
LORD McCOWN’S MISTRESS


Chapter 1
And So It Begins...

These stupid women.

They acted as if they had never seen a man without his shirt.

Katelyn studied the four specimens absently as she waited for the two elderly ladies to make up their minds over the wares in her stall.

So the McCown clan had bare chests and aye, muscular builds to be sure, and two