household.
 
   Kaye found herself relying heavily upon the elderly servant as she trusted her advice and gladly took her instruction of what was expected and required of one in her position within the Hann keep.  More than anything, Kaye did not wish to bring adversity to the house, nor retributions for her actions or reprisal for anyone serving within the household.  
 
   Through gentle inquiry, she found that her presence was required in the great hall only two times each day and what she had now understood was mostly for appearances sake.  It was quite necessary that she attended first for the morning breaking of their fasts and secondly, for the evening meal.  During these times she sat stoically adorning the great head table with an empty chair upon her left where her husband would normally reside and enduring the unpleasant and unnerving presence of the young Lord Alden to her right.  
 
   During these forced attendances, she tried very hard to neither look at nor directly converse with the young Lord Alden for she had learned rather quickly that she was rather uneasy around him.  When she was forced to do so, she strived to leave her responses cordial yet to single words and had effectively only answered most of his inquiries with either a cold "yes" or a stilted, "no".
 
   Kaye had learned almost immediately to be quite wary of the younger lord and spent her time avoiding him as much as was feasible, for his words were never kind and his stares always appalling.  After the evening meal when she knew that his work was done for the day, she would immediately retire to her chambers alone for it was well known that he occupied the large chamber for the full of the evening.  As soon as she was able to excuse herself from the hall and from the uncomfortable presence of the young lord, she did so.  With a continued sadness upon her heart each night too, shortly after she took to her room she would hear the decisive lock as she was bolted in for the evening.  Each time she heard the scraping of the key, another portion of her heart became permanently frozen and she died just a little bit more inside.
 
   During the days, Kaye took to going to the stables so she could ride her newly gifted horse as much as possible.  She had been endowed the smallest of the three beasts, though she was not disappointed for it was still a large and very fine young mare and provided an excellent diversion from her everyday solitude.  The horse was a deep grey in color and a little spirited and much more so than any other horse she had ever had the chance to ride.  
 
   Kaye was determined yet a bit nervous the first time she was allowed to mount the beast's back.  The stable master proved to be quite patient with her for when she had seated the horse for the first time, the mare flared her nostrils and pounded the ground in irritation at her presence.  Kaye had never experienced such a reaction from any of the beasts she had ever had the chance to ride, since all her previous outings had always been upon very tame and mostly aged ponies.
 
   Under the master's sound and kind tutelage, she learned that she must have a firm hand and not show her fear.  She soon understood that the horse could sense her apprehension and would react negatively upon it.  So Kaye spent long hours each day in the courtyard learning to properly mount and ride and care for her beast where she ultimately developed a fondness and bond with her mare.  
 
   As the days passed by, she was eventually instructed on how to most effectively control the animal and now understood that she could manipulate the mare's movements by simply compressing her knees into the horse's sides.  For long hours she continued to train, working to become accomplished at understanding the animal and effectively learn to be one with the beast.
 
   After three longs weeks of daily instruction, the master felt she was quite ready for the next lesson and knew this was quite a feat to be sure.  He took Kaye outside of the keep's walls to the grassy pasture beyond the drawbridge with the openness of the land laid out before her.  For long hours she walked, trotted then cantered the horse as she was instructed to both value and control the beast while she learned to garner a new mutual respect for the animal.  
 
   Outside of the keep's walls and upon the back of her strong gray mare, Kaye found a certain release from her sadness as it allowed her to discharge her melancholy state if only for a short while.  The power of the beast below her legs brought a faint smile to her face and a slight relief to her heart.  The cooling breeze of the fall was upon them as Kaye cantered along as she allowed the gentle wind to caress her face and bared arms while it blew carelessly through her long dark hair.  
 
   As the afternoon began to fade, she sorrowfully moved her mare slowly back to the ever foreboding and waiting keep.  Her folly was now over and her known plight returning with each step that her beast took as she and the stable master drew closer to the drawbridge.  She looked over at the kindly man and was thankful for his patience for he allowed her to experience a freedom she never knew existed, if only for a short while.
 
   After this day of her instruction, she reached the stables and dismounted outside as she routinely did, speaking softly to the one she had learned to call her only confident and her only friend.  She moved to the horse's head and grasping the lead as she walk her mare down the dirt path and onto the assigned and darkening stall within.  She tied the rope on the front wall as she prepared to brush down her mare.  Kaye smiled in willing anticipation as she looked forward to this task.  She had requested to complete this chore each day by herself and enjoyed this duty thoroughly.  This was her small repayment to the beast for her pleasure she extolled from the efforts put forth by it.  
 
   With a full contentment upon her heart, Kaye stood next to the mare as she stroked her strong neck when she felt a movement behind her.  She turned and with a start her heart began to beat rapidly as her gaze fell upon the young Lord Alden.  He was casually leaning up against the wooden side wall as he effectively blocked her path of exit.  She stared at him without emotion, not wishing him to see her fear and concern that she had buried within for she always felt ever uncomfortable when he was near.  
 
   "Enjoy your ride, milady?"  He menacingly inquired of her, his eyes moving from her face lazily down her slight ivory neck as they came to rest boldly upon her full breasts.
 
   "Yes, milord, I did. Thank you most kindly for inquiring.  Now I wish to retire to my room to prepare myself for our evening meal."
 
   As she attempted to move by him and beyond the stall, he stepped fully in front of her as he aptly blocked her way.  He was now standing right in front of her with less than a single pace separating their bodies.  For several long moments he stood this way, not moving as he continued to boldly peruse her body and breathe in deeply of her scent.  
 
   "You do know why my father married you, do you not?"
 
   With an ominous feeling growing within, Kaye looked up into his eyes as she neither answered his question nor understood his game or the meaning of his communication.  She had long since wondered at the purpose of their union, but she remained silent for she did not wish to guess at an answer.  The reasoning and the Lord Hann's motives had completely eluded her.
 
   "For you should know that he already has a mistress in London, so he does not seek you out for your beauty."  The young lord paused as he watched her closely for any reaction.  When she gave no outwardly signs of the turmoil she felt within, he continued.  "That is why he would not take you there with him.  For that would be quite awkward, now would it not?"
 
   Lord Alden's gaze turned into a slight sneer as he chuckled deeply while he continued to brazenly inspect her body, sending sickening waves of fear and queasiness throughout her.  Kaye continued to look intently back at him her gaze unwavering and not knowing if she should believe him or even if she cared.
 
   "He married you to secure your family's lands."
 
   Kaye tried very hard to look blandly back at him and show no emotion or provide any hint or understanding of the unrest and panic his words caused within as she considered his bold statement.  For his reasoning made no sense to Kaye.  Although she was the eldest, she was but a daughter.  As she understood most assuredly, estates moved from fathers to sons and not to daughters.  But since there was no rightful heir in her family, she was not quite sure what that would mean nor why it would matter to one that obviously already had so much.
 
   "He is petitioning our dear King Henry as we speak to convert the Devon lands over to Hann!  Make no mistake about it, milady, for he will be successful!"
 
   While no one had ever spoken of it, she had assumed that the Devon estates would most likely move to Roger's family and eventually on to Matthew.  But why should her new husband care?  He already had so much with this vast empire he held.  Her family estates were nothing compared to his and as she had understood they were of no major significance.  With the Lord Hann's extended family stretching out for many, many estates on either side of him, why were the Devon's so important? 
 
   When the Lord Alden mentioned the king, this made her heart break and she became angry for she knew and understood that he alone could decide at any time to remove the estates from her family's favor, if that truly was his will.  But she continued to stay mute as she worked hard at keeping her face emotionless and all the while not allowing him to gauge her acute reactions to his words.
 
   The young lord continued to stare at her, a slight smirk touching the right side of his lips with an acute knowing of how his words must have affected her.  Even though she showed no outward emotions, he had heard tell of how much she had loved her family, her father and what he must assume the appreciation for his position.  He understood how this news must have taken its toll upon her even though her trained face did not show it.  
 
   The Lord Alden stared deeply into her eyes as he grew bolder and took the final step forward while he completely removed the gap between their bodies.  The young lord's chest now lightly touched her breasts, his gaze looking downward upon her as he took in the full of her creamy white skin from his position slightly above.   He, now mocking and tormenting her ever so completely with his eyes and the slight shift of his chest as it ever so softly moved sickeningly against her breasts.
 
   Kaye did not move, would not back down for she knew that if she had he would sense her fear and understand her fright and would know that he had won.  Although she knew little of this man, she did know that without a doubt, winning for him would entitle him in his mind to be more bold in the future.  And for that reason alone she was terrified.  Even though her heart was thundering within her chest for the panic that was consuming her inside, Kaye stood tall and unmoving and still without emotion upon her face as he continued to repulsively taunt her.
 
   Without notice, he suddenly took a step back as he swept his hand wide in mock chivalry and cleared the way for her to move past him, his humor clearly written upon his face.
 
   Provided that brief opportunity, Kaye elevated her chin proudly and rushed past the lord as she moved hastily out of the stables and away from his crushing words and his ever tormenting body.  She continued on up to her room as she closed and locked the door from inside and soundly behind her.  She laid herself heavily back upon the wooden slats of the door as she breathed deeply as her heart pounded with fear and the uncertainty for her family and her own safety resounding within. 
 
   Kaye moved her hand timidly to the inside of the small pocket that resided within the folds of her gown as she gently touched the tiny medallion that lay securely hidden within.  Her thumb gently stroked the coin's rough edge as she pictured the handsome and trusting face of her powerful warrior.  As she continued to roll the coin within her fingers her heart fully warmed at the thought of its donor as the panic continued to rise.  She wondered most brazenly…"Do I dare send this?"  
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   That very same night as Kaye reluctantly went down to the hall for the evening meal, as she descended the steps she breathed a sigh of relief for Lord Alden had not yet graced the great hall with his presence.  She gladly walked forth and across the room as she spied with pleasure a guest within the chamber.  
 
   Seated at the high table at the opposite end of her position, was a kindly looking older gentleman who was dressed in the cloth of the church.  His gray hair and dark drab robes were much overshadowed by the pleasant smile that alighted upon his face.  He sported a kindly and most welcoming smile and one that provided a slight sense of relief for Kaye.
 
   With a refreshed perspective, she approached the high table with nothing but gladness for the sight of this newcomer.  She stopped just short of the man and turned to greet him most warmly with a sincere smile upon her face.
 
   "It is a pleasure to have a man of the cloth gracing our table.  I am Lady Kaye and I am so glad you have joined us."
 
   The benevolent old gentleman smiled up at her and responded with a kindly tone.  "Yes, milady, and it is such a pleasure to be here.  I am Father Flannigan."
 
   Kaye looked at him with questioning eyes for he spoke his English with a slight accent that she could not quite place.  A nice brogue, just not the proper English she was used to but an accent that was slightly familiar.
 
   "So very nice to meet you, Father Flannigan.  I hope that you will be joining us for a while."
 
   He looked at her with a genuine smile and responded, "I shall be in the vicinity for about a week, milady, shepparding my flock and blessing babies and performing nuptials for those in the area.  Then I will have to be on my way once again.  I only get to this area once every several months for I am mostly needed and tend to my flock up north."
 
   Up north…which of course would mean Scotland for there were no more northern parts of England than where they currently were located.  And that is where his gentle brogue must be from, for he must be Scottish, himself.  She looked at the kindly gentleman as her mind began to churn as she devised and concocted a plan for the sake of her family.  
 
   As she stood before the priest, an elation flooded her heart as she unthinkingly placed her hand within her secret pocket as her fingers tenderly handled the medallion that laid surreptitiously within.  For she now had a means to send word to Tor of the news the young Lord Alden had shared, news of the Hann's plotting and news of grave importance to her family.  Even if he were unable to protect her from the discerning young lord, she would call upon him if nothing else so she could relay to him and plead with him to warn her father and her uncle of her husband's plans to steal their estates.  
 
   Once that end had been achieved, perhaps her father would agree to remove her from this place she now reluctantly called home.  Kaye was growing ever more concerned for her safety each passing day for her plight as the wife of the Hann Lord.  At this point, she did not care if they would then send her off to the abbey to live out the remainder of her days with the nuns.  For that life of solitude was far more preferable to the fear she lived in every day.  She now continually lived in constant state of apprehension and in fear of her husband's return, in dread of his son's advances and now her vital alarm for her family's plight.
 
   A small smile played upon her lips as she continued to gaze at Father Flannigan for she understood that he could be her way out and her savior.  The weight of the world suddenly felt lifted from her shoulders.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Devising her plan and actually making it come to fruition were completely different objectives and proving to be a most difficult undertaking.  Kaye began to grow concerned with panic for her time was running out and she had yet to have a moment alone with Father Flannigan to ask her favor of the priest.  Each time she wished to speak with the kindly man of the cloth, someone was always about and made her task unfeasible.  In the daytime he was out among the peoples of the estate and in the evenings he oftentimes after the meal sat before the fire where Lord Alden also retired.
 
   It happened to be on the fifth evening after Father Flannigan arrived and just two days before he was scheduled to venture northward.  Kaye watched as the hall began to empty after the final sup, most wandering off to their homes or to enjoy the evening air in the courtyard.  Her heart raced in anticipation for they were the only two now left in the large chamber.  Lord Alden had been attending business in the outer regions of the estate on this day and had not yet returned to the keep.  
 
   Kaye breathed deeply as she was left nearly alone with Father Flannigan, save for a few servants within the hall clearing the evening meal's wares away.  Still seated above at the head table, Kaye rose and walked towards the priest and then took the chair directly next to him.  With a smile upon her face she spoke.
 
   "Dear Father Flannigan, it is with a sad heart that I count the days knowing you are planning to leave us."
 
   She looked deeply into his eyes wondering if she could speak freely and wondered if she could depend upon him to carry out her mission.  He responded back with a smile upon his face and a kindness within his eyes.
 
   "Yes, milady, I will be leaving here in two day's time.  For my business is nearly complete and my duty to move on quite apparent."
 
   She looked at him deeply and continued.  "Father, when you go to the north, which clans do you visit?"
 
   He looked at her thinking it a strange question wondering of her interest, but willing to answer her anyway.
 
   "Well, milady, straight north of here are several Scottish clans including the Campbells, the Grants, the Macpherson, Gordons and several others."
 
   "And they all allow you to pass and move freely within their borders?  For are not the clans of the north barbaric and warring quite frequently?"
 
   Father Flannigan chuckled as a slight smile came to his lips as he watched the fear play over her features.  For she appeared to be truly concerned for his welfare. 
 
   "My dear, most clans truly do wish for peace, only a few are forever warring.  And besides, I am a man of the cloth.  Most have a fear of God and wish me to be there to perform my services and so they allow me to go about my business in peace."
 
   Kaye looked deeply into his eyes for she truly was concerned for this kindly man's safety and was just hoping she could trust in his words.  
 
   "And what of the Bruce clan?  Do you ever happen upon them?"
 
   She looked into his eyes as she held her breath and silently hoped for an affirmative answer.
 
   "Why, yes, milady I do.  They happen to be near the Grants."
 
   She continued to stare at him as she reached into her pocket and extracted the medallion that Tor had given to her.  She looked at it and placed it fondly within her palm as she had done so often since he had bestowed it upon her just a few weeks before.  She drew her hand forward and placed the small coin upon the table for his inspection.
 
   "My dear sister Bridget is the mistress of that keep and is married to Lord Alec Bruce.  I would like to return this coin to one of the Lord's men and his name is Tor.  He…he happened to accidentally leave it at my parent's home when they visited during my sister's nuptials."  She looked at him with a pleading in her eyes as she continued.  "Would you do this for me?"
 
   He smiled kindly at her and with nothing more then wishing to be a servant to her, he said, "Well, yes, milady.  I would be happy to.  But you do understand that it may take me several weeks to reach that destination."
 
   "Yes Father, I do.  I just wish to return it to its rightful owner and truly, 'tis no hurry."
 
   He reached forth and took the small medallion from the table as he laid it within the palm of his own hand.  He studied it closer as he felt of its slight weight of its worn edges. 
 
   "Then I shall see the deed done."  
 
   The clergyman placed the small coin within his breast pocket quite hidden away and soon forgotten as Kaye began pleading with him to speak of his travels and of his life.  She implored him quite earnestly to share with her all that he knew of his Scottish homeland.
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   On a cool evening nearly a month after she had first arrived at the Hann keep and during the night directly after she had entrusted Father Flannigan with the medallion for Tor, Kaye was alone in her room.  She stood by the window that overlooked the front courtyard as the night fully descended upon the land, the chilled breeze sweeping in through the opened window and reminding her of the impending change of seasons.  She stood looking out across the square as the last of the people below wandered back to their homes after enjoying the windless and cool evening.  As she stared out over the darkened yard, she heard the door close fully behind her and the bolt thrown in its stead.
 
   With an immediate fear in her heart she turned around to see the young Lord Alden standing just inside the entryway as he leaned idly back onto the door with a strange look upon his face.  As she gazed across the expanse of the room she noted with dread that he was neither smiling nor frowning with an odd combination and one that sent shivers throughout her body.  Kaye's pulse began to beat rapidly for up until this very moment, the young lord had never entered her private chambers.  This had always been the one true safe haven of her home.  For several long moments he stood peering at her as such for he was not speaking and not moving, only boldly appraising and drinking in the full of her body with his eyes.  
 
   A fear continued to grow inside of Kaye, trepidation for his presence within her chamber and for the long silence that ensued.  As the stillness stretched onward she fought to find understanding or his reasoning behind his company within her room as the sound of the lock continually and ominously echoed within her mind.  She recognized most miserably that he had also bolted the door which was the only entrance or exit to her chamber.  Her breath began to come in short rasps as the panic began to consume her further as Kaye stood motionless and watching him carefully until he finally spoke.
 
   "I am curious as to why you chose to marry my father?  For I understand that you were not forced to do so.  It surely is not because you fancy yourself in love, is it?"  
 
   The Lord Alden paused as he looked deeper into her eyes from across the way as he continued.  "You must then be seeking the riches and the fine life that our family can afford now, are you not?"
 
   He pushed himself from his place leaning upon the door and began to move slowly across the room towards her, his presence ever menacing and his stare ever terrifying.  
 
     "You simply cannot be in love with him for the man is old and surely not capable of loving or keeping a woman pleasured such as yourself.  The way you have looked at me makes me think that I am more to your liking, for I am more your age and more to whom you must truly desire."
 
   By this time he had sauntered completely across the room and stood directly in front of Kaye.  His eyes continued to intimately stare at her body as he took in the full of her form, her slight waist and her full breasts as his chest noticeably rose and fell with his own excitement.
 
   The fear and panic continued to rise up within Kaye as her heart thundered and the terror threatened to consume her for his words, for his presence and his nearness.  At the very last moment as he closed the gap that separated them, Kaye attempted to move hastily away from him and outside of his reach.  But he was too quick, she realized most wretchedly that she had been cornered.  
 
   She turned quickly and attempted to flee but she was too late.  He reached out and forcefully grabbed a full handful of her long hair at the base of her neck as he fiercely yanked it up behind her.  He held on tightly and pulled firmly on the lengthy tresses that were now securely wrapped within his fist.  He pulled his hand towards his own chest as he dragged her body closer until he had her trapped tightly within his arms.  He pulled harder on the back of her hair as the pain emanated from her head until her face was forced to tip upwards and within mere inches of his chin.  She was coerced to look upon his face, a malicious sneer now showing prevalently upon his lips.  
 
   At that moment, with his free hand he drew a small trinket from his pocket, holding it a mere inches in front of her face as hatred and anger emanating from his eyes.  He rolled it slightly in his fingers watching her intensely for any reaction.
 
   "What is this?" he spat out, more enraged than she had ever seen the man.
 
   Kaye looked on in horror at the tiny medallion that he held, the one belonging to Tor and the one she had given to Father Flannigan.  The very same coin that she had hoped the benevolent man would return to her Scottish Highlander so that he would know of her need of him.  Her heart beat wildly within her chest for she now knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was in grave danger, for the young lord must now realize that she had attempted to gain outside help.  Lord Alden's dark eyes were burning into her, their fiery depths ablaze with his black and vicious anger.
 
   The Lord Alden dropped the coin to the floor as his free hand grasped her chin as he moved his mouth over hers in his attempt to gain control of her lips.  As he did so, he pushed her back forcefully against the cold stone wall, his body pressing tightly into hers as he forced his knee between her legs and effectively pinned her so she was unable to move.  He dragged his free hand down past her throat to her breast where he roughly groped at her as he continued his attempt at capturing her mouth.  With a full sickening she felt the length of his body upon hers and the firmness of his excitement pushed repulsively into her stomach as he leaned fully into her.
 
   Kaye tried to move her head so that he could not successfully gain her lips, but he was too strong for her and her movements were stilted for she was up against the unyielding stone wall.  He pressed his lips into hers as her head was forced further back, as he began biting fiercely at her mouth until he drew blood from her lips and her jaw finally slackened.  When he was provided entry into her mouth, he quickly invaded and forced his tongue deeply inside as he caused her to gag at his filthy ministrations.  As the bile threatened to rise in her throat, Kaye bit down hard upon his tongue, the taste of his blood now mixed with her own and laced heavily within her mouth.
 
   He growled in anger as he stepped back briefly from her assault and brought his hand up and struck her with his full force across her face as he cursed loudly.  Her ears began to ring from the impact and he held onto her as he struck her once again across the other cheek, the ring upon the third finger of his hand scraping deeply and tearing at her soft ivory skin.  Two more times he struck her fiercely as he relentlessly delivered his blows.  The pain was now entirely reverberating within her head and across her face for the fury he had unleashed and the deep gash he had left upon her.  
 
   Without warning, he stepped back slightly and fisted his hand, swinging it mightily as he caught her fully in the eye.  The force of this last blow sent her bouncing off of the hard stone surface and sprawling across the floor as the stars began to dance before her eyes, the unmerciful pain from his assault consuming her.  
 
   In horror and as the droplets of blood dripped from her wounds, she pulled herself across the rug attempting to escape the frenzied beast, endeavoring to move out of his grasp in her quest for freedom.  He caught her ankle as she tried desperately to crawl away from him as he held on to her tightly and stopped her progress forward.  She grabbed frantically for anything in her path and anything at all that would provide her leverage to help with her escape.  
 
   Kaye's hand caught upon the finely embroidered material that covered her bedside table and as she pulled desperately, she spilled the entire contents of it upon the floor.  With the tears streaming down her face and as her head pounded from his blows, she began to panic for the precarious position she now found herself in.
 
   He forcefully gained her side and laid himself out heavily on top of her as he pinned her to the floor, hungrily groping at her body as he turned her over to lay her upon her back.  He attempted to move his face once again over hers, biting her further as he tried to capture her lips as she struggled below him.  
 
   Her hand reached out and came in contact with the heavy iron candle holder that had once laid upon her bedside table.  She grabbed it firmly within her hand and with all the power that she had, she swung the object at his head as she attempted to halt his revolting assault upon her body.  With a sickening thud she made full contact, striking him hard across his temple.  In the shadowy darkness she could see his eyes as they rolled backwards into his head, his body going immediately limp on top of her as a small trickle of blood ran down his cheek.
 
   Kaye hastily struggled below him and pushed the Lord Alden away from her as she crawled from beneath his prone body.  Her breath came in gasps as she noted most dreadfully that the candle stick was still within her hand.   She stared at him for long moments through her tears at his still body, fearing she had killed the young lord.  Shaking, she pushed herself upwards to lean against the stone wall as her heart beat wildly and a panic entirely encompassed her as she contemplated her next move.  The only thought that surfaced within her mind was that she had to get away and leave now before he was discovered.
 
   Kaye pushed herself from the wall and as she passed by the foot of the bed, she spied the small medallion that lay deserted upon the floor.  She stopped and retrieved it and held it tightly within her hand as she pressed it towards her heart.  At that moment she knew what she must do and now feared that there was only one option left open to her.  With a resolution, she placed the coin in her pocked and moved to the bureau where she grabbed a cloak from within and threw it over her shoulders as she moved quickly and resolutely to the door.
 
   She unbolted the latch pulling hard on the carved wooden door and opened it wide in her attempt to flee.  In her haste she nearly ran into her servant Agnes, who was now standing directly in front of her in the middle of the entryway.  Kaye closed her eyes as realization and dread dawned, for she had hoped to escape unnoticed and leave this place forever but now she realized she had been discovered.  With a full panic upon her heart she conceded that before she even had a chance to exit the room she would not be permitted to leave.  With a sadness upon her heart she understood that all Agnes had to do right now was to raise her voice in alarm and the household would descend upon her.  
 
   In her sadness and in her grief Kaye opened her eyes, her face badly beaten and the excruciating pain in her head telling as she gazed back upon Agnes.  To her complete amazement, the old woman never said a word and simply stared at her with a sad smile of her own as a single tear escaped down her aged cheek.  In one stilted movement, the servant stepped back fully from the center of the doorway, allowing Kaye to pass freely with a knowing and sad expression upon her face.
 
   As Kaye moved warily beyond the threshold and into the darkened and deserted hallway, she heard the old woman enter the room and quietly closed the door in her wake, leaving Kaye now completely and entirely alone.
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   Through her blurred vision, for her eye had begun to swell greatly and the tears continued to flow, Kaye quickly gained the stables and cautiously moved between the stalls to the one that held her trusted gray mare.  She quickly saddled the beast and released the lead from the wall as she quietly exited the building.  Quietly, she walked the horse out of the darkened shed and breathed a slight bit of relief for she was still undetected.  Although no one was immediately about at this late hour, she walked her mare cautiously in the near darkness, praying she would stay unnoticed and fervently hoping she would be allowed to make her escape.
 
   She neared the drawbridge and stopped in the shadows as she peered intently around and looked for any movement.  With trepidation in her heart, Kaye wondered how she would make it beyond this point, her only hope for freedom was that it had been left unguarded for the night.  Spying no one immediately about, she quickly and silently crept forward.  As she came even with the wall, she felt a movement near as the sentry stepped out threateningly before her.  
 
   Kaye's heart beat wildly, knowing with a certainty that he would not allow her pass as she understood that he would simply raise the alarm and she would be forcefully returned to the keep.  For long moments the fear rose within as she waited expectantly, until Kaye realized that he stood quite motionless before her.  With puzzlement, she gazed further through the darkness and with a start recognized the face of the man before her, for it was the soldier named Thomas.  He was the very same one that had been injured by the dark men in the forest, the very same one that she had tended his wound.  For an extended time he simply stood staring down at her, gawking at her obvious injuries with a true sadness reflecting upon his face.  With a resigned sigh, he stepped away from her and turned his back upon her and moved from her side.  He silently provided her the permission she needed to pass into the night.
 
   When he made no effort to stop her nor sounded any type of alarm, Kaye hurried her mare as quietly and as quickly as she could over the worn wooden planks of the drawbridge.  Only a slight echo could be heard from her mare's hooves as they resonated lightly into the otherwise silent night.  She breathed a heavy sigh of relief as her horse finally stepped upon the grassy field, feeling her freedom ever so near.  
 
   Kaye mounted her mare realizing a new fear for she had never been unaccompanied, especially in the dark and had never ridden alone outside of these gates.  But she knew her options were few and there was no going back now for she knew that her life truly depended upon her successful and now solo escape.  With resolution and a deep breath, she walked her beast forward and away from her terrors and away from her life, hopeful that no one would realize she was gone for a very long time.
 
   When she had crossed the valley and began to move up the other side of the rise, Kaye felt a bit of luck was on her side for the night was clear and the three-quarters moon shone brightly above.  It emitted a slight light that illuminated her path faintly in the otherwise darkened night.  
 
   Being far enough from the gate for no one to hear the mare's quickened hooves, Kaye finally gave her animal its lead as she slightly squeezed the sides of her beast with her knees.  She lowered her head over the animal's mane, encouraging her on as her horse began to move quickly down the path and into the darkened woods beyond.
 
   Kaye galloped quickly and as fast as she dared in the dark down the worn dirt path in what she could only assume was in the direction of her parent's home as the fear lay heavily within her breast.  It was nighttime and she knew that if she kept up this pace and was successful in her directions that she could reach the Devon estates at least a few hours before the dawn was fully upon the land.  With that in mind, she continued onward knowing her beast was young and strong and she herself would do whatever it would take to escape the prison she had found herself within.
 
   Kaye rode hard into the night, following the darkened path and was quite thankful the trails were well traveled and had not come across any forks in the road.  After riding for a few hours into the night, she drew in a nervous breath as she crossed the knoll where their party had been accosted just a few short weeks ago.  She quickly pushed those painful memories from her mind and breathed a sigh of relief, for she knew now that not one of those dark men still lingered.  She was also thankful for she understood she was in the appropriate area and not too far from her home.  She quickly moved forward and within the hour, she found herself exiting the large oaks and out onto the grassy fields as she made her way quickly towards her cousin's home.
 
   All the while that she had ridden, she contemplated and developed a plan and conceded that there were few options left open to her.  She understood that she could not go home for she could not bring this down upon her father even though she knew his estates were at risk.  She reasoned quite fairly that if she were to go to him, she knew that he would take her in but this could prove to be most dangerous.  Kaye would be placing the Lord Devon in a most precarious position for he would have to choose between his daughter and the laws that bound him to his king.  She did not wish to bring her burdens further upon her family and if they did not know she had been there, then her father could protest his ignorance for she realized he could never lie.  She rationalized that his lack of knowledge of her whereabouts was simply the safest for him.
 
   Kaye understood most miserably that she had but one option in her mind and that was to wake Matthew and beg him to take her north and to Scotland where she could seek refuge with her sister Bridget.  She hoped she could hide in the Highlands and far away from England for the Hann men would surely never go looking for her there.
 
   Kaye reached her cousin Matthew's home in what she determined to be just a few hours before the dawn.  With a sadness upon her heart for what she would ask of the only one she dared trust, she left her horse by the front steps and dismounted as quickly as she was able.  Once she gained her sure footing, she rushed up the stone stairs and moved into the great hall within.  In the near darkness, she traveled steadily toward the familiar second story rooms as she quietly moved down the hallway to where she knew Matthew slept.
 
   She stole into his darkened chamber and paused briefly as she listened for any sounds or movements within as the thundering of her own heartbeat reverberated forcefully within her ears.  As Kaye stood silently within the room she could hear his deep breathing and knew he was in full slumber upon the bed.  She moved quietly from the doorway and neared his side as she laid her slight hand across his mouth as she whispered in his ear.
 
   "Matthew, it is Kaye.  Please, I need your help!"
 
   Matthew immediately was fully awake as he instantly moved to a sitting position and looked through the darkness to his dear cousin Kaye.  He immediately reached over to the table next to his bed to strike the taper that resided there.  Once the small light had flickered and illuminated the corner of the room, he turned to take in the full view of his beloved cousin and gasped in horror as her face came clearly into view.  His breath caught as he looked upon her cut and bloodied lips, the purple marks upon her chin and the long and jagged cut upon her cheek.  By this time, her eye was blackened and now fully swollen shut.
 
   "Who did this to you?"  He whispered harshly.
 
   "Please Matthew, I do not have time to explain.  I need your help.  Can you please take me to Bridget?  I must get away now.  I fear they are close behind me and I cannot be discovered…especially here."
 
   When Matthew neither moved nor said anything, Kaye continued with desperation in her voice.  "I cannot go to father and involve him.  I am just so sad that I have to ask you…but I am begging you, please Matthew take mercy upon me and my plight…"
 
   He looked at her deeply spying the wetness of tears as they accumulated within her eyes.  With a sadness in his heart he conceded that he could not refuse this woman and would do anything either she or any of her sisters would ever ask, for they were the only family he had and he loved them dearly and would always do his duty by them.  
 
   Matthew nodded his head stiffly and conceded he would agree to whatever she wished and hoped that Bridget's family would indeed take her in for so much was unknown of the Highlanders. He quickly rose and dressed as he added his swords and other weaponry at his side and his bow across his back as he placed his long and black cape over all.  He returned to the table and blew out the small candle as he restored the room to near darkness.  
 
   As he moved swiftly through the darkened chamber, he grabbed Kaye's hand as he squeezed it gently in silent support as they walked quietly and quickly out the door and down the hall where they descended the stairs to the great chamber below.  He left Kaye briefly alone as he ran to the kitchens and filled a bag with breads and cheeses and the rest of the provisions they would need for their long journey.  Together they left the keep as Kaye gained her mare's back and Matthew quickly disappeared into the stables to ready his own mount.
 
   Without speaking, he led his horse galloping back the way he knew she had come, wishing there was another trail and hoping she was not being followed too closely behind.  As he looked back to ensure she was near, he was more than a little surprised at what he saw.  He had lived his entire life with this one and knew of her talents and he had known that horsemanship had surely not been one of them.  Kaye now sat regally upon her horse as she moved quickly and adeptly, easily keeping the pace that he had set and unlike the woman that he had always known.  
 
   Matthew glanced at the beast that she was upon that was much larger than any he had ever seen her ride before.  The way that she handled the animal, her graceful hand and confidence upon the mare's back made it obvious she had learned and changed much since she left the Devon estates just a few short weeks before.
 
   For more than an hour they continued to gallop quickly as the darkness would allow until they were able to take the fork in the path due north that would lead them to Scotland and eventually to the Bruce estates.  A slight sigh of relief came over both of their worn bodies, for they knew they would now not cross paths with the Hann family.  They were not foolish enough to believe they were completely out of danger for the Hann's could still catch them from behind, but it was a welcomed reprieve nonetheless.
 
   The sun began to change the early morning sky from a shade of gray to mauve and then to blue as the day began to make itself known.  As the world became alive all around them, Matthew looked once again over at Kaye as they traveled quickly upon their steeds.  As he gazed towards his cousin, there was a sadness in his eyes and an anger within his chest for what he saw.  A sickening feeling flooded through him for the full exposure of the beating that Kaye had obviously taken.  He could not imagine anything that would warrant this for he knew her most thoroughly and understood she had the sweetest of dispositions and the kindest of hearts.
 
   The two riders continued to gallop quickly throughout the morning, unspeaking, with one simple goal in mind and that was to put as much distance between themselves and England as they possibly could.  They only stopped once beside a stream to refresh themselves and their horses as the sun reached its apex.  After a short while of respite, they continued as they galloped hastily and forever in a northerly direction.
 
   As the first evening began to descend upon them, they stopped within a small grove of trees directly adjacent to the road they had been traveling.  Matthew pulled the food from the bag as Kaye lay down on her cape upon the ground.  She had only eaten a few morsels when he realized she was already fast asleep as she finally allowed her body to succumb to its exhaustion.   
 
   Through the impending darkness, Matthew looked lovingly upon her, Kaye's face badly abused but still acknowledging she was as beautiful as ever.  His heart broke for what she must have endured and fervently hoped that she could trust him enough to disclose what had truly happened.  For he felt nothing but a genuine sense of duty to help her anyway he could, but would be of little assistance once they reached their destination if he did not completely understand the circumstances.  
 
   With a gentle hand he pushed a stray lock of hair from her face as she continued to sleep deeply.  So beautiful a woman and so complex a life she found herself in.  Matthew was so confused for the decision she had made those few weeks ago to wed the unknown lord and more perplexed yet to see her sudden appearance at his bedside.  
 
   With a desperate feeling upon his heart, he was determined to protect her even if the Bruce Lord rejected her, regardless of her reasons.  For she was a gentle woman and so undeserving of this fate.  Matthew looked upon her sleeping form then with a sigh, covered her fully with her cape as he attempted to protect her from all the harm that had befallen her and to shield her from the cool night's air.
 
   Matthew allowed her to sleep only just until the first streaks of dawn began to grace the sky, he still unsure to what had happened and concerned over who may be following them and why.  He watched her closely as she was still deep in slumber with no signs of her awakening.  Knowing they must leave the area, he reached over and lightly touched her shoulder as he whispered quietly to her as he did so.
 
   "Please, Kaye, it is time to awaken and we must be away from here."
 
   Slowly, her one good eye fluttered opened for the other was totally and absolutely now swollen shut, a blackened hue prominently showing upon her otherwise ivory skin.  Gradually, she became aware of her surroundings and was reminded of her pain and the gravity of their situation.  As she attempted to rise, she felt the pounding within her head and a slight dizziness and the soreness aplenty as the pain coursed throughout her body.    
 
   Kaye understood that before they left the slight clearing that she owed her dear Matthew an explanation and owed him everything for unquestionably coming to her aid.  He may not understand what she had done nor agree with her after she had recounted her tale, but that was a decision he had to make on his own.  Once he understood the full of it, he may choose to attempt to take her back or perhaps it meant he would leave her here alone for her to travel north on her own.  Either way, she had to disclose the truth.
 
   Kaye looked up at him sadly and began, carefully choosing her words.  She wished to speak in facts but was very prudent not to disclose her own private feelings for those were still so very personal.  She would not speak of the dreams of her childhood and ambitions for a husband or why she had married the lord, or the grief and shame that overtook her at his sure rejection of her.  She could not at this time put into words how it tore at her heart for no one had ever wanted her and no one had ever claimed her, including her own husband.  His rejection was a deep humiliation that she must learn to bear in private.  Once again she acknowledged within that these were all deep secrets, a shame that she could not bear to speak of to Matthew and these she would forever carry within her heart.  
 
   So slowly and quietly she began, speaking first of her misfortunes during the travels on her wedding day and how her new husband refused to hand over anything of value to the dark men to save or protect her.  She then told of how Bridget's party had interceded and most likely had saved her life.  
 
   She continued on lowly, "Then the day after I arrived at the Hann estates, the Lord Hann left me alone as he traveled to London on what he said was estate business."  With a sadness and a sure fear in her eyes she continued, "He left his son, the young Lord Alden, to watch over me.  Whenever he was near I always felt a sure uncomfortableness in his presence…"  
 
   She paused, taking a deep breath as the memories of his actions coursed through her mind as a certain fear rose within her.  She continued speaking slowly as she explained the reason that Lord Hann had married.  She spoke of how she had discovered he was petitioning the king to take the Devon lands as she watched Matthew closely for his reaction.  
 
   She finally spoke of that fateful night, telling him everything of how the young Lord Alden had come to her and of his assault upon her body and of what he nearly did to her after he discovered she had given Tor's heirloom medallion to the priest.
 
   She looked down as she finished her tale, sighing heavily as the pain continued to plague her heart.  She slowly looked up into Matthew's eyes as she attempted to gain his thoughts and an understanding of his position.  She knew she had disclosed the truth and now it was up to him to decide the full of her fate and if he would help her escape.
 
   With one single look she could easily grasp that Matthew was clearly enraged as the dark fury shown obviously within his eyes and by the way he clenched his fists at his side.  Kaye could only hope that his anger was directed at Lord Hann and his family and not at her.  A sudden nervousness washed through her breast for did he think she was foolish for attempting to flee?  Would he consider her actions too rash or her reasoning unjust?  
 
   Kaye asked quietly, "Will you still take me to Bridget?"
 
   Matthew's heart ached as she painstakingly recounted her sorry and pitiful existence since she had married the lord.  When she was done, he looked deeply into her eyes and wondered at how she could ask such a thing?  How could he refuse her at this instant after what she had revealed to him, or ever?  
 
   Matthew's anger could only be directed at the men that had forsaken and harmed this dear woman whom he counted not only as cousin, but as dear sister and friend.  He pursed his lips tightly as he fought to control himself as he nodded his head curtly and acknowledged his willingness to help as he rose to prepare the horses for the next leg of their journey.
 
   They were back on the trail as they galloped quickly along on this second day, only stopping when absolutely necessary and only long enough to rest the horses and take on nourishment for themselves.  They were fortunate that they encountered no one in their travels, either then or throughout the night.  
 
   On the third day, the terrain began to get much more treacherous and Kaye's stamina began to wear thin as her body began to show sure signs of exhaustion.  When the sun was still high in the sky, with resignation Kaye finally chose to abandon her own mount and ride behind Matthew.  She refused to leave her animal and insisted instead to hold onto the mare's lead as the gray mare trailed behind.  
 
   Matthew and Kaye rode together for several hours like this as the fatigue continued to consume her.  As they traveled onward and late in the day, Matthew could feel her hold begin to relax and her body began to slacken as the exhaustion finally engulfed her tiny frame.  He felt a sure sadness consume him for he knew he had pushed her hard and he should have stopped and allowed her to rest for her own well-being.  But his fear for her safety kept him pressing hard towards the Bruce lands for Matthew understood that he was but one man and if they were discovered, he would be of little help to her person.
 
   He slowed his mount to a walk and twisted his body around as he took a hold of Kaye's waist and placed her slight form before him.  Still in deep slumber, her head naturally moved to rest upon his chest.  She never stirred as he repositioned her tightly before him and within his arms.  He reached back to take her mare's lead and then began to quicken his pace forward once again as he moved forever in the northerly direction of the Bruce lands.  
 
   The late afternoon air was beginning to cool so he wrapped his cloak that was extending from his own neck, totally encompassing both of their bodies as he continued to move onward.  Further and further into the Scottish Highlands he went, ever wary of their surroundings and ever afraid for his charge's life.
 
   Very late in the afternoon and when the sun was beginning to touch the horizon on that third day, they crested the hill that overlooked the village and the Bruce hold beyond.  He felt saddened once again for Kaye, knowing he should have stopped long before for her sake to allow her to rest, but his fears for her safety pushed him onward and the relief that he was near, felt fully.  He knew he could not stay out in the open one more night alone and as much as he hoped that Bridget's family would take them in.
 
   Matthew slowed his pace to a walk as he progressed through the village, finding himself almost immediately surrounded by the Bruce clansmen.  Some of the warriors were riding their beasts and some were on foot as they escorted him towards the keep.  No one approached too near nor asked his business, but it was clear they would not allow him to pass unaccompanied.  He knew and expected such behavior from the Highlanders, so he continued with the entourage growing and in tow.
 
   When he neared the lowered drawbridge, he could hear the sentries above shouting loud warnings up the trail and onto the keep above.  But they still did not stop him, they allowed him to pass as he heard them continuing to forewarn, "Rider approaching!"
 
   He walked his steed along pulling Kaye's mare behind them directly up the path that led into the courtyard as the sun was beginning its descent into the horizon.  Lord Alec and two other men that Matthew recognized as his brother, Cameron and his cousin Tor, descended the stairs to meet him in the square.  
 
   He noticed with a slight relief that Bridget had come out onto the landing to see who had appeared, a frown now fully creasing her brow.  When she looked into the courtyard and her gaze fell upon Matthew, she rushed down the stairs and reached them as the other Bruce warriors circled.
 
   "Matthew!"  It was Bridget who spoke first a startled and confused look upon her face as a wave of fear encompassed her heart. "What trouble is about?"
 
   Matthew moved his saddened and angered gaze from Bridget to her husband and the lord of the Bruce keep, Alec as he pleaded with his eyes and his voice. 
 
   "Please milord, she seeks refuge."  
 
   At that moment, Matthew opened his cape as he fully revealed the small woman who was fast asleep within his arms, her head lying gently upon his chest.  Her face was completely swollen and her eye now clearly blackened.  Her cheek sported the ugly and jagged cut as her chin showed slight purple marks and cuts that had begun to heal were blatantly obvious across her lips.  Though the marks had begun to fade slightly they were all still clearly visible upon her petite and now swollen face and angrily noticed by all within the small group.  Bridget gasped loudly in horror as she looked on at her badly beaten sister, wondering what terrible fate could have befallen her.
 
   It was Tor who stepped boldly forward as he silently reached up for Kaye with a pained look upon his face, anguish in his chest and a certain fire within his eyes.  As his hands alighted upon her tiny waist she stirred and her eyes fluttered open as she tried desperately to place a relieved smile upon her face.  
 
   When Kaye looked into Tor's eyes a slight tear released itself from its corner as it trailed slowly down her battered cheek.  She felt a sure sense of relief for reaching their destination.  She gradually held out her hand towards him, opening her fingers slowly as his small heirloom medallion within fell from her limp grasp falling to the hard dirt ground below.
 
   Tor pulled the tiny woman from Matthew's hold and moved her within his arms as he gently cradled her within his embrace.  When she was safely within, she tipped her head securely against his chest as she closed her eyes and succumbed to the blackness of oblivion once again.
 
   As he held the slight woman within his arms, Tor stared with sadness upon her, his heart breaking for the abuse she had obviously suffered.  His gaze moved from her to his family's heirloom he had given her just a few weeks before as it laid as if deserted, upon the ground.  
 
   He fought his emotions as the pain continued to tear at his heart, for he knew he never should have left her with the Lord Hann.  Tor knew from that first moment he had sensed something was terribly wrong.  He should have insisted or told her that he would stay and protect her.  But it was too late, she had now endured so much and at this very moment he had no one to blame for her plight, but himself.
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   The procession of the clansmen led by Bridget and Tor who was still carrying Kaye, moved to an empty room near the rest of the family chambers upon the second floor of the Bruce keep.  Tor with a full rage within his chest, walked across the room and gently placed Kaye in the middle of the large bed.  She was sleeping so deeply that she never stirred as he tenderly laid her upon the sheets, placing a soft pillow below her head and a blanket over her battered body to guard her against the evening chill.  
 
   Those who stood within the room gazed down at her for long moments in sadness and disbelief as she breathed heavily in her slumber, Kaye oblivious to the onlookers above.  So as not to disturb her, the small party walked from her room and moved just outside and into the hallway.  They left the door opened wide with the small woman visible and in their thoughts as they began to softly converse.  
 
   Matthew looked into the Bruce clansmen faces who were silently imploring him to speak, varying emotions plaguing their faces.  With a heavy sigh he began slowly and shared what he knew of her troubles.  
 
   "Kaye spoke to me of her travels on the day of her wedding and the events that took place when her new husband took her from her parent's keep.  She explained how they were accosted and how she sat before her wretched captors, the Lord Hann refusing to hand over any valuables or do anything to save her or to protect her from harm."
 
   Tor groaned loudly clenching his fists at his side as he once again relived and was reminded of the details and the pain that poor Kaye had endured.  She had suffered so terribly at both the hands of her attackers and of the humiliation set forth by her husband and her lord.  For the first time, he clearly understood that her devastation may have been avoided had her lord only conceded that bag of coins on her behalf.
 
   "She then told me that the next day her husband abandoned her for London leaving her at the Hann keep under the watchful eye of his son, Lord Alden.  Kaye said that after she had been there for nearly three weeks, the young lord told her that the reason his father had made the journey was to petition the king for the Devon's properties.  Now that he was Kaye's husband, he felt he was entitled since he had married the eldest daughter and Lord Devon had no sons and no other rightful heirs."
 
   Bridget groaned angrily as she spat, "And that is why Lord Hann was intent upon marrying her to begin with.  But if he were doing that, what reason would he have to beat her so?"
 
   Matthew simply shook his head as continued most miserably, "It was not him.  Kaye told me of Lord Alden, saying that while her husband was away, she was left fully in his charge.  She spoke of how she was always very uncomfortable within his presence and that he oftentimes made inappropriate advances towards her.  She attempted to avoid him as much as she could, but on that fateful night when he entered her chamber…"
 
   Tor's rage began to erupt again as he clenched his fists at his side as he visibly angered and spat, "What did he do to her?"
 
   Matthew looked sadly at the man and continued, "When the young lord entered her chamber he was very angry.  Kaye said it was a rage like none other she had ever seen before.  He was furious because he had discovered that she had given some medallion to a visiting clergyman…"  Matthew looked over at Tor, knowing he would understand, "in hopes that he would return it to you."
 
   Tor swallowed hard as a pain resonated fully within his chest as he attempted to quell his own anger directed solely at himself, now knowing it was because of his actions that she had been harmed.  The entire group within the hallway stood silently with confusion upon their faces as they watched Tor intently and waited for him to respond.
 
   After several moments when he could finally collect himself and somewhat settle his self-loathing, Tor finally took a deep breath and explained, "On that day in the woods, I gave Kaye my family's heirloom medallion and told her that if she ever needed assistance that all she had to do was return it to me and I would come."
 
   Tor lowered his eyes to the floor in shame, understanding that they all would know that while his intentions may have been honorable, it was this that had ultimately caused her pain.  
 
   When Tor did not speak further, Matthew continued, "Kaye said in his anger he tried to make advances towards her but when she refused, he got very angry and hit her…several times."
 
   Matthew continued to gaze at Tor for he knew he would want to understand the full of it.
 
   "Other than striking her, I do not think he had the opportunity to harm her further.  Or at least Kaye did not indicate as such."
 
   Tor looked intently at Matthew pursing his lips tightly as he provided a slight nod, silently thanking him for that piece of communication.  Breathing a slight relief for Kaye for that one small allotment, Tor continued to stare at Matthew as he silently begged the young man to continue.
 
   "There was a struggle as Kaye tried to get away and she grabbed a candlestick holder and hit him over the head."
 
   They all stared at Matthew, knowing not what to say for this turn of events surprised them and was quite unexpected.  They all reasoned that her ability to inflict any damage should be very remote, from one such as slight and feeble as Kaye.  In the past, she had never owned the ability to inflict any harm and in all of their minds had only been able to portray a vast weakness.
 
   "She told me she hit him with all of her strength and when she left, he was still lying motionless, bleeding and unconscious upon the floor.  Kaye is afraid she has killed the man."
 
   Bridget gasped, knowing what that could mean for her sister if that were really true.  This made it especially grave since the Hann family held such great favor with their English King Henry.
 
   "After that, she took her horse and came to me in the middle of the night, reaching me just shortly before dawn.  We left immediately and have been riding for three straight days ever since."
 
   Bridget looked deeply into Matthew's eyes, a question she could not quite answer.  "Who brought her to you, Matthew?  For she clearly would have had no connections within the Hann manor."
 
   Matthew looked at Bridget and said, "She came alone."
 
   Bridget gasped in horror as she attempted to piece all that she knew together for the risk of her actions.  Such a rash move and the danger she had placed herself in by riding at night and all alone.  Bridget could only shake her head in confusion for the Kaye that she had known would never have done such, for Bridget only knew of her sister's mild and tender ways.  She knew nothing of such strengths and certainly nothing of the will and determination that would cause her to do anything so reckless.  
 
   Bridget asked in sure disbelief, "Kaye rode from the Hann keep to your home all by herself?"  
 
   The incredulity of it struck the entire group, for the last that they had truly witnessed of her will and of her fortitude was her weakness and sickness when Alec had gone to claim his wife.  So sickly was she at that time and so incapable of anything.
 
   Matthew interrupted their thoughts as he understood their bewildered looks and knew they were unbelieving of his tale. 
 
   "Bridget, she has changed much within these last two years since you left the Devon home and I realize now even more so since the day that she was wed.  She rode that large mare all by herself throughout the night and through the first two full days never complaining and never falling behind my quick pace even once."
 
   Matthew took in a full breath as he continued to look deeply into the Highlanders eyes as he continued, "She never gained the back of my steed until midday today.  I have been around her my entire life and have never seen her ride anything except the calmest of mares and only for a few minutes at a time.  But the way she skillfully handled that beast…"
 
   Matthew did not continue for he did not know how to describe further the changes he had witnessed within her.  He had relayed all that Kaye had shared with him and paused so that the entirety of it could penetrate the group.  He stood quietly by as he moved his gaze to looked intently at Alec as he now spoke of the questions that weighed so heavily upon his heart.
 
   "You should also know that I did not wake my father when Kaye came for me and she implored me to leave Lord Devon out of it.  So they know nothing, or at least not from either of us.  She begged me to bring her here to Bridget.  Was I right in coming?  Will you protect her?"
 
   Alec removed his gaze from the one called Matthew and stared into the darkening room where his sister-in-law lay upon the large bed, a concern now fully upon his brow for her fate.  For while this was his wife's sister, he knew this could mean war, would most likely signify war for the sanctuary that he was providing.  He had to consider his clan and what it would entail for them, for this was his personal battle and not his people's conflict.  
 
   When he did not speak for a few moments as he was still lost in thought and contemplating his options, it was Bridget who finally anxiously spoke as she looked intently upon her husband.
 
   "Alec, we cannot turn her away!"
 
   He replied with a saddened smile placing his hand lovingly upon Bridget's shoulder, "Yes, I know that.  But you realize that this could bring the wrath of the English upon us.  For it will not take them long before they realize where she has gone."
 
   Bridget stared back into her husband's eyes with a grave fear upon her face as she inquired astoundingly, "Do you truly think they will come for her?"
 
   With a full understanding upon his heart and a sadness within his voice Alec answered, “Without a doubt.  She is simply too valuable for Lord Hann not to.”
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   Bridget watched over Kaye in sadness as she slept deeply and dreamlessly throughout the entire night.  She never moved once for her exhaustion completely consumed her small body.   As Bridget sat vigil by her side never leaving her for a moment, her heart broke for the pain and suffering her dear sister had obviously experienced.  
 
   Tor stood outside in the hallway forever pacing and oftentimes gazing in over the threshold to the woman who lay silently within the bed.  He never entered the room once even though he wanted to be near, but he knew that it was not his right.  The pain of his guilt consumed him and he blamed himself for much of her troubles, for if he had protected her as he should have to begin with and implored her to leave her husband, none of this would have befallen her.  How she must despise him for his lack of protection.
 
   It was nearing midday and the heavily clouded skies outside emitted tiny cold droplets of rain upon the land and Kaye was yet to stir.  As a large clap of thunder burst forth from the heavens above and permeated the chamber, Kaye's slight body was shaken from her deep slumber.  Her eyes flew wide as she bolted upwards and startled upon the bed.  Her breath came in gasps as her heart beat wildly within her chest for the fright that was upon her.  She looked about the room in confusion as she tried to frantically piece together in her mind her situation and her whereabouts.   
 
   Bridget immediately went to her side and taking her hand within her own attempted to calm her trembling sister.  She noted immediately how Kaye's heart was beating fiercely as her breath was coming in strained gasps as the terror continued to show upon her face.
 
   "Shhh, dear Kaye, you are safe now."
 
   Kaye looked at her with uncertainty as she slowly lay back upon the pillows with her eyes still wide open in fear and staring straight ahead.  As she leaned back upon the bed, Kaye detected a slight movement in the hallway just outside the door and her gaze quickly moved to its source.  Kaye watched in wonder as she spied Tor who was looking upon them with fearful eyes.  She gazed in his direction as their eyes locked for a brief moment before he turned and was abruptly gone from her sight.  She furrowed her brow not understanding the feeling of the hollowness upon her chest or the reasoning behind his quick disappearance and gazed back at Bridget with a questioning look upon her face.
 
   "Tor has paid a constant vigil in the hallway as I have done here by your side since you arrived, including the whole of last night, dear sister."
 
   Kaye simply stared at her with a vacant look then removed her gaze from Bridget as she peered across the room into the blazing hearth.  A coldness had settled upon her petite body as a constant void plagued her heart as a slight shiver moved throughout her.  So much had happened and so much had transpired over the last few weeks and it overwhelmed her.
 
   Kaye reached up absently towards her swollen eye, lightly touching the brow above.  Slowly, she moved her fingers across to the gash upon her cheek as the throbbing continued to resonate within her head and the tears began fall.  She closed her eyes praying for strength and for the fortitude to get through her pain and more importantly to move on with her life.  For not only was the physical pain distressing, but the pain upon her heart was quite alarming.
 
   Through her lowered lashes she looked at Bridget as she silently pleaded for an explanation for she fervently wanted a full understanding of her plight.
 
   Bridget began, "Matthew arrived here last eve with you upon his horse and please know, dear sister, that you are now safe.  We will not let anything happen to you.  Please, Kaye, tell me you are alright?"
 
   Kaye looked over at Bridget, attempting a slight smile as she nodded her head.  She was ever so grateful and thankful that they had arrived here, unscathed.  A heavy weight had been lifted from her chest, for the protection she had hoped to gain.  For long minutes they sat as such with each quietly lost in their own thoughts as Kaye was quite unable to speak.
 
   A child's whimper was heard and a movement was had from the doorway as the Lord Alec walked a few paces into the chamber with a crying child in his arms.
 
   "I am sorry to intrude, but Bridget, Edward here is crying out for you and will not settle.  I think this storm has him frightening and nothing will please him.  May I bring him in?"
 
   When the small child saw his mother he cried louder yet as he stiffened his back and extended his arms outwardly.  Quickly, he became more angry and agitated for his father's lack of movement.
 
   Bridget looked over at Kaye, now torn between caring for her son and her sister.  But as she saw the softening of Kaye's features as she looked upon the babe and the small smile as it began to play across her face, she knew exactly what she had to do for it appeared this could be a welcomed distraction.
 
   "Yes, Alec, please do bring him in.  I would like to introduce our son to his aunt."
 
   Alec breathed a sigh of relief and did not hesitate as he walked forward knowing he could divest himself of his unhappy son.  While he loved the child deeply and without question, he was quite uncomfortable and felt rather helpless around his tears.  Bridget grinned fully as the small child began to smile and then giggle as he came to rest within her arms.
 
   "This, my dear Kaye, is your nephew Edward."
 
   Kaye's own smile widened as she looked upon the beautiful boy child with very dark hair and dark eyes like his father and his mother's nose.  Kaye noted that Edward had passed his first year of life the previous spring and his considerable size even for one so small, was hinting at the large and powerful man that he would become some day.  She looked on in awe and wonder as she saw the happy parents smiling with pride over their most precious treasure and the product of their love.  How her heart soared for their happiness.  To be so blessed…
 
   Bridget walked near the bed and setting Edward upon its edge, Kaye immediately moved her hands towards the young babe.  As she looked upon the beautiful child, her own fears and pains were suddenly forgotten as she pushed them from her mind, if only for the moment.  She touched his chubby little arms and ran her finger lovingly upon his soft cheek, all the while a deep smile spreading further upon her battered face, so thankful for this sudden and unplanned diversion.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kaye stayed abed the remainder of that day and into the next with her body completely rebelling from her recent ordeal.  Just before the nooning hour arrived on that second day, she found herself quite alone in her room and a sudden feeling of restlessness.  She could hear slight noises filtering in through her window from outside and the courtyard below and rose from the bed as she moved slowly to the window to reflect upon its source.  
 
   The small opening overlooked the side of the keep showing a portion of the square and the full of the stables below.  There was much activity about within the area on this fine fall day.  She stood staring intently for a long while as some of the clansmen moved the horses about while others were training with bows and yet others, with swords.  
 
   As her eyes eagerly scanned the activities below, they came to reset upon one in particular who stood taller than most and was ever so graceful upon the field.  His long blonde hair blew carelessly about in the wind as his vast muscular chest flexed wildly as he wielded his powerful sword.  His skin glistened intently in the midday sun as he moved effortlessly while he battled his opponent.  Kaye's breath caught within her throat as she watched him closely and marveled at his strength, his grace and at his magnificence.  She stared at this man intently and began to wonder at how he could affect her so.
 
   Kaye was brought suddenly from her revelry when she heard a slight footfall directly behind her and gasped in apprehension for its sudden nearness had startled her greatly.  Her recent memories were forever leaving her panicked as the ill-fated events flashed through her mind.  She turned around quickly to see who was approaching as a sure fear encompassed her heart.  Her hand flew to her chest as a gasp came from her throat and her eyes widened in alarm as she spun around to face her invader.
 
   Bridget walked near seeing the true terror and fright upon Kaye's face and said softly, "Oh, my dear, sister, I am so sorry for I did not mean to startle you so.  You must know that you are protected and that you are safe here."
 
   Bridget moved closer as she brought her slight sister within her arms, feeling the thundering of her heart as her body began shaking anew.  She gently rocked her, embracing her tightly as she wished to pass her own strength on to help get her through this ordeal.  
 
   As Bridget comforted Kaye, she slowly looked over her sister's shoulder through the window and downwards, so she could see what had Kaye so entranced.  As she gazed out at the activity below, she saw the Bruce clansmen training in the courtyard and her husband's cousin Tor very visible from where she stood.  
 
   A slight smile spread across Bridget's face as she noticed the man and what she had hoped was the subject of Kaye's attentions.  She watched as Tor's strong body moved gracefully upon the training field as his power was being ever so clearly demonstrated.  She could only view this as a positive sign that her dear sister Kaye was perhaps finally being brought out of the desperate state she found herself committed to.  And just this small possibility, made Bridget quite pleased.
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   It was immediately following the nooning meal on the third day after Matthew and Kaye had arrived at the Bruce keep, when the alarm was sent up from the sentries high upon the walls that there was a band of riders approaching.  As had Matthew and Kaye been escorted by the Bruce clansmen those few days previously, so had this large party that was arriving within the courtyard today.
 
   The Englishmen were fifteen strong and as they road directly into the center of the square they stopped midway to the keep's stairs.  The men were sitting quietly upon their mounts with somber and angry looks abound.  The numerous Bruce clansmen that had escorted the party through the gates were circling the edges with their weaponry ever ready as the clansmen were on alert and just waiting for their own lord's direction.  
 
   In the lead of the visiting party was Kaye and Bridget's father, Lord Devon.  Flanking him was his brother-in-law Roger on his right and Lord Hann, Lord Alden and Father Flannigan to his left.  Behind these great men were ten of Lord Hann's best soldiers.  This time when the English were within the presence of the Bruce Highlanders, the Hann men were fully armed and their chests entirely armored as they were quite prepared for battle.
 
   As the sentries alerted the keep within, Alec, his brother Cameron and his cousin Tor were inside the great hall with Matthew, Bridget and Kaye all in attendance.  Alec, fearing that trouble was looming, ordered the women to stay inside as the men abruptly exited through the front door.  But Bridget willfully refused and followed them out onto the landing as she ensured Kaye was close at her side.  Bridget would not stay behind for she knew her father and Roger were there and it was Kaye's fate that so precariously hung in the balance.
 
   The Bruce Lord, his two lead men and Matthew moved slowly down the great stone stairway that led out onto the courtyard as they ascertained the group below.  Bridget and Kaye were trailing closely behind, Alec wholly concerned and none too pleased for both the English upon his soil and his willful wife's actions.  
 
   They walked down into the courtyard and came up short of the visiting group of men and stood staring directly at the imposing assembly.  While no weapons had been drawn, the air was filled with an anxiousness as all present were standing on alert and awaiting for someone to begin.  Every warrior within the square was ever prepared for whatever would transpire.
 
   After long moments of the men's silent standoff and full appraisal of each other, it was Lord Devon who spoke first and loudly enough for everyone within the courtyard to hear.
 
   "Kaye, are you alright?"
 
   The Bruce clansmen hesitated only a moment before they stepped aside slightly and allowed Bridget and Kaye to be seen clearly for the first time by all.  Lord Devon narrowed his eyes and furrowed his brow severely as he looked at his daughter and spied the mark upon Kaye's once flawless cheek and the other fading abuse that was ever obvious upon her face.  Otherwise, he did not react, never spoke as he waited patiently for the truth of it to come forth from her own lips.
 
   As the men moved from before them, Kaye was forced to gaze upon all of the visitors within the square for the first time including her husband the Lord Hann and his son.  Her heart began to beat wildly within her breast as the fear rose for just the sight of them.  She was thankful the Lord Alden was alive for she knew with a certainty that she was now not guilty of his murder, yet a renewed fear threatened to consume her for just his presence.  Just the fact that he was this near, petrified her.  
 
   Kaye took a deep breath and spoke loudly, once again for all to hear, "Yes, father, I am now alright that I am here and protected."
 
   For long moments no one moved and no one spoke as the tension mounted in the air.  Lord Alden, clearly becoming agitated and impatient with the situation, looked over at his lord who had not yet spoken nor looked as he would anytime soon, so he did so in his father's stead.
 
   "Lady Kaye, you are my father's wife and it is your duty to come with us immediately so that we can return to England.  For that is the oath you took before your country and your God.  No one here can dispute that fact for many here witnessed it!"
 
   Kaye watched in horror and wondered if they could force her to do as such as a panic began to rise further within her chest.  For if she did not return with her husband, would they bring all of the English king's forces here to Scotland?  She understood fully that the Lord Hann's ties to her king appeared to be strong but were they strong enough to instigate a battle?  Would there be many lives lost including those of her own family and those that had unquestionably taken her in?  How could she do this to them?  She reasoned fairly that she could not be responsible for lost fathers, lost husbands and lost sons from both sides of the border. 
 
   She lowered her eyes to the ground as she began to fully comprehend her plight and what she had done and the wrath that she had placed upon these kind people who had taken her in and vowed to protect her.  Kaye had been so naïve to think that they could just take her away from her lord and defend her without any real consequence.  With misery she now understood that it was true that she was simply her lord's property to do with what he wished and no one could intercede.   She realized only too clearly now and with a sadness, that she was surely bringing potential death and destruction to them all.
 
   A feeling of devastation like no other coursed through her body as the reality of it all befell upon her heart.  She, herself would rather die than go back, but that was her choice and her death.  This was not the choice of her family nor of these fine Scottish clansmen.
 
   When she did not respond, Tor turned slightly peering at her over his shoulder and watched as the fear and dread of it clearly washed through her.  His heart broke for her panic and for the devastation that blatantly appeared upon her beautiful and now troubled face.  How he wanted to take her within his arms and comfort her at that very moment and tell her that he would protect her to the ends of the earth.  But he could not for his first duty was to his lord and his clan.  He dared not risk their lives and those of his brothers for his own heart.  Instead, he took a small step sideways and closer to Kaye to try and silently provide to her his backing and protection.
 
   It was not only Kaye that witnessed the slight movement in the Bruce warrior's obvious show of support for the Lord Hann's wife, it was also the Hann men, themselves who witnessed such.  Angry looks and muttered warnings began to be thrown about as the tension within the courtyard began to mount further.  The young Lord Alden spat out viciously and in anger.
 
   "Father, go get your wife so that we can be gone from this wretched place."
 
   Lord Hann looked hard at the blonde Scottish warrior who had now boldly made more than one advance towards the Lady Hann, a mixture of hatred and fear upon the lord's face.  He looked from the warrior to his wife and slowly back again as he shouted for all to hear.
 
   “But she is now soiled!” 
 
   Those words cut Kaye deeply and as much as they had the very first time she had heard them on the afternoon of her wedding day, a devastation and humiliation fully consuming her.  For she was not soiled, she had never been by any of her own actions.  And by the looks and the accusations that he just threw down for all to hear, she now truly understood what her husband was insinuating.  With mortification in her eyes and a new found strength in her heart, Kaye responded loudly and for all to hear. 
 
   “But I have lain with no man!”
 
   All eyes within the courtyard looked at her in surprise at her outburst, for her boldness to speak out against her lord.  She continued with a much lower tone, yet still heard by all as her humiliation and complete shame in that instant was laid out for all to now know and to understand.
 
   [bookmark: _Toc352259537][bookmark: _Toc352259814][bookmark: _Toc354162124][bookmark: _Toc354162797]“Including my husband…”
 
   All eyes within the square immediately flew to her face, each gawking at her as she looked down as the color began to rise upon her cheeks for she was truly ashamed of her heartbreaking confession.  The pain within her chest felt as if one hundred blades had penetrated her heart, for she had just acknowledged quite fully before all that no one had wanted her, no one had ever truly claimed her and she was once again alone.  As she stood now in her silent misery with the shame clearly etched upon her face, the tears began to fall unchecked down her flaming cheeks.
 
   She felt movement all around her and looked up slightly as Tor stepped directly in front of her as he unsheathed his largest sword.  He stood most powerfully with his back to her and with obvious intent, protecting her from her husband or any of the English men before her.  The other Bruce men and Matthew all followed his lead as they too, drew their massive swords and shifted to protect.  
 
   Kaye's father and her uncle moved from within the English line of men and dismounted from their horses as they quickly moved on foot to the Bruce clan's side.  They too had drawn their swords and now had them pointing towards the Hann men.  All were now standing before her, swords unsheathed and pointing at the Lord Hann and the English soldiers.  
 
   Bridget moved closer to Kaye as Father Flannigan quickly dismounted from his small horse and approached.  When he reached her side, the priest took both of Kaye's hands within his own and looked at her deeply as he spoke quietly to her, though loud enough for the Bruce Lord and the small surrounding group to hear.
 
   “My dear Kaye, you mean to say that your wedding was never consummated?”  
 
   The tears continued to fall down her cheeks as her shame spread through her body as her face began to turn a deeper shade of crimson.  Kaye heard for the first time these words spoken out loud and all those who mattered to her had now heard of her deep shame and her disgrace.  She could not look up into the clergyman's eyes nor to anyone's, for the pain and humiliation that was ripping through her.  The anguish of her misery and her one true flaw echoed through the now silent courtyard.  No one had wanted her and no one had ever claimed her, even her own husband…
 
   Kaye could only stare at the ground and shake her head, confirming the full of what Father Flannigan had asked.  With a new found sadness and in desperation, she pulled her hands free from the priest's and turned from all those in the square as she fled up the stairs of the keep.  Kaye was intent upon seeking refuge for her shame that was fully upon her and was now entirely known by everyone.
 
   The tears flooded her eyes, moving unheeded down her face and blinding her as she ran up the stairs and to her room.  She moved across her chamber and to the far corner beyond the wardrobe as she crouched within the corner with her back to the wall.  She was hidden from the doorway and huddled upon the floor, unseen from all those who knew of her appalling secret.  She pressed her face into her hands and allowed the tears to fall freely as her body wracked with her sobs.
 
   For long minutes she sat as such completely consumed by her mortification.  On and on she cried as the unrelenting pain filled her.  As the anguish continued to mount, she heard heavy footsteps within her room and moving in her direction.  She drew herself in tighter wishing she could disappear as her tears continued to fall freely as her body convulsed in misery.
 
   She felt a strong and large hand upon her shoulder and gazed up through her tears to find her father sitting on the floor before her with an aggrieved look upon his face.  She moved herself across and over into his arms as she laid her head upon his chest and allowed him to surround her with his love, his support and his understanding.  For long moments they sat as such as her sobs continued to wrack her tiny body and his arms gently surrounded her.  She cried for the foolish decisions she had made, she cried for all she had been through, but she cried mostly for the loneliness she now found within herself.
 
   When time had finally passed and the tears would no longer come and the only thing that remained was the slight hiccups and a hollowness upon her heart.  Kaye took a deep breath, ready to recognize the truth of her life and timidly asked her father of her fate.    
 
   "Father, will I have to go back?"
 
   He answered her quietly, "Where else would you go, my dear?"
 
   She began to tremble anew as the faces of her husband Lord Hann and the young Lord Alden flashed through her mind, their sneers deeply cutting into her.  Her tears began to stream down her face anew as her worst nightmare became realized as she shook in certain terror.  
 
   "You would make me go back to Lord Hann?"
 
   Lord Devon gasped in disgust and horror and looked down at his daughter ever so perplexed that she would say such a thing.  Complete confusion was written upon his brow as he stared onto the tear streaked face of his daughter as the full of it dawned upon him.
 
   "Oh my dear, precious Kaye!  I thought you meant back home…our home!"  He looked deeply onto her distressed face as he continued, "You do not have any idea of what has transpired here, do you?"
 
   She looked at him confused and not completely comprehending his remarks nor understanding her fate as she silently shook her head.  Slowly, she wiped at the tears that were upon her face.
 
   "Please father, tell me.  I am so confused and truly scared…"
 
   Lord Devon sighed heavily as he began softly, "You were married lawfully to Lord Hann and legally became his property as of that day, in both the eyes of England and in the eyes of the church, with many witnesses about.  However, he failed to keep his end of the bargain by not consummating the marriage.  And because of this and his family's ill treatment of you, the church will let you out of that agreement by granting you an annulment."
 
   Lord Devon placed his hands upon her arms as he moved her away from him slightly so that he could look deeply into her eyes and made sure she understood the full of it.  
 
   He continued, "Meaning you will not be married to Lord Hann any longer and the church will consider you never to have been wed.  This means that if the occasion ever presents itself, you will then be free to marry another.   Father Flannigan has said he will see to the details personally.  It will most likely take many weeks if not several months until all has been settled, but it shall be done."
 
   "Father Flannigan?  Why would he do this for me?"
 
   "My dear, he told me of your request of returning the medallion to Lord Alec's man, Tor.  What he did not know at the time was that he was to have kept it in confidence.  He happened to remove it from his pocket when Lord Alden was about that evening and the lord casually asked him of its origin.  Since he was not aware of your quest for secrecy, he told the young lord what you had requested.  Father Flannigan thought it a bit strange when he appeared to become angry over it and took the medallion from him, but it was not until he heard of what had transpired that night from the servants that he knew he had put you in grave danger.  That is why he was adamant that he come along here to Scotland.  He insisted on making everything right."
 
   "And Lord Alden and Lord Hann?  Where are they now?"
 
   "Gone, my dear.  On their way back to England and out of your life forever."
 
   Kaye closed her eyes as a calming feeling passed through her body as the fear and trepidation began to wash away for the Hann men were no longer near.
 
   "And what of our family's lands?  Will the king grant them to Lord Hann?"
 
   "I cannot say anything on that subject for sure, for as you know our good King Henry will do whatever he thinks is in the best interest of England.  However, since you are no longer married to Lord Hann, I would say that his claim is deemed to be pretty worthless.  But in reality, while the land means so much to me and to our family, it is you that is far more important.  I would give it up in a heartbeat to know that you are safe and to know that you are happy."
 
   For long moments Kaye simply stayed quiet as she leaned her head upon her father's comforting chest.  She was content to be loved and protected by him, her horrific ordeal seemingly over.
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   Later that afternoon after the Lord Devon had left Kaye's chamber ensuring his daughter was alright, she spent the remainder of the time pacing her floors within and playing the whole of the distressing scene from that afternoon in her mind.  She reviewed it over and painstakingly over again with her panic and humiliation fully upon her.  Upon occasion, she would wander to the window and find herself staring out intently and with a fright in her eyes.  She guardedly peered into the distance to ensure no new travelers returned to the keep for the fear of Lord Hann and his son were still upon her.  
 
   Just before the evening meal was upon them, it was her sister Bridget who came into the room to comfort her and to acknowledge her feelings while forever showing her support.  She also came to encourage her and to implore her to come down to the great hall for the evening meal.  
 
   "Please, dear sister, now that this ordeal is past you must be strong.  We have all made mistakes in our lives and it is important to put this behind you and move forward.  For in no time, it will truly be over…"
 
   Bridget looked deeply into her eyes while Kaye began to comprehend the wisdom of her words as Bridget continued.  "Now, you must leave the confines and solitude of this room for the great hall and all of its diversions.  Surely something there will occupy your mind and help you forget."
 
   She smiled once again at her sister while she hoped Kaye would see the truthfulness in her words and that a certain Bruce clansmen would stir her interest.
 
   At some point during that conversation with her sister, Kaye had begun to resolve that her past hasty decisions and mistakes were not going to harm her any more.  She was going to escape from this ordeal with her head held high for she would soon forever be rid of the pain of the Hann men and could then concentrate upon the rest of her life.  She sadly noted that even if that meant living it out fully in the solitude of her parent's home for that end was still better than where she had been. 
 
   The evening meal was now upon them and the Bruce's great hall was filled to capacity.  The head table was crowded as were the tables stretched out upon the floor.  Seated above the rest was the Lady Bridget and her extended family, then Kaye, her father, Roger and Matthew and then at the end of the table was Tor. 
 
   Kaye now sat at the table with her face slightly lowered while she battled with the fact that everyone within the great hall must now know of her deepest and most private secrets.  She could feel most self consciously the bold stares that were seemingly made in her direction.  These were a constant reminder of all that had transpired in the courtyard for it was obvious there were no secrets in the Highlands.  As Kaye gazed around the room beneath her lowered lashes she realized that this place was just so different than her polite English home where such things would never had been discussed nor acknowledged so openly.  
 
   Kaye had to concede that it was much more difficult than she ever could have imagined seated here in the great chamber in front of the others.  The courageous resolve that she had felt earlier when it was just Bridget within her room was quickly fading away.  What had played out this afternoon, while such a private matter, had to have been such a public display and that truly hurt her reserved English nature.  
 
   Kaye also realized that had the details not been revealed exactly as they had, she most likely would have been on her way back to England at this very moment.  She would have been forced to retreat back to the Hann home and travel with her husband and his son.  And that thought terrified her more than anything upon this earth including her shame displayed before all of her sister's clan.  
 
   Tor sat at the end of the table entirely aware of the dark haired blue-eyed beauty who sat just a few chairs down from him.  He felt a full excitement within his chest for just the knowing of it.  Although he could not look upon her without being obvious, just having that knowledge that she was near sent his heart racing.  
 
   Tor returned his thoughts once again to what had happened in the courtyard on that very afternoon.  In his wildest dreams he had never imagined that things would turn out as such.  And when Kaye had made her startling revelations he was quite shocked to hear that she remained untouched.  For how could her husband not take her?  Just the thought of having her in his bed excited him and knew that if it had been his right…  
 
   Tor shook his head as he attempted to remove those heated thoughts from his mind as he considered the events of the afternoon as they were all standing waiting for the battle to erupt.  In his mind it had been the obvious outcome but it was she and the most unlikely one who ended up taking the most brave stance.  The small petite one who did not have to admit before anyone what must have been her greatest secret and based on her reaction was her greatest shame.  For he was sure that is what she had been feeling for the pain that was written so clearly upon her lovely face.
 
   Tor was entirely relieved and a smile came to his face and a gladness resonated within his chest despite her pain, for she was now truly safe and soon to be entirely free.  He was so very comforted for this meant that she soon would be released from the man and his family whom had abused her so dreadfully and caused her so much pain.  He knew that he could not be more grateful for that small feat.  
 
   Tor felt a sure tenderness again for the one that sat so near and the one that he knew had captured his heart.  He could only hope that when all of this had passed that she would someday give him a chance to show her how she should be treated as a woman.  He knew that she deserved nothing but his respect and love and the chance to be cherished and protected.  It was his one true hope that Kaye would forgive him his transgressions and grant him the opportunity to do so.
 
   The evening wore on and the meal was soon over and the hall began to empty.  Bridget and Alec along with Cameron and his wife had long since retired to their chambers to see to their own children off to their beds.  This left only the Devon family and Tor still at the table.
 
   Tor stood to take his leave as he heard Kaye announce, "I think I will retire, father.  For it has been a very long and trying day."
 
   Tor stopped and turned towards the group and gazed at Kaye deeply, wanting fervently to offer his services to escort her to her rooms above but afraid to appear too forward to the family.  For long moments he stood as such as he willed himself to speak while the apprehension built within him and ultimately caused him to hold his tongue.  But it did not matter for in that extended moment of his indecision it was Kaye's cousin Matthew who stood and offered her his arm and secured her delivery to her chambers above.  Tor watched her in sadness realizing that the moment was gone and his chance now was thoroughly missed. 
 
   Tor watched longingly as Kaye stood and gently took her cousin's proffered arm.  As she grasped it her eyes came up to lock with Tor's momentarily as he noticed once again their deep blue depths that were ever captivating.  A warmth began to build in his chest for the beauty that was standing before him.  So lovely, so tantalizing and one with such an exquisite heart.  He looked at her longingly and could say nothing as their eyes continued to hold.  As she was led away, she turned from him and walked gracefully away upon Matthew's arm.  They moved elegantly across the hall and up the stairs to her room above as they disappeared together into the night.
 
   Tor watched her intently until she could be seen no more as she disappeared down the hallway of the chambers beyond.  The only reminder of her was the heavy beating of his heart and the rush of the pulse within his body.  He realized in that very moment and conceded that she stirred and captivated him so and that his heart belonged to no one, but the dark haired English woman named Kaye.
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   The midnight darkness had fully enveloped the lands around the Bruce keep as the heavy clouds in the sky obstructed any light the moon would have normally emit.  All those in and around the great Scottish lord's Highland keep with the exception of those sentries on night duty were fast asleep in their beds.  A lone Bruce rider upon his great steed made his way hastily through the large oaks and moved only as quickly as he dared.  He knew his mission was of the utmost importance and the fate of his clan lay heavily upon his successful journey.    The pounding of his beast's hooves was all that could be heard as he raced through the woods, the sound synchronized with the intense beating of his own heart.
 
   The Bruce clansman cleared the final stretch of woods and could see the slight outline of the looming stone walls ahead and knew that he was near as he understood he was ever so close to a successful end.  He leaned further over his mount's neck feeling the beast's wet and slick coat, the sure evidence of his long and intense ride.  He encouraged his beast onward as he moved faster and faster over the uneven ground ever pushing towards the end.  As he neared the lowered drawbridge he shouted for all his brothers within to hear, "The Grants!  The Grants!  They have foraged our eastern borders and they are marching upon us!"
 
   The clansman continued onward not stopping for even a slight moment.  Now that he was within the walls, he made his way up quickly to the castle that held his lord.  He pulled hard on his horse's lead as he neared the steps as rocks and dirt sprayed while his great beast slid to a halt.  The clansman hurriedly dismounted at the base of the steps and proceeded to take them two at a time for the nature of his communication was quite grave.  Within moments he was crossing the threshold into the darkened main hall where several of his fellow clansmen slept.  He shouted the warning again to startle them awake from their sound slumber.
 
   "The Grants!  The Grants!  They have foraged our eastern borders and are marching near!"
 
   He once again did not pause in the hall below as he quickly took the stairs that led to the family rooms above and did not stop until he was outside the Lord Alec's door.  He fisted his hand and began pounding upon the wooden entryway as he repeated his warning until his lord appeared.
 
   Tor had been sleeping down in the great hall with the other men when the alarm had sounded.  'The Grants! 'Twas always the Grants!'  As he watched the sentry run up the stairs to bring the message to Alec, he sighed heavily for he knew that the last time they battled with them the standoff had lasted for several weeks.  Several very long weeks.
 
   Tor knew that his duty was to his lord and to his clan always and there was no doubt in his mind to whom he would follow.  But there was much unsettled business that he had not been given the opportunity to resolve.  His mind drifted to the beautiful dark haired lass that he knew was asleep in one of the chambers above.  How his heart thundered in his chest at just the thought of her and a fear built within him for there was nothing that had been spoken between the two.  He understood his own feelings but had not had the chance to ask about hers for it had just been too soon.  There was nothing that had been said and now his duty would dictate that he would be leaving her.
 
   He thought miserably how her situation with Lord Hann had only been slightly resolved and just yesterday.  He understood that it was to most likely be weeks before it was totally over, when Father Flannigan had received the proper permissions from the church that he needed.
 
   Tor begrudgingly noted with a very sad heart that there had been no time for any words between the two.  He had hoped there would be an occasion but only after her initial shock had worn off and he conceded that it was just too soon.  He knew that she needed at least a little time for her to heal before he felt he had a right to approach her.  But that time had not been granted and now this new conflict was upon them.  
 
   He was far from certain and Tor could only dare to hope that she would even consider him.  How he wished that he was in her heart as much as she was within his.  But he also knew that in the past he had failed her miserably and she had been abused most wretchedly by the men that were near her.  And could she ever forgive him for leaving her on that day?  Could she provide him the opportunity to make up for her grief?
 
   Kaye had been through so much distress in these last weeks and Tor reasoned that perhaps she never wanted a man in her life and would prefer a solitary one.  He could not blame her if that is what she chose for each and every one of them that had stood with any importance before her as of late had let her down.  He angrily thought of the touches and the caresses that she had experienced by both her captors and her husband and his son, for they all must have frightened her so.  He realized with a certainty that those acts most likely repulsed her too, for how could someone attempt to love her if she only knew of certain brutality and fear?
 
   He acknowledged entirely that he had let her down and his actions or his inactions must have hurt her immensely.  Tor realized that he was as much to blame by not imploring her to leave her husband or worse yet, providing her the medallion that had put her in such grave danger.
 
   A sadness began to envelope him as the movement in the room around him continued to intensify.  Men began speaking softly and making ready for the imminent battle that was sure to come as they waited for their next instruction from their lord.
 
   Tor looked up the stairs that led to the upper floors as he placed his hand within his slight pocket and touched his family's heirloom within.  With a resolution and the beginnings of a plan in his mind he moved quickly upwards as he took the steps two at a time until he was in the darkened hallway above.  
 
   He turned down the corridor and in the direction of the room that held the woman to whom he now conceded that he had completely given his heart.  As he drew near, his pulse began to race and he was flooded with uncertainty for he knew not what he should do.  Dare he be so bold as to wake her?  Could he truly ask her to wait?  What right did he have for such a brazen act and would it be fair to put this upon her after such a short time and when things were not even fully resolved with her?
 
   As he stood outside of her door contemplating his next move, he watched as Alec and Cameron exited their rooms prepared for the journey and task at hand.  With a heavy heart, Tor knew quite sorrowfully that he was out of time.  With a panic in his mind he quickly and quietly opened the door as his pulse pounded wildly for he knew that the slight lass lay sleeping within.  He stood for only moments peering into the murky darkness as his eyes adjusted while he listened intently.  His heart skipped a beat as he confirmed she was near for he heard the even and deep breathing of her heavy slumber.
 
   He stole quietly into her darkened room leaving the door slightly ajar allowing the faint light to emanate in from the hallway.  Tor gazed into the chamber as the outlines of the hearth, the bed adjacent and the small table next to her bed came into view.  As he crept noiselessly towards where Kaye slept he looked down at her sleeping body, able to just make out the slumbering form in the murky darkness.  For long moments he stood gazing at her as his breath caught in his throat and his pulse hammered powerfully inside his chest for the exquisiteness before him.
 
   He placed his hand within his pocket once again as he felt the rough edges of the heirloom that lay within.  With resolve he removed the slight coin and placed it upon the bedside table and hoped that she would understand as he silently implored her to know his thoughts.  The last time he had given it to her, she knew that all she had to do was return it to him and he would have come.  He would have been there to protect her as he was also pledging to do the equivalent this time.
 
   But now when he left her the medallion, he was hoping that she would also understand that his intentions ran deeper.  He hoped she would comprehend that he thought of her and that he was giving a piece of himself to her in hopes that she would wait and in hopes that she would consider him when her own life was finally settled.  There was so much that he had wanted to say to her but realized that he had not had the opportunity, nor did he have in his mind the right to do so.
 
   His time was now completely gone and his bidding no longer his own.  He could hear the soft sounds of the men as they amassed in the courtyard below and the words from the Lord Alec as he spoke of their duty and of their next task of protecting the keep as they defended their home and their clan.  Tor knew that he had already tarried too long and his duty to his people was upon him. 
 
   With a heavy heart his gaze moved from the coin that he had left on the side table to the still and sleeping form that lay upon the bed.  Slowly and longingly his gazed moved over the full of her body, wishing he could hold her within his arms and lovingly caress her fair skin as he would kiss her full lips.  Before he could do anything rash or would regret, he turned and moved quickly from the room.  Tor closed the door quietly in his wake as he closed the door suddenly on his heart.
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   Kaye awoke in the morning to the sound of rain as it came down heavily from the skies and heard its rushing noise filtering in noisily to her chamber.  Although the day had already and fully dawned, it was still quite murky within her room for the heavy clouds completely obstructed the sun.  She shivered slightly as the coolness of the air bit sharply at her exposed skin.
 
   With an assured weight within her breast, Kaye rose and walked to the window and peered out to the empty courtyard below as she watched intently as the heavy rain made lasting puddles upon the ground.  Other then the sound of the substantial droplets hitting the earth, there was an eerie silence about the Bruce keep and a remoteness that was quite mirrored within her heart.
 
   Kaye washed the night's sleep from her face and donned her only dress as she brushed her long and dark hair into manageable waves.  She grabbed her cloak from the wardrobe for the chill of the day's air was upon her as she wrapped it securely around her neck and allowed it to flow freely around her.  Feeling ready, she moved from her chamber and began her descent to the great hall below.
 
   As she walked down the stairway from the family rooms above, she was slightly concerned for it was completely barren, save for her family.  Her father, her uncle Roger, Matthew and Bridget were the only ones seated about at one of the tables located next to the hearth.  As she approached and in unison they looked up at her with concern clearly etched upon each one of their faces.  Kaye asked aloud, a slight dread playing upon her heart for she knew immediately that something was amiss.  
 
   "What has happened?"
 
   It was Bridget who spoke with as much calm as she could evoke.
 
   "Our eastern borders have been attacked and the men have gone to defend us."
 
   Kaye looked startled, fear in her eyes as she looked around at the barren hall and asked, "All of the men?"
 
   "Nearly all of them.  Alec and Tor took the men to the front and Cameron stayed with a smaller troop to defend our home.  I must tell you, Kaye, it has never been easy with the Grants."
 
   Bridget paused thinking back to previous times when at a moments notice such as this, the men were called away to defend their lands and their home.
 
   "When did they leave?"
 
   "In the middle of the night.  One of our riders came back shouting the warnings of their penetrating our borders and that they were headed this way.  Shortly thereafter, the men were all prepared and gone."
 
   Kaye felt a sudden sadness as an abrupt void consumed her for no one had woke her to tell her of this news that was of such import.  Her heart ached at the true hollowness and emptiness that was left within.  To be fair, she was saddened mostly because Tor had not thought it significant enough to wake her nor bothered to say goodbye.  With sure misery she realized that if he had made any effort to do so, she would have surely understood exactly what was in his heart.   
 
   Kaye fought hard to control herself as she bit at the inside of her cheek all the while willing the tears back and hoping they would not come forth at least in the presence of her family.  She resolved now that she would do all that she could to spare them her further grief.  She would learn to bear her pain and any of her new found miseries all on her own.
 
   It was her father who spoke next. "Kaye, they are warring to the east and we need to go home now else we might not find it safe to do so any time soon.  If we leave presently, we are assured to not encounter the lot for we head south.  If we stay any longer our safety cannot be guaranteed.  We need to ride almost immediately."
 
   Kaye tried desperately to stay calm and to remain emotionless as the torrent of feelings plagued her body.  Without speaking, she simply nodded and knew she must comply for there was nothing that was keeping her here.  While Tor's actions and the feelings that he evoked each time that he held her gaze gave her hope, nothing had been spoken out loud.  As much as she had dreamt within her mind, she conceded that nothing had been confirmed between herself and her blonde Scottish warrior as much as she had dreamed so in her heart.  
 
   With pure sadness she realized that it must be just a feeling and a longing that only she experienced as a result of the immature dreams of her past and her overwhelming desire for love.  While she had hoped the attachment was perhaps on both sides, she now realized that it was just not so.  Kaye now resolved that the deep feelings and what occurs between a man and a woman who are truly devoted to one another, surely must be of her own accord.  Kaye reasoned that Tor was just like Matthew, extending his aid as he would to his sister or to his lord's wife's sister…what he would do for the simple duty of his clan.
 
   With an empty heart she sighed heavily and replied with resolution, "Yes, father, I am ready to depart at any time.  I have nothing to gather from my rooms for I only have these clothes upon my back.  For the sake of our small party and for our family let us be on our way."  
 
   Kaye tried to smile and to put on a happy front.  If those sitting before her had not known her well and had not understood her heart, then they may have been fooled and believed that she was untouched.  But both Bridget and Matthew who knew her best understood that at least in part she had been truly affected.  To their knowledge there were no certainties spoken or pledges that had been made so there was nothing more that could be said.
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   Within the half hour, the Devon family began their journey to return to their home in England.  As they rode through the village adjacent to the Bruce keep and beyond in a southerly direction, Kaye sat tall and regally upon her own large gray mare feeling the power of her beast's muscles below her.  As they crested the next hill, she sat unemotionally watching the rugged terrain pass them by as her mood remained somber and her chest was forever hollow.   The cool and wintry breeze blew harshly through her dark tresses whipping the soft tendrils about as the wind bit cruelly at her ivory cheeks, the slight woman ever so unaware. 
 
   As the small party cantered along, she concentrated fully on the gray mare below her as she occupied her mind with their journey.  This diversion gave her a slight sense of relief from the pain and sadness within her heart.  As they began to descend the long and precarious trails of the rocky terrain, Kaye persistently and continually refused to give up her own mount for the safety of the back of the horse from one of the men.  Each time they implored she stubbornly refused and chose to ride on her own.
 
   Towards the late afternoon on that first day they picked their way carefully down one steep and perilous incline.  The trail was quite rocky and the dirt path severely rutted from the recent rains.  Slowly they descended single file with Kaye following both Lord Devon and Matthew with Roger in the rear.  Kaye was brought out of her distracted state and her pulse quickened as her gray mare slowly descended the rocky trail.  With a slight fear in her heart she gazed intently at the stone faced cliff that rose steeply to her right and the ground that fell rapidly away to her left.  She realized in that moment that with one false step that both she and her horse would be sent to their deaths as they would surely end up far down in the rocky valley below.  
 
   When she was well over half way down the rugged trail and just as the path was beginning to slightly widen, the front hoof of her mare slipped on the loose rocks and spooked her beast greatly.  A panic began to overwhelm Kaye as a loud whinny was heard by all and her horse reacted.  The mare tensed her immense muscles as she jerked in her fright and then rushed forward with eyes wide and now feared.  
 
   Kaye held on to the sprinting beast as best she could as she pulled hard back on the reins in her unsuccessful attempt at stilling the now bolting animal.  On and on it charged downward picking up speed as it stumbled down the incline as the hooves began to slip in the loosened dirt.  Her mare raced onward and towards the bottom of the steep slope as it quickly neared the level ground of the valley below. 
 
   Just as the horse reached the bottom of the ravine it spooked further once again and reared up fully, causing Kaye to lose her seat and go crashing to the ground.  She landed heavily on her shoulder beneath the horse's hooves and immediately heard the crunching sound of her bones reverberating within her ears as the air went rushing from her lungs.  An intense pain flooded throughout her body unlike anything she had ever experienced.
 
   Kaye lay upon the damp grass as the panic continued to rise as she desperately tried to gain her breath and at the same time avoid her beast's still flailing hooves.  With a slight sense of relief, her horse suddenly moved away from her as she heard the pounding hooves of other horses and watched from the corner of her eye as the men galloped near.  She rolled onto her back and held her left arm tightly to her chest as she felt the intense pain from her shoulder and the breath finally return to her lungs.  As she tearfully looked down upon her body, she could see that her arm lay at a strange angle and knew immediately that something was very wrong with her shoulder.
 
   She fought to control the tears as best she could for she knew she had no one to blame for her foolishness but herself.  It was her own imprudence and her stubbornness that had led to this end.  And for that willfulness she realized most miserably that she could be putting their entire party in danger.
 
   Matthew knelt beside Kaye with a sure concern upon his brow as he gently took her arm within his hands and attempted to ascertain her injuries.  He understood that each touch of his was agonizing and hoped that she could bear it so he could understand the true extent of the damage.  
 
   Matthew looked into her eyes and asked, "Your shoulder, I know it must be causing you great pain but is there anywhere else that you feel an injury?"
 
   Kaye breathed deeply but knew she could not speak for the throbbing was so intense and completely consuming her body.  All she could do was to move her head slightly from side to side as she attempted to indicate that her shoulder appeared to be her only harm.
 
   By this time, her father and Roger had fully dismounted and had approached and were standing next to her and looking down at her with a grave concern.  Matthew stood, so he could quietly converse with them to discuss their next plan of action with a fearful and knowing look upon his face.  Within moments, he moved back down to Kaye as he knelt once again by her side.
 
   "Kaye, I think your arm has been pushed from your shoulder for the bones are not aligning right.  I am hopeful that this is your only injury and I think your arm otherwise is quite sound.  But, we will have to move it back and into its rightful place."
 
   He stared deeply into her eyes as he tried to gauge her reaction but knew that she most likely did not understand the full of it as he continued, "Kaye, moving it back is going to be quite painful but it will be quick and it must be done."
 
   Kaye continued to lay motionless upon the ground as the tears escaped her eyes and the pain continued to resonate within her body.  She was already in excruciating pain and more then she had ever known.  Her injury was making it most difficult to breath and impossible to speak.  She could not imagine a worse pain but she trusted these men to do what was right for it was her own foolishness that put her in this position and she had no one to blame but herself.
 
   Matthew moved over and sat himself upon the ground on the side opposite her injury.  The pain reverberated throughout her as he gently raised her so that he could hold her with within his arms as his legs surrounding hers.  Each movement that was made pained her further and she whimpered softly at every repositioning of her body as the tears streamed steadily down her face.
 
   She held her injured arm tightly to her chest as Matthew wrapped his arms securely around her and locked his wrists high upon her waist.  Roger gradually reached forward and as gently as he could he took her arm within his hands and began to move it away from her body in an attempt to straighten it. 
 
   Kaye closed her eyes as the pain continued to mount with each small movement that was so severe and unlike anything she had ever experienced.  As her uncle extended her arm fully the tears continued to flow as her slight pained whimperings continued to come from deep within her.
 
   Matthew's arms suddenly and severely tightened around her waist as her uncle pulled fiercely on her arm, wrenching it slightly back and away from her body.  Kaye screamed from the shattering pain as she heard a slight popping noise.  Almost immediately the blackness overtook her and she yielded to the total darkness that overwhelmed her completely.
 
   With a full misery consuming him for the agony that he had caused, Matthew held Kaye for a long while and tightly within his arms.  He had immediately felt her body go limp as his father set her shoulder right and knew she was at least for the moment unaware of the assured pain.  His heart was breaking for the torture that she had to endure for he knew that it was his fault she had fallen and he had to own up to that fact.  He should have insisted that she ride with him and not allowed her stubbornness to rule.  He acknowledged that she had learned many skills allowing her to sit a horse well but her inexperience had put her in grave danger and it could have cost her, her life.
 
   Matthew sat for long moments gently rocking her limp body as he fervently hoped she would soon awaken.  Lord Devon pulled a piece of cloth that he had torn long enough to wrap her arm to her chest as he gently secured all of it in place.  A long silence ensued as the guilt raged within each of them for the fallen Kaye.  It was Roger who spoke next.
 
   "Should we make our way back to the Bruce keep?  We have ridden for less than a day and the ride may be easier for her.  Although I must interject and say that I am greatly concerned for the battle that is ensuing for the Highlanders are a ferocious lot.  We know we cannot stay out here and the journey back home will be very long and may prove to be too difficult for her."
 
   The silence ensued further as each of the three men considered the options as they were laid out before them.  It was the tiny but decisive voice who they heard speak next that quite startled the three Englishmen.
 
   "We must go home.  'Tis my fault that we are in this predicament and I will not put your lives in any further danger for no one is to blame but me.  I will bear the pain of the travels for I could not forgive myself if something were to happen to any of you for my foolishness and my absolute stubbornness."
 
   Kaye struggled to rise as she felt the pain heavily within her arm but acknowledged that it was not nearly as bad as it previously had been.  She breathed deeply and gritted her teeth as Matthew moved to help her as he kept his hands about her waist to ensure she was steadied while he held on to support her fully.  
 
   Soon and with a great effort, they were finally all mounted as Roger pulled the large mare behind him.  Kaye found herself quite settled behind Matthew and the one that she knew to be her friend and her savior.  As she sat upon his great steed, she buried her head deeply into his back as they continued on in their journey home.  She wrapped her one good arm tightly around his middle as the other lay safely between them feeling the warmth of his body and the protection he would provide.  
 
   As Matthew's horse slowly picked its way down the next narrow and precarious trail, Kaye buried her face deeply into his back and allowed her mind to wander.  She only wished to take her thoughts away from the panic of the trail and of the pain that every small jostling of the horse afforded her.  She moved her attentions to another place as she saw another face and a dream she had hoped would have flourished.  His long and blonde hair, his handsome face and powerful body both thrilled and frightened her immensely and took her breath away for merely the thought of his presence.  A warmth moved through her body for the feelings that just a single look from him could evoke.  But with desolation she realized that it was clear he had not wanted her, for if he had he surely would have spoken and would have communicated something.  For if he had cared for her would he not have taken the time to say good-bye?  Surely he must have understood that her family could not have stayed in Scotland forever.
 
   Another wave of wretchedness consumed her for this rejection of this man truly hurt.  The way that her blonde warrior had looked at her, the way he had come to her rescue time and again and the way that he had stood to protect her in the courtyard she was certain he would have wanted her.  With a full dejection upon her heart she realized that the tarnish upon her person must have been too great and prevented him from speaking his mind and of claiming her.  It was now quite obvious that he had not wanted her as a man would truly want a woman.  How she pained from the thought of this newly recognized loneliness.
 
   The day turned into evening as the small party broke to rest for the night in a small stand of trees.  Kaye had only taken a few bites of the proffered refreshment as her stomach began to recoil and threatened to expel the small bit she had eaten so she refused further food.  With a pained and weary body and an equally weary mind, she lay down upon her cloak and wrapped herself in an extra blanket for warmth with a sure wretchedness consuming her.  Her father flanked her on one side as Matthew did on the other as they attempted to protect her from the cold winds that howled during this darkened eve.
 
   Late into the night, Kaye laid upon the hard ground listening to the deep breathing of the men around her as her own sleep was completely eluding her.  Her mind moved randomly in several directions and mostly to the battle that she feared was raging somewhere in the north.  She was afraid for Alec, afraid for the rest of the Bruce clansmen and yes, she truthfully admitted she was very afraid for the man nearest her heart.  For even though Tor had not wanted her in the end, he had been truly kind to her and had provided to her his protection when no one else had.  How she prayed that he was safe and would return to his home unscathed.
 
   She felt the warm tears begin to escape her eyes as they began to trail down her cool cheeks.  They continued to flow as his striking face flashed once again within her mind as it branded itself entirely upon her heart.  The tears came heavier as her breath hitched slightly and her grief entirely consumed her.  The loneliness that she felt descended painfully upon her in the dark and cold night.
 
   Matthew lay motionless next to Kaye, clearly hearing her misery and understanding that her anguish went beyond the physical pain that she had endured.  His heart broke for her sure wretchedness as he thought of all that she had been through and had suffered.  He wished ardently that he could make her life right once again.  But he felt helpless and knew that all he could do was to lay by her quietly and be there for her if indeed she ever reached out to him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It took the small party six full days to reach England, their pace significantly slowed for their injured Kaye.  In the late afternoon as they left the final section of the forest they could spy the Devon estates clearly visible in the distance.  The horses naturally wanted to quicken their pace for all that was familiar was laid out before them but the Devon men held steady for they did not wish to cause further pain to their Kaye.
 
   The riders made their way slowly beyond the drawbridge and into the courtyard laid out before the keep and were immediately surrounded by the Devon's men.  Lord Devon quickly dismounted and reached up to remove Kaye from behind Matthew, her pain and grief forever etched upon her face. 
 
   Glad yet somber greetings were being exchanged for a safe journey as Lady Marion stepped out onto the landing above the square.  With a cry of apprehension as she spied the large bindings on her daughter, she moved quickly down the long stairway and was next to Kaye and cautiously holding her as the tears fell freely down her cheeks.  Lord Devon moved over and embraced both of his women at once as he moved them slowly up the front stairs and into the keep knowing there was much information he knew he had to share.
 
   The three from the Devon family made their way silently into the front hall and retired immediately to the warmth surrounding the great hearth as Kaye stood within the embrace of her mother's arms.  For long minutes they stood as such, mother and daughter together tightly clutching and rocking each other as they fervently attempted to draw upon their strengths.
 
   Time dragged by and Kaye eventually pulled back form Lady Marion as the tears fell from her eyes and a sure exhaustion permeated her body.  As she gazed into her mother's eyes, the Lady Marion raised her slight finger and lightly traced the ragged scar that now resided permanently upon her daughter's cheek.  
 
   Kaye pierced her lips and looked away from her gaze for she was both saddened and embarrassed for the hasty decisions that she had made and the trouble that she had unknowingly caused.  She breathed deeply as she lowered her head with her shame forever knowing she now had an obvious and permanent reminder for all to see.
 
   Kaye looked sadly up at her father and in a soft voice she pleaded, "I am afraid the recent weeks and the journey have taken its toll upon me and I am quite weary as of now.  I wish to retire to my chamber alone.  Father, I do not think I can bear to speak of what has led us to this point once again and I would be ever so grateful if you would share with mother all of the tale upon my behalf."
 
   With a hitch in her throat and tears in her eyes, Kaye silently turned from her parents and moved across the hall and up to her chamber.  She was now left alone to face her sadness and her shame that now resided forever upon her heart.
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   It had been over five long weeks after the Bruce clansmen departed their keep to protect their eastern borders and the warriors were finally on their way home.  Once again they had fought fiercely and were now satisfied that the Grants had successfully been pushed back onto their own lands.  Their battle was complete and their mission accomplished as the Bruce lands were rendered safe for at least a little while longer.
 
   Tor and Alec were at the rear of the long line of men as was normal and customary for Alec had always proclaimed he would be the first to enter battle and the last to go home.  The large troop approached the Bruce keep and crossed over the lowered drawbridge as the women and children lined the road in the bright and cool sun.  Faces were cheerful and joyous as their loved ones stood by waiting as their husbands and sons returned from the ensuing battle.  Alec and Tor entered the overflowing courtyard and moved their mounts slowly through the throng of people who stood merrily about.  Cries of delight were heard as the family's reunions were exuberantly displayed.  
 
   Understanding much time had passed but forever hopeful, Tor carefully gazed about the square as he intently looked for only one.  The face of the dark haired and blue-eyed beauty flashed through his mind, the same vision that warmed his heart each and every night during his dreams.  He scanned the area and not finding her anywhere he raised his eyes up upon the steps of the keep as his heart constricted with suspense.  He immediately spied Bridget with baby Edward tightly held in her grasp standing next to Cameron and his wife.  Although the steps were crowded with other reuniting families there was no dark haired one that could be seen and his heart began to crush with despair.  
 
   Tor's eyes continued to search the grounds fervently, scanning about and with each passing moment of him not spying her, his dying hopes tugged further upon his heart.  His pulse thundered within his chest for he still hoped that he was wrong but now suspected and sadly conceded that she was truly gone.
 
   Tor moved his steed to the bottom step and alighted as he handed his reins to the stable boy who stood near.  Slowly, he turned and walked dejectedly up the steps of the keep.  He moved silently, staying clear of the reuniting families that remained upon the steps as he moved undetected to the landing above.  
 
   He felt the reality of his life for the very first time and the pain for the true solitude that was his.  He understood at that very moment that he was most assuredly alone with no special person that had missed him or special someone glad of his return.  For Tor found that he was now a Highlander without a bride.  In the past that had never occurred to him that it should matter for his clan were his brothers and his clan was his life.  Their warmth and support had been quite enough and had always sufficed.  But now…the sadness and lonesomeness tore at his heart and for the first time in his life, he felt the true pain of being alone as the loneliness quite consumed him.
 
   Tor walked beyond the threshold of the keep and into the empty great hall and closed the door quietly behind him as he effectively muffled the happy reunions from all those in the square.  With a sadness, he moved through the great hall and walked up the stairs and down the long hallway to the last place he had seen her and the final location he had left his heart.  The chamber door at the end of the hall stood partially open as the light emanated slightly into the hallway from within.  He moved forward to stand near as he gazed in through the slender opening.  His heart began beating wildly, hoping….
 
   The room was empty the hearth lay cold and all was quite undisturbed for it appeared its lone occupant was now gone.  He moved into the chamber and slowly walked across the way to the bed where he had last seen her.  He brushed his hand lightly over the fair colored blanket where her body had last lain.  With the tips of his fingers he felt of its softness, wishing she were there once again and yearning for the chance to see her one more time so that he could do it all over again.  He realized most sadly that if he had another opportunity he would have been bold and taken a chance and woke her on that night so long ago to speak from his heart.
 
   He turned slightly from where she had been to look at the table where he had placed his medallion and had left a piece of his heart.  He was crushed for the reality of what he found began ripping at his heart.  Sitting there upon the table and quite untouched was his family's heirloom.  The coin he had left for her that was the symbol of his devotion.  It sat there exactly where he had left it, undisturbed and he knew that could only mean one thing.  This action by her meant that she had soundly rejected him.  In that moment he fully realized that she did not want him and decidedly would not have him.  
 
   He lifted the coin from the small table and rolled it slightly between his fingers as he tried hard to breathe and to remain calm all the while his heart breaking within his chest.  He stood for long moments attempting to curtail the thundering emotions within his body until he heard a slight footfall behind him.  He quickly slipped the medallion within his pocket and turned as he placed a hard look upon his face in his attempt to remain emotionless on the outside as his misery raged within.
 
   It was Bridget, followed by Alec who came walking into the room.  She simply said forlornly as her eyes gazed sadly upon him, "Kaye left, Tor and went back home with father.  They departed that very same day that the battle broke out.  They were afraid of the conflict and needed to return home for they wanted and wished to avoid the warring Grants.  It truly was the safest decision for them to make."
 
   All Tor could do was to nod his head in his agreement and understanding as he pursed his lips and fought for the control of his raging heart.  For long moments he said nothing as he struggled to maintain his composure as both Bridget and Alec looked at him sadly with understanding.  
 
   After long moments of silence had passed, Tor took a deep breath and asked, "Did she speak to you of anything before she left?"
 
   Bridget's heart broke for the man standing now before her for she knew exactly of what he was asking.  She recognized most assuredly that this man who stood here now before her was not anything like the one she had come to know for she had never seen him act as such.  He was obviously affected deeply by Kaye's departure and she could only assume that he had not reached out and spoken to her before he left.  Why had he not gained an understanding when it was obvious in her mind that the feelings were more than likely mutual? 
 
   She looked sadly up into his eyes not wishing to prolong what was sure to be his agony any further and simply said, "No, Tor, she left no message."
 
   With that, he nodded and turned and exited the room as he left Bridget and Alec quite alone in his wake.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was a cold and wintry day just three days after the Bruce clansmen had finally resolved the conflict with the Grants.  Father Flannigan entered the gates of the Bruce keep as the evening began to descend upon the land.  The blustery winds blew the light snow about and dampened his clothing as it sent certain chills throughout his body.  The clergyman moved slowly up the path and into the square upon his small pony escorted by several Bruce clansmen.
 
   The group dismounted from their horses handing their mounts over to the waiting stable boys as they made their way up the steps to the hall.  The chamber was quite noisy as it was filling with the clansmen for their evening sup.  The clergyman walked through the large doors and into the warmth of the hall with his teeth chattering and his body quite damp and chilled from the chilly air and blowing snow.  The full of the winter season of cold was now upon them with its generous and frequent snowfalls all of which were so reminiscent of the Highlands.
 
   As he entered the hall, he was greeted warmly by the lord and lady of the keep from across the room who were standing leisurely before the large hearth.  Their joyful faces were welcoming as they encouraged him to move forward so that he could partake of the flames and warming his body and drying his clothes.
 
   When Tor spied the benevolent old man entering the great hall, he moved to join the party for he was quite anxious to hear all he had to say.  He set a chair quite close to the large flames for the priest so that he could be quite comfortable and quickly warmed.  As the elder sat, the Bruce clansmen looked down at him expectantly as he waited to hear the news of Kaye's fate.
 
   Father Flannigan began to speak as he looked at Bridget, "Is your sister here?"
 
   Bridget spoke to him replying, "No, Father, she went back home to England with my family."
 
   He gazed back at her with a strained and disappointed look upon his face.  "I see.  I am now not sure what I am to do for I had not planned to go to England.  And there is much I need to speak to her and council her about."
 
   The Bruce clansmen looked at Father Flannigan with sadness and fear in their eyes for the news did not sound at all as what they had expected.  
 
   It was Tor who spoke first of the question that was upon all of their minds with a concern clearly written upon his face, "Did the church deny her request for an annulment?"
 
   The benevolent old man looked back at Tor slightly aghast for he now understood their troubled stares and shocked reaction.  
 
   "No, no, my dear son.  I have the paperwork right here with me.  I just do not know how or when I can deliver it to her.  And the state that she was in when I last saw her was not good.  I merely wish to make sure she is alright…for that poor child has been through so much!"
 
   The Bruce clansmen all breathed a heavy sigh of relief, first acknowledging the full truth for the sadness of her plight but knowing now and for certain that their dear Kaye was considered truly free and could now begin to fully heal.
 
   Bridget spoke the question that was upon her mind, "Father, does the church insist that you be the one to deliver the missive?  Or can it be another?"
 
   Alec looked sideways at his wife, a furrow crossing his brow unsure as to what she was implying and wondering what type of plan she was concocting.  
 
   The clergyman answered, "Well, I guess the answer would be no I do not have to deliver it on my own, my dear.  I just have to trust that it will be safely conveyed to her."
 
   "Very well, then," Bridget began, "I am most certain that we can find someone who would be willing to make that journey on your behalf…"
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   That evening, when Bridget and Alec were together and alone in their room, she spoke to her husband about the one important matter that was fully upon her mind and the only thing she had thought of since the elderly priest's arrival.
 
   "Alec, may we speak of the missive that is to be delivered to Kaye?"
 
   Alec stared fully at his wife as he understood completely what would be coming next for he knew his wife well and comprehended her heart.
 
   Bridget continued, "I do not wish for her to worry about this overly long and would like to settle her situation quite readily.  I do so worry for her state of mind, for she was quite distressed when she left here last.  Would it be too dangerous to send one of your men?"
 
   Alec looked deeply at his wife, knowing exactly what she was suggesting and to whom she was referring.
 
   "Dear Bridget, this is our family's trouble and not his.  I would have to be mindless to not understand that you are referring to Tor.  I am not sure I can ask him, nor am I sure if he would agree.  And I cannot force this upon him or on anyone."
 
   Bridget looked sadly at her husband and understood the wisdom in which he spoke but was unsure as to what she would do if Tor refused.  She did understand that there was a very good chance that he might for to her knowledge no words had ever been spoken between the two and nothing was clear.  It was simply her hope for their end.
 
   Alec stared at his wife as he did not wish to upset her or want to prolong the inevitable.  So he summoned Tor immediately to their chamber.
 
   When Tor entered he had to only take one look at Lady Bridget and knew exactly what she was about and of what she would ask.  It troubled him so for in recent days his heart had been hardened for he knew deep within of her assured rejection.  As the most beautiful face of Kaye flashed through his mind and the certain role that he had played in her travesty, he was unsure if he could ever willingly place himself in her proximity again.  It was quite clear that she did not want him and had unequivocally refused him by leaving the medallion untouched upon the bedside table.  He was not certain if he could make that trip knowing that he would have to face her and know of how she felt.  He understood why Kaye would reject him and could not blame her and simply had to come to terms with it.  His heart truly saddened for all that she had been through and for what she must think of him.
 
   Bridget began slowly, "Tor, I know in my head I have not the right to ask you for anything for I recognize that you have no sworn duty to me or to my family."
 
   She looked at him for long moments and wanted to continue saying, 'But I know in my heart that this is the right thing to do'...but, she did not speak those words aloud and simply continued with, "Will you do me the kindness and take this missive to my sister?  For I wish to have her heart relieved and her life finally settled as soon as possible."
 
   Tor pulled his eyes away from Bridget's and closed them fully as he saw the image of the beautiful one with the sapphire eyes flash before him once again.  He pictured her lovely smile, her warm heart and her gentle ways.  Just these thoughts of her plagued his senses and completely moved him as if she were here with him in the room.  How he wished things had turned out differently.  He knew deep inside that he had very little hope that even if he agreed to this journey and saw her once again, that this would change anything for him.  If he were to be honest with himself, he perceived no hope at all. 
 
   But one look into Bridget's beseeching eyes and he knew he could not deny her this request and he knew he could not refuse her.  Since she had wed his lord and cousin, she had sacrificed so much and shown her full allegiance to the Bruce clan and had earned the respect of them all.  She was a brave and strong woman and had united his clan like no other could and he now considered her a part of his family, too.  So for that reason alone, he knew he would concede.
 
   With a pledge to correct a wrong and a distress upon his heart he replied, "Yes, milady, for you I will do as you bid."
 
   Tor then turned to Alec as he inquired, "As long as it is acceptable with you and what you would wish, milord."
 
   Alec simply nodded his head as he gave the permission he needed to carry out his task.
 
   With a sad smile, Tor walked over to Bridget and took the small wrapped parcel within his hands as he nodded his head.
 
   "Then I will leave upon the morrow."
 
   With that, Bridget watched as he turned and strode from the room, a small smile upon her lips and a hope growing forever in her heart.
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   Six weeks after they had finally arrived safely back in England, Kaye stood within her room all alone as she stared out the window at the murky gray clouds over the early morning horizon.  The slight snowflakes lazily began to fall as she felt the heavy chill that was present in this dark winter morning.  Kaye was completely unaffected by the dazzling sight before her, it going unnoticed for her saddened and emotionless heart consumed her.  She had not slept either that night or much of the previous ones as her body rebelled for the nightmares of her past continually plagued her.  The tray that had been delivered to her room that previous evening had long since grown cold and was sitting still untouched upon the side table.
 
   Emotionless, she walked to the small wardrobe and pulled from it her heavy and hooded cloak, fully covering her body as she moved from the room.  Down the stairs and beyond the keep she walked and in the direction of the stables.  She soon found herself atop of her mare, the only thing in recent weeks that gave her a slight diversion from the pains that wracked her heart and appeased her loneliness.  For sitting upon the strong back of her beast she felt a certain freedom as she allowed the wind to whip through her hair and the cool breeze to bite at her cheeks as the snow gently fell around her.
 
   Kaye moved her horse beyond the keep's walls and out onto the snow covered grasslands.  She moved away from her home with no destination in mind just wanting for the open spaces that she craved away from the rigid encumbrances of the keep.  As she cantered ahead she found herself moving in the direction of a large and now frozen pond, a place that she used to enjoy as a child on the humid summer days.
 
   At the frozen water's edge she dismounted and dropped the lead of her horse gently to the ground as she stood staring out over the deep and iced pool before her.  The breeze blew harshly through her hair as it whipped her dark tendrils about.  The leafless and frosty trees that greatly reached up on the far side of the water glistened beautifully with their iced limbs showing brilliantly, all of which were fully unappreciated by Kaye.  
 
   Kaye stood quite lost in thought as a hollowness consumed her and the pain pricked cruelly at her heart.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matthew moved into the stables on that cold and blustery morn in search of his steed.  As he walked down the aisle that separated the stalls, he noticed that Kaye's horse was not within.  A sure and sudden concern flashed through his body for she had been so changed ever since their return and he worried for her melancholy state and for her riding alone.  
 
   This was especially troubling for the weather had turned quite wintry as of late.  The snows had grown deeper as the winds blew more harshly then they had in all the years that he could remember.  He also knew that Kaye barely ate and it was obvious she was not sleeping well for her skin had taken on a pallid hue and her eyes had sunken further into her face.  This was so reminiscent of two years ago when she had made herself sick before her impending marriage to the Scottish Highlander.  Matthew, as had all of the family, began to worry greatly for the health and wellness of their dear Kaye.
 
   He mounted his beast and moved quickly out of the stables and across the drawbridge as he gained the snowy field beyond.  Matthew had no understanding of where she would have gone so he began to move quickly across the Devon lands as he looked for fresh tracks in the snow.  For a long time he searched moving towards the woodlands on the eastern side of the estate and then on towards the west.  As he rounded a bend in the road, he breathed a sigh of relief for in the distance and standing next to the great and now frozen lake stood Kaye.  
 
   Matthew rode near and when his steed was even with her mare he dismounted quickly as he gained Kaye's side with just a couple of quick strides.  She did not turn nor acknowledge his presence, she simply continued to stare off into the distance with a composed look upon her face.  He was certain she was not appreciating the sheer beauty of the sunrise upon the frozen tree limbs in the distance for she was simply staring with a strange void upon her face.
 
   Matthew reached over and placed his arm over Kaye's shoulders, a wordless and brotherly gesture to offer her his strength and to show her that he cared.  He was saddened as he felt her cold and unresponsive body lean weakly into his.  How his heart broke for the joyful person that she had once been and how he wished he could bring her back.  He turned slightly so that he could look into her face as he spoke.  
 
   "My dearest Kaye.  I have not approached you since we returned for I thought that you needed your time alone to recover from the tragedies that were laid upon you.  But I think I have erred and should never have allowed this to go on for so long.  I worry so greatly about you.  You are not well and I am afraid you will do yourself a great harm if you continue as such.  Please, dear sister, my dear friend, allow me to help you."
 
   Kaye could only stare back at him without speaking for she was not sure where to begin or how to reach out.  Her pain and her sadness ran so deep within and it was all just so personal and a horrid reflection upon herself.  She knew that he wished ardently to help her but she was just not sure how she could reach back to him.
 
   Kaye simply looked at Matthew, the tears beginning to well in her eyes as a hollowness played entirely upon her heart.  She so longed for someone she could trust and someone she could divulge her misery to.  But could she trust this one to bear her secrets?  Was she being fair to him?  Would he understand or simply think her an emotional woman and laugh at her silliness?
 
   She knew she had to trust in someone so that he could understand her overwhelming grief and she truly wished for him to understand her anguish.  She had placed her confidence in Matthew previously and he had protected her and she could only hope that he would do so again.  So she guardedly began disclosing the dreams of her soul and the complete misery she felt.
 
   "Matthew, you may think me quite the silly woman when you hear this and I tell you because you have asked and I truly wish for you to understand."  She breathed deeply as she closed her eyes as she continued.  
 
   "When I was but a child, I had only one dream.  And that dream was to someday marry, pledge my love and do my duty to my husband and my lord.  But I had a most silly notion that I did not want just any husband, I longed for one that I could truly love and cherish and who would love me in return."
 
   She looked down further and away from his eyes, unsure if she could go on for the misery was encompassing her.  But Matthew did not speak, he simply moved closer and placed his strong arm around her shoulders further as he squeezed her gently and provided the complete strength she needed to go on.
 
   With a deep sigh Kaye continued, "Then in the days before Marie wed, a certain panic began to overtake me for I was the eldest and had no one to love, no one that had claimed me and I had no prospects in sight.  I was quite afraid of being alone and this greatly frightened me and wore heavily upon my heart."
 
   She then next spoke of the fears that consumed her on that day as she witnessed Marie and Lord Stephen taking their vows and how alone she felt even though she was standing in the middle of a very crowded room.  It appeared to her on that day that the Lord Hann was the answer to her prayers for he seemed kind and very attentive to her needs.  While she admitted he was not the one in her dreams to whom she would have married, he had appeared to have only the best of intentions within his heart. 
 
   "I understand now that I made a hasty decision for the panic had greatly consumed me on that day.  He was there and he appeared to be my only option and that is why I agreed to become his wife."
 
   Kaye paused as the memories of Marie's wedding day flooded through her mind.  She then explained that it was only after she had said her vows that she began to worry for the rushed decision she had made.  But made it, she had and she was determined to live by her sworn duty for the pledges she had made had bound her for life.
 
   Kaye sighed once again as she heavily lowered her head in shame.  She had revealed much to her cousin but she could not yet speak of the one that had stolen her heart, the blonde Scottish Highlander warrior that continually plagued her dreams at night.  For she was hardly willing to admit to herself out loud that he was the one she lived for and had hoped for.
 
   Matthew looked at her deeply and finally spoke.  "My dearest Kaye.  You are such a beautiful woman and have the kindest of hearts!  There are plenty of men out there that would fight to have you as their wife and some that could truly deserve you.  Once your annulment is granted, I truly swear I will do all I can to find you one that you will be proud and happy to be with for the remainder of your days.  Please do not worry or fret for this is my solemn pledge to you and honor it, I will."
 
   He looked at her deeply once again, his sincere promise laid out before her and one that he took genuinely and seriously and would fulfill for her.
 
   He continued on, "But for me to promise this to you, you must promise me one simple thing."
 
   Kaye looked up into Matthew's eyes and knew that she could not refuse his request.  She would do her best to comply with whatever it was for everything that he had done for her.
 
   "You must take care of yourself.  You must both rest and eat for I fear for your health.  Please dear, Kaye, say you will promise me."
 
   She was not sure if it was the pleading in his eyes or because she had finally spoken of the things within her heart that afforded her to free some of the great weight that had been heavily crushing her heart.  She felt a sense of calm come over her and knew now that she could be strong for she truly realized that she was nothing like the young girl that was so sickly those two years ago when the Bruce Lord had come to claim her as a wife.  Kaye had a new resolve and recognized that she was a woman with strength.  She also understood that at that very moment whatever happened to her in the weeks and years ahead, she would do everything in her power to be strong.  
 
   Kaye gazed into Matthew's eyes and simply said, "Yes, dear Matthew, it is time.  Time to move forward and it is now time to heal."
 
   With that, Kaye moved back into Matthew's arms as she hugged her dear brother close and provided him a reassurance that she had made a vow to truly begin her life anew. 
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   The wind blew wildly as the unforeseen blizzard continued to rage blanketing the full of northern England and most of Scotland with deep and harsh snows. Tor continued to move forward trudging through the high drifts as the frigid winds cut through him as the wintry mix blinded his progress.  
 
   It was nearing the evening on the fifth day since he had left his Scottish Highlands as the darkness began to descend upon the lands around him.  He had not slept for nearly three of those days for the weather had turned cold and intensified and he was concerned that if he stopped to fall asleep, that he may not awaken.  To keep himself alert Tor chose to walk through the blinding snows as he led his horse behind, only hoping he traveled in the appropriate direction.
 
   He bent his head down further with his chin nearly resting upon his chest as he pulled his cloak tightly around his body.  The incessant howling of the winds consumed him and as he moved slowly forward, he would see Kaye's soft and beautiful face appear before him.  He forever thought of her gentle smile warming his heart as it captivated his mind.  It was the thought of her and only this that kept him moving as he trudged towards the completion of his appointed mission.    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kaye sat alone next to the blazing hearth in the hall in the late evening as the fire warmed her while she embroidered and listened to the wind blowing furiously about outside the great stone keep.  As had been her routine as of late, she sat in the hall each night far into the evening alone after all had retired to their beds as she waited for the exhaustion to finally consume her.  When she reached that end, she would go up to her chamber where she would finally be able to successfully claim at least a few hours of the much needed sleep. 
 
   As she sat near the fire, Kaye thought she heard a noise come from the courtyard below and heard it above the howling winds.  Knowing that it was probably her imagination or the storm that was blowing fiercely about, she simply brushed the feeling aside as she continued to concentrate on her stitchery.  When she heard what she thought this time could perhaps be a horse, she rose quickly and wrapped her cloak tightly around her. With a strange curiosity about her, she moved swiftly to the great chamber's doors.  For who would be foolishly traveling about on a night such as this?
 
   Bracing herself for the certain chill she would experience, she opened the door slightly and peered silently into the darkened and blustery courtyard below.  She strained her eyes as she looked about, attempting to ascertain where the strange noise had come.  Just when she was going to close the door on her folly, she heard the soft whinny of a horse over the howling winds.  As the storm settled momentarily, she could see the beast's outline near the bottom of the steps below as the massive creature stood boldly before her.  
 
   Kaye looked back into the deserted hall knowing she was the only one that was about and all alone to ascertain the situation.  Without hesitation, she stepped through the great doors of the keep and into the storm for she now heard what she thought may be a small groan coming from the base of the stairs.  She looked down and in fear she saw upon the courtyard below and next to the great snow covered beast a still form.  It was a large figure and most likely that of a man.
 
   Immediately and with a startled cry she left the warmth and security of the great hall and ran down the stairs, her slippered feet falling deeply into the snow as the fierce winds whipped her cloak around her.  Her skirts moved severely about her legs and the blowing snow was stinging upon her face.  The angry storm was delivering its full wrath upon the land but there was but one thing upon her mind and that was to rescue the poor soul who was laying upon the ground.
 
   She reached the large man's side, the snow now fully covering him and bent over to grasp at his arm.  As she did so, she brushed away the snow from his head as she pulled the hood of his cloak slightly back.  She stared in horror as she caught a glimpse of the side of his face and the long and very white blonde hair of her Scottish warrior.
 
   Kaye grasped at his arm as she gently shook him in an attempt to wake him.  She shouted his name but confessed rather sadly that he could hardly hear her over the raging winds.  The tears began to fall downwards as she continued to prod him as she desperately attempted to make him stir.  She took his long arm and lifted it over her shoulders as she tried to lift him from where he lay.
 
   She heard Tor moan faintly as his lids began to flutter as they opened slightly.  He looked up at Kaye and into her eyes as a sure smile crossed his lips.  With his arm over her shoulders she attempted to rise as she tried to move the large man up the keep's stairs.  He groaned and slowly he began to move with her as he gradually moved his legs and pushed himself upwards.
 
   After several minutes of slow progress they were able to gain the hall.  Tor's wet and nearly frozen body was now leaning heavily upon her for support as they made their way across the hall where she was able to place him heavily within the chair that she had just vacated.  He leaned back as he closed his eyes and began to shiver as the snow began to melt from his cold and sodden clothing.  
 
   Kaye pulled Tor's dampened cloak from around his neck and stretched it out over a chair in front of the hearth where it would be allowed to warm and dry.  She returned immediately back to him and pulled his wet shirt from his body as she exposed his very cold and hardened chest.  Kaye reached over to a nearby chair that was flanking the hearth and grabbed a blanket that was neatly folded upon the seat.  Quickly, she pulled the cloth that already was full of the warmth and wrapped it around his frigid body rubbing his arms and his shoulders as she attempted to restore his heat.  
 
   Leaving him unattended briefly, Kaye made her way to the kitchens to find something that could warm his insides and returned shortly with a tankard full of warmed soup that had been left over from that night's sup.  She quickly moved before him and gently placed it to his mouth as she encouraged him to drink.  He raised his hands to hers and together they held the mug as they tipped it to his lips where he could sip the hot liquid slowly.  As he drank of its warmth, he looked over the rim and into her eyes as his heart thundered within his chest for the woman standing before him.
 
   After he had consumed a small amount, Kaye placed the cup upon the table and moved before him.  She sat down upon the floor and began the task of removing his boots and then the sodden stockings beneath.  His skin and feet were freezing but as she moved her hands over him, the sensations felt as if it were burning her.
 
   When his legs and feet were bare, she took another blanket that had been warming by the hearth and wrapped it securely around the lower half of his body as she once again began rubbing his skin in an attempt to warm him.  Throughout her ministrations, she did not look up she simply continued to work to ensure he was warmed and that he was safe.
 
   After a very long time and when the threat had finally passed and when the chills had begun to subside, he reached down for her as she sat upon the floor administering to his cooled body.  He grasped her arms firmly as he guided her upwards and helped her rise so she now stood next to him.  He settled his large hands upon her waist and held on to her slight body as she stood beside his chair.
 
   His hands remained about her, Kaye intensely satisfied for the feel of his fingers through her gown.  His touch radiated a sure fire and warmth throughout her as strange and heated sensations emanated from where his hands laid.  She looked deeply into his darkened eyes as her breath hitched within her throat for the feelings he invoked within her.  Slowly he moved his head towards hers…
 
   "Kaye?"  
 
   The voice of her father could be heard across the hall as he began to descend the stairs.  She could feel the movement as Tor immediately removed his hands from her body, the spell quickly broken and a coolness now settling where his heated hands had once lain.  
 
   "My dear, what has happened?"
 
   "Father, I heard a noise outside and found Tor collapsed upon the steps of the keep.  I was able to bring him indoors and set him by the fire."
 
   By this time Lord Devon had made his way completely across the hall and was now standing before his new guest with a grave concern upon his face.
 
   "Dear, sir!  Are you alright?"
 
   Tor had yet to speak, his body finally warming under Kaye's watchful eye and could only choke out, "Yes, thank you to your daughter.  I am not sure what would have happened to me if I had laid out there the full of the night."
 
   "But my dear son, what made you travel in such bad weather?  Could you not wait until spring or when the threat of the storms had passed?"
 
   A fear suddenly crossed Lord Devon's features as he pressed on.  "Or is there something amiss?  Has something happened to your lord or to our dear Bridget?  The battle…"
 
   Tor shook his head as he attempted once again to gain his voice.  "No, milord, 'tis nothing like that.  I came because I had an important missive to deliver.  And it could not wait."
 
   Kaye looked from Tor to her father and back once again.  Not understanding what could be so important for any man to risk life during a winter storm such as this.  Nonsense…
 
   Kaye implored, "Pray tell, milord, what possibly could have been so important that it could not wait?"
 
   Tor moved his deep blue eyes to Kaye with a knowing smile appearing upon his face as he reached within his pocket and extracted a flat parcel wrapped with a string in a small deer hide.  He removed it and handed it over to the Lord Devon.  
 
   Kaye's father took the missive and carefully opened it as he removed the hide surrounding the parchment within.  He tilted the papers towards the light of the fire so he could study them further.  He stood for several moments quite deep in thought as he read the contents thoroughly.  With a slight smile, he folded the papers and returned them to the animal hide that had been covering it.
 
   He now turned his gaze back to his daughter with a slight smile upon his face and a full relief upon his heart.
 
   "Dearest, Kaye.  This is what we have been waiting for!  This is the communication from the church that provides the documentation for your annulment from the Lord Hann!"
 
   Kaye stared blankly back at her father as sudden distressing memories surfaced from her short and treacherous marriage.  As the nightmares began to plague her mind of the misguided union and of Lord Hann and the young Lord Alden, her breath began to quicken and a fear began to consume her.  Harsh memories of the dark men and the beating that she took at the young lord's hands all had clearly returned in full force.  
 
   But what bit at her heart the most was that full realization that she was now entirely and completely alone once again.  Her earlier fate and sure loneliness was now realized for there still was no one to love her and certainly no one to claim her.  Even with all of Matthew's spoken promises, there was clearly no good end in sight.
 
   For all of the preparing she had done for herself in the previous weeks, thinking of the happiness this news would surely bring and all the promises Matthew had provided, she was completely surprised by the reaction and panic that ran through her.  For she thought she would be happy to be free but instead a sure despair was actually consuming her.  Perhaps it was in embarrassment for all the poor decisions she had made and being completely reminded of it, or perhaps it was because she was now in the same place she was prior to her sister Marie's wedding.  She now recognized completely that she was truly unloved and unclaimed and quite all alone.  The tears began to well within her eyes as her breath began to quicken and all she could think of was escaping to her room so that she could bear her pain and humiliation alone and in secret.  
 
   With a sure sadness, she bowed her head and said lowly, "If you will excuse me kind sirs, I must retire to my room…"
 
   Without waiting for any sort of acknowledgment or reply, Kaye turned quickly and exited the hall as she left the two men silently gaping after her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Tor watched sadly as the pain and misery crossed her features as Kaye hastily retreated from the room.  His own heart was now breaking for the misery that was obviously consuming her.  How he wished he could take away her pain.  But with a saddened heart he realized it was obvious that she would not or could not even allow him to try.  Most likely could not ever.  And for that understanding, he was truly wounded.
 
   When he had brought her up from the floor to stand before him and prior to her father entering the room, how he had hoped he could have wrapped his arms about her and prove to her that he was there for her.  He thought she had reacted to his touch for he believed he saw something within her eyes if only for a brief moment.  But when her father had appeared within the room the spell had been broken and she had turned cold.
 
   A sure misery encapsulated the whole of him for would he never have the chance to at least tell her of his feelings?  He understood that she could very well refuse him even after he spoke of his devotion to her, but at least he would know for sure one way or another for speaking the words out loud for her to hear.
 
   Lord Devon turned to stare at Tor after his daughter had removed herself from the room and broke into his thoughts with a sure grief upon his face.  
 
   "I am so very sorry, milord, for my daughter has not been herself ever since she was wed to that ghastly man.   The things that poor child has had to endure…" 
 
   The two men looked knowingly at each other for no more words could be spoken as each understood the grief that she felt and they both felt completely powerless to do anything about it. 
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   Kaye laid upon her bed, the midmorning sun delicately brightening her room as the tears gently trailed down her cheeks.  She had laid as such the whole of the night with sleep completely eluding her as she felt the sadness within all consuming.  Her heart was constricting within her chest as the fear and anxiousness permeated her body.  She concentrated on drawing in deep breaths in an attempt to calm herself.  What had come over her?  Should she not be happy for being finally released from the prison she had originally called her marriage?  She should be blissfully contented that she was now free…
 
   Kaye had retired to her room late the previous night leaving both her father and Tor in the great hall below.  She had been completely unable to absorb the news that her father was blissfully sharing.  But why had she acted so strangely?  Why had her fears overrun her?  And now she was afraid to face anyone.
 
   Kaye closed her eyes as she felt the warmth of her tears as they slid gently down her face while a sure sadness consumed her.  She heard a slight knock at the door that broke into her deep thoughts as a panic began to consume her.  She did not answer and could not even speak to give permission to whomever stood requesting to gain entry.  She simply laid silently upon the bed with her back to the entryway while the pain emanated from deep within and her misery was all consuming.
 
   From her place upon the mattress, she heard the knob turn slowly and the hinges give slightly as the door was partially opened.  She continued to lie completely still upon the covers not wondering nor caring who was entering.  She heard the door open further and within a brief moment listened as it closed gently once again.  With deliberateness, Kaye heard the sound of slow and strong footfalls as the party crossed the floor.
 
   Assuming it was her father that had entered her room for the steps were quite heavy, she continued to lay motionless upon the bed as she stared at the lone window upon her wall.  The tears continued to lazily fall down her face as the man moved into her vision.  With surprise upon her heart she noted a colored plaid as he turned to stand before her.  She was startled and quite taken aback for it was not her father but Tor.
 
   She wiped furiously at the tears upon her face as she quickly sat up in her bed. Kaye's heart was pounding for the man standing near and before her.  Her mind quite twisted for she now feared that she must look dreadful.  He stood before her with his plaid proudly displayed over the top of leggings and a shirt as his powerful body stood impressively before her.  She noticed almost immediately that he had his heavy cloak about him attached around his neck, though it hung fully behind him.
 
   "I have delivered my missive and I fear I must be returning back home to Scotland for my errand is now complete.  I wanted to wish you my warm farewell before I go."
 
   Kaye stared at the great blonde warrior before her as her heart continued to thunder within her chest for just the nearness of him.  Her breath began to come in rasps as a fear and desperation within her chest clutched at her heart for what he had just said.  For he was to 'return to Scotland'.  A misery was now fully upon her as she was fighting for words that she wanted to say but nothing would come forth from her lips.
 
   Tor looked down at her dejectedly with a pleading in his eyes as he hoped for her to say something…anything.  All she had to do was to say just one word or just ask him to stay and he would.  He most definitely would if she were to only ask.  But when she sat staring up at him without saying a word, he nodded his head in concession for he felt that he now understood her true feelings.  Her actions spoke volumes, or the inactions that he had taken where she was concerned.  He realized now entirely that he must be considered as the Hann men were to her, for he understood now that he too could never be forgiven.
 
   With a distressing sigh and his heart breaking for the final confirmation of the reality that he now found himself in, he spoke softy, "Then I apologize, milady, for intruding into your chamber so that I could speak my farewells.  I just did not wish to make the same mistake twice."
 
   Tor looked deeply into the dark haired beauty's eyes, still hoping she would speak as his hand reached into the small pocket that held his family's heirloom.  Absently, he felt of its coolness and of its rough and round edges.  He knew now that each time he would hold it within his hand or look upon it in the future, he would think of but one.  He could only envision this woman that had most assuredly stolen his heart.  When she still did not speak, he reached into his pocket and extracted it one last time.  He now held the medallion and boldly resolved himself to this one final attempt. 
 
   "As I offered this to you as my protection once before, milady, I will do so again.  If you are in need of me at any time simply return it and I will come.  For that, you have my promise."
 
   With a most aggrieved heart, Tor dropped the coin upon the bed next to her side.  Resolutely, he turned on his heal and headed for the door with a profound sadness threatening to consume him.
 
   As he reached for the handle, he heard her voice hitch in her throat as she tearfully choked out, "Please…do…not…leave!"
 
   He stopped abruptly with his hand in midair and nearly upon the knob that would have taken him from her forever.  His heart raced as his own breath caught within his throat and wondered if he had indeed heard her correctly.  He turned from the door guardedly with a small hope resounding within his heart.
 
   She sat upon the bed with her tears fully cascading downwards as she extended her hand towards him.  Her eyes were beseeching as the medallion was lying clearly upon her small palm.  He moved quickly back to her side and kneeled before her as he took her proffered hand in his.  Slowly, he lowered his head as he gently placed a kiss upon her fingertips.  
 
   She grasped his hand tightly and with all of her strength, not releasing him and refusing to let him go.  The small coin was now wrapped securely and most tightly between their entwined fingers.  He felt her strength as she forcefully grasped his hand as he felt a elation in his chest for he hoped he understood her silent message.  As he gazed into her eyes his body was warming to her touch as he noticed her fingers trembling within his.
 
   She tried desperately to halt her tears as she breathed in deeply in an attempt to calm herself.  For long minutes they sat as such, she upon the bed fighting for control and he kneeling before her.  He watched her most intently as his heart raced wildly for the strength of her touch.
 
   Finally after her tears had dried, she looked longingly at him as she pulled gently upon his hand so he would understand that she wished him to rise from the floor and sit next to her.
 
   Tor stood and complied with Kaye's silent bidding and moved his body upon the soft mattress, never taking his eyes from hers.  They sat for a long time as they simply gazed at one other, her hand still wrapped firmly within his own and the medallion being held by both.  With his free hand, he reached up and softly wiped the last of the tears from the corners of her eyes.  Slowly and most gently he began to outline the slight mark left upon her by the Lord Alden, the horrid reminder of the life that had once been hers.
 
   Tor leaned in slightly, laying his lips upon her cheek as he gently splayed light kisses upon the scar.  He wished he could remove the pain and the heartbreak of that time that he knew deeply affected her.
 
   Her lashes fluttered closed as she felt him softly touch her first with his fingers and then with his lips, her remembrance of her earlier times and of her earlier mistakes heavily upon her.  As he gently touched her, a satisfying warmth spread through her for the tenderness he was showing.  His soft and gentle actions were taking away her sorrow and completely erasing her pain. 
 
   He continued to kiss her cheek softly, then began a slow descent to find her lips as he tenderly placed his over hers.  She breathed in deeply of his scent as he continued to ever so gently lay claim to her senses.  As he continued to kiss her, a small sigh escaped from the back of her throat providing the permission he needed to deepen the kiss further.
 
   She released his hand that she still held leaving the coin now within his palm as she moved both of her hands around his neck to reside fully within his hair.  She pulled him close as she felt the surprising softness within her hands.  She leaned into Tor further, wanting more and feeling the safety and strength only his arms could provide as they wrapped completely and now protectively around her.  
 
   As he continued to explore her mouth, he loosened his lips and with his tongue he gently parted hers.  She timidly learned from his lead, allowing him access to her sweetness within.  He gently moved his tongue into her mouth and soon found their tongues dancing together, fully exploring each other for long moments.  She leaned in further for she found herself wanting more for he had ignited a burning fire within her as her mind spiraled from his nearness.  
 
   A moan escaped him as he began to draw more deeply from her for she exuded such passion and he was beginning to lose himself in her.  He moved his hands freely over her back as he touched of her and drew her ever so near.  Kaye's body and her response was causing flames of passion to fervently course through him as his heart pounded wildly.  He found that his pleasure was growing as a frenzied rush of excitement threatened to overtake him.  He realized with a heavy conviction that he wanted her, all of her and his heart raced at this impassioned woman who he now held within his arms.
 
   With a loud groan, he suddenly pulled back from the kiss and moved from the bed and quickly away from her as he strode to the window overlooking the courtyard below.  He placed his hands abruptly upon the cool sill as he bent over slightly and gazed, unseeing, out at the expanse of the estates.  He kept his back fully to her as his heart was racing wildly and his own breaths coming in rasps as he fought for control.  
 
   This woman had him heated and he was so concerned he was going to lose control and surely frighten her for he knew he must be slow and he had to be kind.  But all he really wanted to do was to possess her and have her fully.  And he knew he could not do that to her for she needed him to be gentle.
 
   Kaye sat upon the bed still in the same position where he had left her with her breaths still coming quickly as her pulse thundered inside.  When he touched her and kissed her he aroused such intense sensations within.  They were such exquisite feelings she had never known could exist.  He moved her entirely until she hungered for more and wanted nothing but to feel of his body close to hers.  When he pulled away from her she felt only cold and surely abandoned as a fear rose in her.  For did he not want her now?  Had she done something wrong?  Or did she repulse him and now he wanted her no more? 
 
   Kaye sat upon the bed with uncertainty upon her face and a sadness enveloping her heart.  The tears once again threatened to fall for the confusion that she felt.  She looked desperately upon the back of this man, Tor, who had created such fiery sensations and then had abruptly abandoned her side.  She stared deeply at him as she silently willed him to turn back to her and regain her side so that he could take her once again in his arms.  But he simply stood as such, only presenting his back to her.
 
   She looked down as she spoke softly, a boldness coming over her for she wished to speak her mind and not let things go unsaid between them.  He had kindled within her such a fire and a passion but now the confusion was entirely upon her.  
 
   "I am so sorry, milord, for whatever I have done that repulses you."
 
   Tor spun back towards the bed at her words with an incredulous look upon his face as he returned to her side.  He took her hands within his as he once again returned to sit upon the mattress.
 
   "Oh, my dear, Kaye!  There is nothing about you that could ever repulse me!"
 
   She looked sadly into his eyes and asked, "But why did you abandon me just now?  What have I done wrong?"
 
   He could only close his eyes and shake his head for how could he explain to her how she moved him, how she excited him and how when he held her near that he almost lost his control?  He wanted her desperately and needed her greatly.  He would never want to harm her.  Understanding how she had been hurt in the past, he was afraid and wanted to go slow for her.  But the needs she had invoked in him…  
 
   He looked into her eyes and said, "Trust me my dear Kaye when I tell you that you have done nothing wrong.  And nothing would give me more pleasure then to hold you once again and freely kiss you once again.  Why would you think such a thing?"
 
   Kaye looked up at him with a sadness in her eyes for her hopes and her dreams of her childhood continually plagued her.  With resolve, for she knew she wanted and needed to trust in him and disclose her heart fully to him, she began.  
 
   "During my whole life all I have ever wanted is to be loved and to find someone whom I can love in return.  I so longed to be wanted and to be needed.  Family and love is all I have ever desired in life.  I could live in a hovel within the woods and be happy as long as there was a mutual love."
 
   Kaye breathed deeply and looked down, tearing her eyes from Tor's as she revealed herself and her shame, "But no one has ever wanted me.  No one has ever fully claimed me.  That is why when my own husband abandoned and rejected me and could not even stand to make me his own…" 
 
   Memories flashed through her mind for the time that she sat upon the horse in front of the dark man and her husband sat idly by watching her being violated.  He did nothing and said nothing that could protect her.  It appeared that his coin had meant more to him than what she had. Then when he left for London for the arms of his own mistress leaving her in the care of the young lord and how the Lord Alden he frightened and abused her so.  Then finally, in the courtyard before the entire Bruce clan and the other Englishmen, when he called her soiled in front of all who mattered to her most.
 
   She gazed up once again into Tor's eyes with a sad and imploring look she asked, "What is wrong with me, for why will no one have me or love me and claim me as their own?"
 
   The tears welled once again within her eyes as they spilled over and made a new trail down her cheeks.  Tor could only watch and stare with his heart breaking for her sadness and her tears as the realization of her pain overwhelmed him.  He opened his arms to her and she moved forward laying her head upon his strong chest.  He held her close within as he rocked her gently and comforted her for he was quite unable to find the words.  For a long while they sat as such.
 
   Tor gently placed a kiss upon her forehead and pulled slightly back so he could once again gain her face.  He looked deeply into her eyes and spoke, "Trust me, milady, when I say that there is nothing wrong with you and you do not need to worry more on that regard."
 
   He continued to look longingly into her eyes as he bent forward and placed a single chaste kiss upon her lips as he hoped she would fully understand his thoughts and comprehend his intensions.  But he recognized that she would be too naïve to fully grasp all that raged within his heart.  But soon, he fiercely hoped, she would learn that she could trust him and maybe even love him.
 
   Trust.  This was something that Kaye knew that she had done too frequently and had been hurt dreadfully as a result of it.  But here was this man Tor, asking her to trust him and begging her with his eyes to at least give him that chance.  Kaye gazed back at the Scottish Highlander who touched her deeply even when he was across the room.  She knew not entirely of what he spoke, but instead chose to concede and trust this man.  He had always shown her a true kindness many times in the past and had always seemed to be there when she needed him most.  And she knew that he most assuredly stirred her senses within.
 
   She continued to gaze at him intensely as she was very deep in thought, recounting her life of the last few months.  She considered her pains and the true blessing that now truly was hers.  
 
   She breathed contentedly, pondering all that was laid out before her and of the trust he asked of her now culminating a certain boldness.  So she asked, "Tor?  I have been thinking of how you and I have crossed paths these times over the last weeks and I have but one question."
 
   He looked at her saying nothing with his voice, only prompting her on with his eyes.
 
   "When I was in Scotland and you were called to duty to fight the Grants, why did you not come to me and at least say goodbye?"
 
   Tor answered softly with a heavy sigh upon his voice, "But I did, milady.  I was there within your rooms that night.  I did not think that I had a right to speak to you for you had recently been through so much and I was unsure if you would forgive me for the many pains I allowed happen to you.  So I placed my medallion upon the table for you before I left.  It was my way of telling you that I would forever be there for you.  All you had to do was to simply return it to me and I would come."
 
   There was a long silence as he continued.  "But you did not take it with you.  When I returned and found it still where I had left it upon your side table I was devastated.  For I assumed that you had rejected me…"
 
   Kaye gasped in horror as she understood for the first time the pain she must have inflicted.  She responded breathlessly, "But I never saw it!  I rose that day and because of the uncertainties of the battle we left immediately."
 
   Kaye looked once again into his eyes as she now understood how it must have appeared as she looked at him beseechingly.  She raised her hand up slightly, to brush the back of her fingers across his strong cheek as she said, "Please know, milord, that I never rejected you…would never reject you."
 
   With a smile he looked down at Kaye with a gladness upon his heart for he now understood fully what had happened on that day and his hasty assessment.  He closed his eyes as he silently sent his full gratitude back to the Highlands, back to his lord's wife Bridget.  For she was the one that must have known the feelings from both sides.  She appeared to be the only one who had not given up hope for had she not asked him to make this journey…
 
   He moved his hand to grasp hers that was still upon his face, placing a kiss once again upon her fingertips as he held it tightly within his.  He looked forlornly around the room, her room and with a deep sigh and a full knowing of where he was he spoke again softly, "I must go…"
 
   Kaye looked at him wide eyed and in terror as the feeling of abandonment and confusion permeated her heart as she tightened her grip on his hands.  
 
   "Please, you cannot leave me now!"
 
   He looked at her genuinely, understanding what his words must have meant to her as a small smile appeared upon his lips.  
 
   "I am very sorry, milady, for I did not speak quite clearly enough.  I meant I need to leave your chamber before we are discovered.  'Tis not proper that I be in here."
 
   A full blush gently rose upon her cheeks for the truth that he had just spoken.  For it was true that his presence was not appropriate.
 
   He begrudgingly stood and bending over her hand, placed a gentle kiss once again upon her knuckles.  With a smile he nodded, then moved to exit her room.
 
   As he reached the doorway and moved his hand to the knob, she asked once again meekly, "You will not leave me?"
 
   He turned and smiled back at the exquisite woman sitting upon the bed and said solemnly, "No, milady, trust me when I say that I will never leave you.  I will wait patiently for your company in the great hall below."  
 
   Tor bowed deeply once again and walked from the room with a full smile upon his lips and an immense joy like no other he had ever felt within his heart.
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   Tor stood in the great hall near the hearth as the roaring fire created a pleasant warmth as he stood in conversation with the Lord Devon, the lord's brother-in-law Roger and Matthew.  He was relaying the story of how Father Flannigan had arrived at the Bruce keep and had hoped that Kaye was still in residence for he had explained that it was not very often that he traveled to England.  When he was told that she had returned home, his own lord and lady had commissioned Tor to do his bidding.  
 
   Tor began to explain further of how when he had left Scotland the weather had been tolerable when a slight movement caught his eyes at the top of the stairs upon the landing near the family's chambers.  His words stopped mid-sentence as the breath caught in his throat and his heart beat wildly at the vision that appeared above them.  The men within his presence watched him falter and openly gawk, turning to see what had gained the powerful warrior's attention.
 
   Kaye had come fully into view pausing at the top of the stairs.  Her beautiful ebony hair was long and unbound and its glorious waves fell magnificently past her shoulders and down to her waist.  She had changed her gown to one of a deep blue that matched her eyes with sleeves that came down just past her elbows.  The long and silky gown dipped low in front with the very tops of her generous breasts showing enticingly above the gilded edges of the fabric.  The dress alluringly fit her tiny waist as the skirting flowed out generously around her.
 
   As Tor stared at Kaye he fully acknowledged to himself that she was a vision of true beauty both inside and out and he wanted her and knew that he must have her for his very own and for all of time.  But he wanted more then to just possess her for he wanted to love her and protect her and strived to ultimately some day, prove that he could truly deserve her.  
 
   Matthew had seen Kaye, too, and made a slight move in her direction so that he could assist her down into the hall.  Before he could succeed with his first full step, Tor placed a strong hand upon his shoulder and halted him entirely in his tracks.  As Matthew looked back at the Scotsman, he could only smile for the large blonde warrior was obviously staring at her and clearly had only one thing upon his mind and that was his obvious adoration of Kaye.  With a full pleasure within, Matthew gladly conceded for he knew in his heart that he truly approved of what he hoped would be a favorable union.  For Kaye deserved nothing less then what he knew this proud warrior would offer.
 
   Tor moved forward through the hall, his eyes never leaving the woman before him as he took the stairs two at a time until he reached her side.  She smiled warmly at him with a stunning smile, her eyes softening at his touch as she reached forward for his proffered arm.
 
   With Kaye firmly grasping Tor's elbow, they walked down the stairs, he leading her across the hall and over to the grouping of men who now flanked the fire.  When they reached the hearth, she was offered a chair but instead she chose to remain on Tor's arm and be by his side.  She stood next to him proudly as she held a pleasant and genuine smile upon her face all the while.
 
   The men continued their conversations of the weather and of the uncharacteristic and deep snows that had accumulated in the recent days.  Kaye interjected as she deemed necessary, speaking and laughing as the conversations flowed from topic to topic with a true happiness and contentedness now openly upon her face.
 
   At one point, Kaye asked the gentlemen to excuse her so she could make her way across the hall and over to her mother who had just made her way from the kitchens.  She had one notion in mind and that was to ensure her mother placed Tor at the head table and next to her side.  For while she had not acknowledged her full feelings for the Highlander to any other within the room, she was going to ensure he was always near.
 
   The men all watched Kaye walk away, each one amazed for the sudden and complete transformation that had come over her with only one fully aware of the complete depth of it.
 
   It was Lord Devon who spoke frankly, looking directly at Tor.  "Milord, I am so glad that you have had the opportunity to bring us this missive.  For I do declare that it has made a grave difference in our Kaye.  I have not seen her as such for a very long while and for that, I am forever in your debt."
 
   Tor could only incline his head slightly, the unfamiliar praise welcomed but slightly uncomfortable for the speaking of it.
 
   It was Matthew that spoke next with a hopefulness upon his heart, "So how long will you grace us with your presence, milord?"
 
   That was a much more difficult question to answer for had Tor not visited a certain maiden's chamber earlier in that very day, he may have already left to return to his homelands.  But now, he was not so sure and he knew not how to broach the subject.
 
   "That depends, milord."
 
   Matthew spoke, attempting to hide the slight smile that pulled at his lips for he was quite certain he fully knew what, or better who had swayed him, "Oh really?  Upon what, milord?"
 
   Tor was now visibly shaken.  Uncomfortable is what he really was for he was quite unsure of the customs of those who lived in England.  He knew what was expected in Scotland, but things were so terribly formal here.  He suddenly felt a warmth surround him, a heat as if he had been too close to the fire as he awkwardly shifted his weight from foot to foot.
 
   So he simply blurted out for all the men to hear, the whole while looking imploringly at the Lord Devon.  "Upon your daughter, milord.  While I have not asked for her consent as of yet, I intend to marry her for I wish to have her as my wife."
 
   Matthew smiled widely as a pleased relief flooded his heart for the words he had so hoped to hear spoken.  He understood most assuredly as he watched Kaye's face as she descend the stairs upon Tor's arm that the feelings were obviously mutual.  
 
   Lord Devon, however, who had not quite been privy to all of Kaye's feelings, could only gaze at the Scottish Highlander as he was severely startled upon his declaration.  For long moments he simply stared at the large and now very uncomfortable looking warrior.  For he never would have guessed that this would be the one that his daughter would have chosen.  She was so English, so accustomed to their way of life and he was concerned that maybe she was not as adaptable as was necessary for her happiness.  And he was so very frightened of her making yet another mistake and another grave error in judgment.
 
   The silence stretched awkwardly on as the Lord Devon considered the words of the Scotsman.  He was not really ready to speak and most definitely not prepared to consent.  At that very quiet and awkward moment, Kaye returned to the small group of men as she took her place once again next to Tor, the stilting and discomforted silence looming on. 
 
   Kaye could only stare at each of the men in confusion for when she had left they were conversing steadily, cordially and quite gaily.  Now, everything was very quiet and uncomfortable and her father was staring wide-eyed at Tor.  What possibly could have gone wrong in her short absence?
 
   At that very moment, the front doors opened wide and the hall began to steadily fill with people who were all coming to the great chamber for the evening meal.  Lord Devon felt the movement within the hall and turned to gaze at the influx of people.  He returned his eyes to the group before the hearth as he awkwardly excused himself from their sides yet ever thankful for this slight reprieve.  Stoically and in deep thought, he walked across the hall to retrieve his wife and to get on with the evening meal.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Tor sat between Lord Devon and Kaye at the head table as a stilted silence still ensued between the two men.  To Kaye's immediate right sat the profusely smiling Matthew.  Several times Kaye looked sideways at her dear cousin as his huge smile abundantly showed upon his face and a questioning look upon hers.  His actions were just so much in contrast to the two sitting directly to her left and she was quite perplexed by all of it.  The silence concerned her for she was still uncertain as to what had transpired in her absence.  She sincerely hoped that the offense, whatever it could be, was not longstanding or harbored on both sides.  
 
   When the sup was over and the hall began to empty, Kaye reluctantly realized that the night would soon end for the two and they would need to retire to their separate chambers.  A sadness began to grow and move through her for his missing presence already, even before he excused himself for the night.
 
   When all had exited the hall for the evening with the exception of Tor, Kaye and her parents, Lord Devon turned to Tor and said, "If it pleases you sire, I would like you to join us as we sit before the hearth for a short while."
 
   Kaye was happy for she could extend her time with her Scottish Highlander, but by the pained look upon Tor's face it was obvious he did not feel the same way.  Confused, she followed the group to the chairs in front of the fire, her mood now sobering while her mind remained unsure of most everything.
 
   The four sat before the fire, an uncomfortable silence laid out before them.  It was the Lord Devon who finally spoke first, turning and looking directly and compellingly at Tor.  
 
   "That is your wish?"
 
   Without hesitation and with a firm tone in his voice Tor replied, "Yes, milord, and without a doubt."
 
   Lord Devon looked hard at Tor for extended moments longer, then without speaking he stood as he took his wife's arm within his own and turned to exit the great chamber.  The lord and lady moved slowly away from the two who sat a bit started next to the hearth, quite confused by his response.  As he drew near to the stairs, the lord turned back slightly and looked over his shoulder as he stated very loudly for them to hear, "Very well, milord, very well…"
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   Kaye stared at the backs of her retreating parents as they walked away from them and silently moved up the stairs and in the direction of their own chamber above.  She was quite perplexed by the short conversation that had occurred as she questioningly returned her gaze from them and over into the eyes of Tor.  She was quite confused and uncertain as to what had just transpired.
 
   Tor gazed at Kaye as a slight smile grew upon his face as he breathed a heavy sigh of relief.  As an excitement grew within his chest, he stood and moved himself from his own place and over next to hers.  He lowered himself before her as he placed one knee upon the floor.  He held her hand within his own quite gently as he looked into her eyes, his face just mere inches from hers.
 
   "Milady," Tor began, "I have long since hoped that I could ask you a question."  He breathed in deeply letting the air out slowly as he continued, "Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?"  
 
   He looked deeply into her eyes and continued on before she could speak, "I do not have a lot to offer one such as you, for I own no lands of my own and simply have my protection, my honor and my clan to pledge to you.  But I would promise to love and to cherish you every day of my life…"
 
   Kaye drew in her breath, wondering if she had just heard him correctly.  Was he really asking her?  Could this be true?  Was her life's dream really within her reach?  For this man to whom she had given her heart, for yes, she now truly admitted that fully at this moment…did he genuinely want her?
 
   She looked back at him intensely as a sudden fear began to build within her breast while the uncertainties of her recent history flooded her mind.  For if she were to spend the rest of her life with this man, she had to speak freely and had to know his true thoughts for she was resolved that she would not repeat the mistakes of her past.
 
   "I must ask, milord and you may find this question quite bold, but I must be certain..."  She gazed into his eyes, his look unwavering as he waited patiently for her to continue.  
 
   "There has been so much that has happened to me and so much that I am not proud of…"  She looked down, unable to hold his eyes in hers as she continued more quietly on.
 
   "You know, for you have witnessed it with your own eyes, that I am not untouched.  And I have been called soiled.  Does this not matter to you?"
 
   Tor could feel her pain and entirely understood her hesitance but had to make sure that she comprehended the truth of it.  With his finger, he lifted her chin so that he could gain the full access to her face and her eyes as he spoke clearly and quite truthfully.
 
   "There is nothing that is soiled about you, milady.  You are a kind and most beautiful woman and one that has stolen my heart.  I simply cannot live without you.  So I am begging you and I am beseeching you to become my wife."
 
   Kaye looked deeply into his eyes as a smile spread upon her face and a hope within her heart for his declarations were exactly what she had desired to hear.  She believed in him, had long given her heart to him and knew above all else that she would trust him.
 
   But there was something more that she had to know.  Something more that she had to be certain of before she would give him her answer.  For with the experiences she had over these last months, no man had lovingly touched her body and the thoughts of her prior experiences had repulsed and terrified her.  She considered that it was not fair to him if she consented to become his wife then found out that she would not be able to fulfill her duties to her husband fully and lovingly.  And that thought terrified her.  She knew most assuredly that before she could pledge herself to him she needed to know with certainty the depth of her pain and the depth of her fears.
 
   Without speaking, Kaye stood and as she still held his hand within hers, she began to walk from their place before the hearth.  He pulled back on her firmly as he stopped her from where she stood not knowing what she was about.  She turned and looked back at Tor who had confusion clearly written upon his face.  
 
   Without explaining fully, for she knew she could not speak out loud of her reservations to anyone including him, she simply asked of him, "Do you trust me?"
 
   Without hesitation, he stood and said, "Yes, of course."
 
   Without speaking further, she pulled him along as she walked across the now empty hall floor and up the stairs.  She moved down the darkened hallway and opened the door to her room.  As she passed over the threshold, he hesitated and once again stopped her from where she stood.  She standing within, he outside the chamber and still holding her hand while ever so confused.
 
   "Please, milord."  Kaye pleaded breathlessly.
 
   She looked at him again as he removed his eyes from hers as he glanced down the deserted hallway.  Tor wondered what her parents would think of this for he had no idea what was her plan.
 
   Kaye pulled gently once again on his hand as he grudgingly moved within her room.  She closed the door and bolting it behind them, Tor's thundering heart the only thing that could be heard.
 
   In the murky darkness, Tor felt her move closer to him and come to stand close and within his arms.  She then moved her hands to his face as she brought his lips down to find hers.  For long moments they kissed fully, easily picking up the passions from where they had last left off earlier as their breaths once again began to come in rasps.
 
   Kaye's breath hitched once again as the burning began to rise within her as a feeling of warmth spread throughout her body.  The sensations were quite heady for she had never experienced anything like it before.  She wrapped her arms fully around his neck as her lips moved across his and her tongue eagerly sought out Tor's.
 
   For long moments they stood as such as their passions rose and the warmth continued to spread.  Kaye's heart began to beat faster and she could feel his arms possessively surrounding her.  She felt the power of his embrace as he placed one of his hands at the small of her back and the other pressing her nearer to him between her shoulders.
 
   Tor felt her boldly reach down and grasp his hand as she gently moved it upwards around her body.  As she moved his hand and it came in contact with the material of her bodice as she pressed it into her breast, he froze knowing he must keep his passions in check for her sake alone.  Kaye moved him so and he burned for her most heatedly but he needed to make sure he was in control.  
 
   He broke the kiss hastily and stepped slightly back and away from her, his chest rising and falling rapidly for the feelings she stirred in him.  For he was entirely impassioned and if he continued down this path he was uncertain if he would be able to stop.  And he swore he would not push her and do that to her, for this woman he most desperately wanted to be his wife.  He stood incredulously, his heart pounding for the want and the need of her as his brain pleaded with him to seek reason.
 
   Through the darkness he could see that she had lowered her head for it appeared she did not want to look at him.  He reached forward and with the back of his fingers he touched her soft ivory cheek.  With a start he realized that there was a certain dampness about them as he noticed that her shoulders began to slightly tremble.  He reached forward and pulled her into his arms knowing she had tears and he feared that he had hurt her.
 
   He spoke, "My dear, Kaye.  What you must think of me.  I am so sorry for what I have done to you for have I pushed you too far?"
 
   She could only shake her head as the tears continued to fall down her face as her agony and her shame ensued.  With more misery then she had ever known, she spoke the truth of it.
 
   "Tor, I need to know!"
 
   Totally confused by her words, he asked, "Need to know what, my love?"
 
   Her tears came heavily as her body trembled with sadness.  She stood for long moments within the security of his arms as she attempted to gather herself so that she could collect her courage to speak out loud and explain the full of it to him.  For she knew in her heart that she had to completely understand so that she could truthfully and knowingly provide the answer to his most important question.
 
   "There is something that I need to know before I can answer you regarding your proposal."
 
   Tor was completely confused by now and unsure what was happening while a dread fully consumed him within.  He was quite unsure what she needed to know, his heart nearly stopping for the fear of it.  Did she have any doubts regarding his feelings he had towards her or the protection he would provide?
 
   She slowly tried to explain as she lowered her head in her shame as she did so.  "No one has ever touched me in a loving way with the exception of you.  I need to know for your happiness alone and before I keep you tied to me for life.  I need to know that when you touch me as those others have violated me, that I can completely fulfill my duties and be the wife that you deserve."
 
   As the realization of her fears and the totality of what she was trying to prove dawned upon Tor, his heart crushed desperately within his chest for this wonderfully giving woman and for the pain that she had endured.  He reached out and wrapped his arms tightly around her as he brought her desperately within his embrace and held her tightly to his chest.  He realized most candidly that there was nothing more in this world that was more important to him then to protect this woman always.  For it was apparent to him, that even though it had never been anyone but Kaye who had been left unprotected and had found herself hurt, she was still the one concerned for everyone else's happiness first and always. 
 
   Tor worked hard at collecting himself as he attempted to keep controlled as he spoke softly and ardently to her.  
 
   "Kaye, there is no need for your worries.  I am going to ask you one simple question.  Do you trust me?"
 
   Kaye knew without reservation that she did and answered immediately, "Yes, I do."
 
   "Then that is all that is needed.  Please trust in me to love you, nurture you and care for you and the rest of it will happen.  For those other acts were out of violence and hatred, what we have together is love and a real passion.  I can feel it when I am near you and I am assured of it as I kiss you."  He leaned down and gently brushed his lips over hers as he continued, "So, please, just trust in me and all will be well.  This milady, I promise you."
 
   The tears once again welled within her eyes, but this time they were not for the fears she had but for the happiness that he instilled inside of her every moment that they were together.  A true happiness and an encompassing joy spread through her breast.  
 
   With a complete elation upon her heart, she knew there was but one thing that had been left unsaid.  One last question that was still left unanswered and one that she was most delighted to answer.
 
   She looked up at him and said proudly, "Yes, Tor, I would be honored to become your wife."
 
   With those words spoken, she stood up upon her toes as she leaned into him and begged him silently to once again kiss her.  No more prompting was needed as Tor leaned down to gently and entirely capture her lips, sealing their fate forever.
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   The bride was beautiful.  Her long and dark ebony hair flowed across her shoulders and cascaded in soft tresses down the entire length of her back, stunningly encompassing her tiny waist.  Her dress was a deep blue colored cloth with a low neckline and full skirts that accentuated her petite curves and natural beauty.  Her soft blue eyes and face radiated brilliantly as she looked up to gaze at her intended as the priest said the wedding blessings towards sealing her fate into wifedom.  
 
   The hall erupted into cheers as Tor leaned down to claim the lips of his new wife as the ceremony was concluded and the priest pronounced the happy couple husband and wife.  It was not an innocent and proper kiss as English decorum would dictate even though they were on English soil, but a full and sensual kiss that spoke of love and of passion and one that was customary of the Scottish Highlander ways.  When the couple finally parted, the bride and the groom were left breathless as their eyes never left one another while a shy smile spread across Kaye's face.
 
   Tor turned to his new wife and hugged her tightly, a smile spreading now fully across his face for the pride that he had and the love that he could now show openly for his new bride.  His heart soared as he could feel the slight heat from her body as he securely wrapped her within his arms.  He pulled back slightly, looking down at his lovely wife and took her hand within his as he led her proudly over to her parents and allowed them to be of the first to congratulate their joyful daughter.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As the hall began to empty after the celebratory meal and the sun now well gone, Kaye looked up at her new husband with a slight blush appearing upon her cheeks and her eyes shining and full of love.  She had to admit she was both excited and frightened for the unknown of this night but was impatient to be alone with her new husband and once again within his arms.  For the feelings that he evoked in her brought a full blush to her face. 
 
   She knew very well that her blonde warrior had promised to love and cherish her and vowed that he would never do anything to harm her.  But the experiences of her past while somewhat faded, continued to plague her in the very far recesses of her mind.  But she knew this was her husband and not any of those dark creatures from her past.  And of course, she had full faith in his heart, above all else she knew she could trust this man she now had the pleasure to call husband.
 
   Without warning and in front of those remaining in the Devon's great chamber, Tor bent over and fully picked up his bride of only a few hours and wrapped her fully within his arms.  He now held her proudly and tightly to his chest for all to see as he claimed her openly before all.  He was not concerned nor did he care of their reactions for he had but one woman upon his mind.  This one night was now upon him, the time that had previously only dared to dream about.  Now that time was here.
 
   Kaye wrapped her arms around her Scottish Highlander warrior smiling breathlessly as she gazed deeply into his eyes.  Her heart beat heavily within her breast as he moved across the hall and up the stairs as he took them effortlessly and two at a time.  She felt the warmth of his embrace and the power of his arms as he held her securely to his chest.  A warmth spread pleasingly within her as they reached her room, now their room.  He held her most tightly as he passed over the threshold, kicking the door closed firmly behind them.  As her anticipation grew, she felt him reach over to neatly bolt the door, the lock heavily reverberating into the otherwise silent night.  
 
   A small memory flashed through her mind of another hour of darkness, another thrown bolt and the sadness of a key grating within the lock.  But she tried desperately to push those memories aside, knowing this was her dream, her desired dream and not the nightmares of her past.
 
   Tor moved to the center of the darkened room as the night's moon shone slightly in the single window and the small embers in the hearth glowed faintly.  The obscured light allowed him to just make out the beautiful features of her face.  He held his new bride still within his arms, her body feeling so amazingly wonderful cradled against his chest.  He dropped his head to capture her lips as he drew deeply from her and tasted of her sweetness.  
 
   Without breaking the kiss, he gently lowered her legs to the floor so that she was standing before him, bringing her in close so that he could feel the full of her against his heated body.  Slowly and leisurely he moved both of his hands over to her back, pressing her closer as he felt her full breasts up against his chest.
 
   Kaye had her arms wrapped around her new husband's neck, the feel of his muscular chest against her own sending waves of pleasure throughout her.  So strong, so amazing, so protected did she feel and so many emotions she could not quite name.  She kissed him deeply, following his lead as their lips moved hungrily, forever yearning as their tongues danced endlessly together.
 
   His strong hands cradled her back sending burning sensations wherever they touched her through her gown as her skin heated most excitingly.  Slowly he traced his finger lazily down from her shoulder and around her side as he gradually encompassed the full of her breast.  She felt the immense pleasure and moaned at the thrill of it as the vast and new shockwaves coursed through her body.  For the sensations were so breathtaking as he gently kneaded her through her gown.  She moaned loudly as she leaned further into his hand for she never wanted the sensations to end.
 
   Tor continued to kiss her deeply as he held her fullness within his hand, her bold movements inciting him onward.  She felt so right within his arms and the fiery reactions she displayed made him nearly lose his control.  So impassioned was she and she was now his.
 
   He removed his hand from her breast as he shifted them to the lacings upon her gown.  As she let out a slight whimper of dismay for the loss of his touch, a bold smile touched his lips as he hurriedly worked the bindings as he attempted to free her body from its silky encumbrances.  
 
   When the stays were loosened he slowly lowered the top of her gown and chemise down to her waist as he now exposed the complete beauty of her ivory white skin.  He removed his lips from hers as he trailed light kisses upon her neck and then further onto her shoulder and then upon her breast.  As he hungrily tasted of her skin, a slight gasp come from Kaye's lips as his mouth settled more hungrily upon her.  Tor opened his eyes as he moved his tongue lightly over her peak, watching her head fall slightly back as her breath began to come in rasps, her passion clearly etched upon her face.
 
   Kaye arched her back giving him uninhibited access to her as he continued to build the fire for her within, his hot kisses causing immense feelings deep within her core.  She felt him move slightly as he picked her up and walked slowly over to the massive bed.  He laid her softly out in the middle as his eager kisses continued to enflame her fully as the fires now heated within.  His hands worked adeptly to remove the remainder of her clothing, leaving her now entirely exposed to him upon the bed.  Her breath was now coming in heavy rasps as she hungered for more.  
 
   Kaye watched in the murky darkness and through lowered lashes as he undressed, completely ridding himself of the rest of his clothes from his hardened and powerful body.  As he moved to her side upon the bed, she brazenly brought her hands up to his compelling chest and allowed her fingers to tentatively caress his chiseled muscles.  Just the lightest of touches sent strange and fiery sensations throughout.  How she longed to feel his heated skin and to touch every part of him.
 
   She watched as he lowered his head once again to her breast, slowly waking the peak with his tongue as she wound her hands within his hair.  With his free hand he began lightly touching her stomach, new and pleasant ripples of sensations being sent throughout her body as he did so.  
 
   He moved his hand lower, parting her legs slightly as he touched her womanhood as a rush of warmth cascaded through her core.  Her breath came heavier as he touched her further and she arched her back as she moved beneath him while he brought her passions entirely to life.  On and on he moved her as the fever within her rose rapidly and threatened to overwhelm her.  Within moments of his first touch she cried out in her rapture and felt the waves wash over her.  The feelings he evoked were unlike anything she had ever experienced before as she exploded into ecstasy and the stars flashed brilliantly within her mind.
 
   Kaye felt Tor nudge her legs slightly wider as he gently moved over her and captured her lips with his.  Leisurely he set a sensuous kiss upon her, her body still heavily heated and floating with desire.  She felt the hardness of his passion as he entered her, slowly and gently moving forward as the sensations he instilled excited her further.  She tensed slightly as she felt a slight pain as he gently moved through her maidenhood. 
 
   Tor immediately stilled his own body when he sensed her discomfort.  For long moments he stayed motionless, continuing to kiss her deeply as he moved his hand freely over her heated skin.  As he captured her breast he heard a slight moan as he renewing her passions and enflaming her onward, his own body heated with need.  
 
   As the pain faded and her breath began to come quicker, he moved slightly within her as he continued to kindle her fire.  She moved her hips in kind as she encouraged him on for the heady sensations were driving her wild.  She reached around him and felt the hardness of his finely muscled back, grasping at him and pulling him closer.  Silently, she pleaded with him that she wanting him near and wanting more of him, though not fully comprehending her need.  For what he was doing to her, she did not understand but knew most assuredly she desired more.  
 
   Kaye felt him move deeper within her as he stirred the passions onward to places she had never known could exist, her heart loving him and her body needing him, more with each passing moment.  Together they united and moved as one until she heard him cry out her name as their worlds exploded together and wave after wave of passions consumed them.  He fell heavily upon her, holding her close within his powerful arms as he kissed her tenderly and stroked her body gently.
 
   In the aftermath of their love, Tor laid slightly upon her with his own heart racing and his breath coming in heavy rasps.  He realized with a certainty that his heated body was now consumed with devotion.  He laid there for several moments as he attempted to wrap his mind around the love that had been theirs, unbelieving of the passion they had just shared.  He knew now that he had truly been blessed with this woman he now had the privilege to call wife. 
 
   He found her mouth and gently placed a loving kiss upon it, her heated response even now in the aftermath duly noted.  He moved from her slightly and on to his back as he kept her cradled within his arms for he never wanted to let her go.  She laid her head upon his chest as he drew his warm plaid over them both as their bodies were still intertwined.  He held her tightly, unbelieving and not wishing to wake up from what must surely be a dream. 
 
   They laid like this for a very long while until their breathing returned to normal.  They did not speak and in the silence they were each reveling in their pleasure and the warm afterglow of their love.  He lazily moved his hand over her back, the softness of her skin causing his heart to race once again and quicken its pace.  He breathed deeply as he attempted to calm himself for he knew he must let her rest.  He needed to ensure she was all right for while he needed and wanted her again, he understood entirely that it was just too soon.
 
   Kaye felt a true sense of passion and joy and never had she known she could feel like such.  For the man that held her, the man that had loved her and had stirred her body so.  He touched her heart entirely and filled her with such emotions and feelings she never knew could exist.  Even now after their lovemaking when he had fully satisfied her, his slightest touch was rekindling her passions anew.  Even now she found herself boldly admitting that she wanted for more. 
 
   She timidly moved her arm that was lying upon her hip so that her hand was now resting upon his stomach as her tentative fingers yearned for his strong body.  More than anything she wanted to touch his heated skin as he had touched her.  Boldly and lazily she moved her fingers upwards, feeling the power of his body, his chiseled muscles and the gentle rise and fall of his chest as he breathed softly. 
 
   Her pulse began to race once again as he allowed her access and permitted her to freely touch his burning skin feeling her own body's passions renew.  For long moments she explored feeling his strength and his power under her, until he caught her wrist and stilled it from whence it moved.
 
   He said softly with as much restraint in his voice as he could gather, "Milady, if you continue on with your current ministrations, I cannot guarantee that I will not take you again and you may wish that I not do so, so soon…"
 
   Under her stilled hand, she could feel the intense heat from his skin and the thundering of his heart as it beat wildly as the fire deep within her intensified.  Taking on a sure boldness that she had never known, she asked meekly, "And why would I not want such?"
 
   He looked down at her in the soft moonlight and was astonished yet very pleased with his new bride as a groan rose loudly within his throat.  For it appeared her excitement knew no boundaries and his body responded entirely as his heated passions rose fully once again.  
 
   He rolled over onto her as he kissed her heatedly, adoringly touched her everywhere as he loved her slowly.  With pleasure, he satisfied her completely as he claimed her once again for his own.
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   Kaye stood at her bedroom window gazing out over the crowded courtyard just after the nooning meal as she listened to the muffled noises from the square below.  She wrapped her arms tightly around herself, smiling fully for the true happiness she felt in her heart.  So deeply in love was she with a husband who loved her equally in return and now a brand new chapter to behold. 
 
   She gazed out the window at the clansmen below who were divided into various groups.  Some of the men were practicing their archery while others trained with their swords.  The clansmen within the square were wearing only their plaids, their highly muscled arms and chests glistening in the heated late summer sun as they wielded their massive weapons.  Kaye gazed across the show of men still with a slight uncomfortableness for their lack of clothing.  While she had lived within the Scottish Highlands for over six months now, she truthfully did not know if she would ever quite get used to the strong display of hardened and revealing bodies ever present in this place she now called home.
 
   As she gazed down at the activity, her eyes alighted on the strong and chiseled body of her own blonde Highland warrior and the one she lovingly and fortunately called husband.  A slight smile came to her lips as he raised his sword as his sinewy muscles flexed in the heated afternoon sun as he practiced with another from the Bruce clan.  A small blush rose on her cheeks as she watched his movements closely and remembrances from just the previous evening flooded her mind.  She recalled most heatedly how they had loved late into the night and how they had devotedly held each other for many hours thereafter.  How she cherished and adored this man.
 
   Kaye was quite lost in thought as a slight hand touched her shoulder, startling her and causing her to bring her hand up to her mouth as she made a slight hitch in her breath.  It was not the considerable fright that would have undone her as it truly had in the past, it was just a small startle for she had not heard anyone enter her room.  Her life was just so different now and she had settled greatly in the last months, for she felt truly safe and protected.
 
   Kaye turned quickly to glimpse at who had entered and gazed up into the loving face of her sister Bridget.  Kaye smiled back at her warmly, love for her family apparent.  Together the women turned and looked out the window again, gazing at the men in the courtyard far below.  Bridget smiled slightly as she looked down upon the square, noticing exactly where her sister's gaze had been and understanding why she was so deeply engaged in her thoughts.
 
   "Dear sister," Bridget began, "'tis such a fine day and I am anxious for the out of doors and some fresh air myself.  Let us stroll down into the square so that we can have a better view of the day and of the activities below."
 
   Bridget looked down at her with a knowing smile as Kaye blushed prettily.  For Bridget understood only too well how a Highlander could excite and incite emotions of passion and love, even within one as shy as her dear and proper English sister.
 
   Together the sisters walked from the room to gain the afternoon air.  As they moved through the great hall's main doors and stood upon the landing in the heated sun, Kaye's eyes scanned quickly over the group of men and came to alight once again, upon her husband.  A warmth spread eagerly and deeply within her as it did each and every time she laid eyes upon him.  
 
   Together Bridget and Kaye descended the steps lazily, each lost in thought as their eyes intently watching their respective husbands below.  When they were just two steps from the bottom, Kaye felt an unnerving feeling instantly consume her body as a severe spinning sensation overtook her and a gray mass washed throughout her mind.  Her breath came quickly as a panic spread through her and within moments she was falling into oblivion as a certain and complete blackness consumed her.
 
   As Tor trained with his sword in the hot summer sun, he noticed as the keep doors at the top of the landing opened and the two women exited the hall.  Still locked in mock battle, his heart jumped at the beautiful one he had the privilege to call wife.  With a warmth upon his heart for the stunning woman that was his, he realized most assuredly that he counted himself so fortunate and so honored to be the one that she had chosen to love.  For love, they truly did.
 
   From the corner of his eye, he watched as she moved gracefully down the long staircase, he knowing that her eyes were intent and only upon him and that pleased him greatly.  His heart quickened even further then what the physical movements required of his training as he watched her draw near.  He understood with a certainty that she always affected him for the love that they had shared and for the loving that was sure to come when his duty to his lord was quite over for the day.  Even after several months of having her for his wife, she still excited him whenever she was near.
 
   As the battle ensued, he observed her beautiful body gracefully descend the stairs.  When she was but a couple of steps from the courtyard, he watched in desperate fear as a strangeness suddenly overtook her body and it went limp as she began to collapse.  He dropped his sword and ran hastily forward, moving urgently to her side.  Before he could reach her she collapsed fully upon the ground, her lifeless body now lying on the courtyard below.  
 
   With a grave fear in his heart and his pulse pounding fiercely, Tor was at Kaye's side as he lifted her and cradled her as she lay silently within his arms.  Her eyes were closed, her skin still quite pale as he looked at her in dread as his chest constricted in alarm.  He realized with panic and fear upon his heart that her breath was quite shallow and she did not stir.  Tor lifted her gently and looked up at Bridget with terror in his eyes as he spied a fright within hers, the courtyard completely quiet and Alec now standing by Bridget's side.  
 
   Tor lifted Kaye and turned abruptly as he moved up the steps two at a time, clutching his wife desperately to his chest.  He moved beyond the empty great hall with both Bridget and Alec close behind.  He went up to the second level and moved into their chamber.  As he carried her to the bed, he rested her lovingly within its center as he placed a soft pillow beneath her head.  He stood back slightly and with his hand he lightly brushed her cheek with dread upon his heart as he silently implored her to awaken.
 
   Alec and Bridget stood on the opposite side from Tor, concern and fear within their eyes for nothing like this had ever occurred to their sweet Kaye.  As they each looked down at her still silent form, how the panic began to settle in.
 
   Kaye's brow suddenly furrowed as she began to slightly stir and move her head faintly as she groaned quietly upon the bed.  Her lashes fluttered and her eyes opened as she gazed about confused at her surroundings and at the three Bruce's looking concerned down upon her.  She began to rise and slightly blushed for the upset that she had surely caused.  
 
   Tor would have none of it for as she moved to sit, he pressed her down upon her shoulder and would not allow her to move.
 
   Kaye asked, "What has happened?"
 
   Tor responded gruffly, "You fainted upon the stair in the courtyard.  Do you feel any pain or injury?"
 
   Kaye lay back upon the bed for a moment, silently considering his question as she attempted to completely comprehend his words.  She then looked back into his concerned eyes and replied softly, "No, no other injuries.  I am fine, truly I am."
 
   Tor looked down at her sternly and pronounced loudly and harshly, "You are not well and you will stay abed until this has completely passed."
 
   Kaye attempted to rise and Tor once again pressed down upon her shoulder as he pushed her back into the soft bedding beneath her.  She looked at him, emitting a large sigh as a stubborn look crossed her normally serene face.
 
   "Tor, you must let me up.  I just had a bit of a dizziness, nothing to be afraid about."  
 
   "No, you will remain here until you are completely well.  I forbid you to exit this bed until you are entirely healed from whatever is ailing you."
 
   "Tor, you must let me rise."  Kaye looked deeply into his eyes for several long moments before she continued, "For I cannot stay abed until the middle of this winter!"
 
   Kaye gazed deeper into his face, hoping he would understand her silent message.  But he simply stared at her with a perplexed look as his brow furrowed and the confusion showed within his eyes.
 
   But Bridget understood completely.  A full smile touched her lips and a gladness spread through her heart as a knowing look stretched upon her face.  Slowly she backed away from the bed as tears appeared in her eyes as she pulled her concerned and confused husband from the room behind her.  Bridget slowly and quietly closed the door behind them, leaving the husband and wife quite alone.
 
   Kaye sighed and said, "Truly, milord, I am not ill.  I am increasing."
 
   "Increasing?  What sickness is this increasing?"
 
   Kaye looked at her husband with exasperation as a slight blush rose fully upon her cheeks for in her proper English world such things were just never discussed out loud.  But this was her husband, a Scottish Highlander who spoke of everything out loud.  He was the man that she trusted and loved above all else.  He was the one that knew her the most intimately and the one that instilled in her such great passions.  With a sigh she realized that he was also who she had to learn to speak fully and outwardly to.  For in his world there was never anything left unsaid.  
 
    Kaye took a deep breath and looked into the eyes of her still completely confused and concerned husband.  She gently reached over and picked up his large hand that was lying upon the bed next to her side.  She placed it slowly upon her stomach and placed her hand over his as she looked up and into his eyes and said most assuredly, "For the increasing would be within me, milord.  For it grows now with your child…"
 
   Tor looked from her eyes and down to his hand as it lay gently upon her stomach.  Slowly, he moved his gaze back up again to her face.  A pleased and ecstatic smile spread across his lips as the full of her news penetrated his mind.  He leaned down gently, capturing her lips with his as an elation consumed him like no other.  He broke the kiss and pulled back slightly as he leaned down to her stomach where he tenderly placed a kiss.  
 
   Kaye's love and joy spread through her heart, the dreams of her childhood thoroughly and now completely fulfilled.  For she had a man whom she cherished and who loved her fully and she would be able to bestow upon him the greatest gift of all.  She could provide him with a testament to their true love and devotion.  A child.  Their child that was conceived in great passion and with enduring love.  Her heart warmed entirely for she knew her life was now and forever complete.
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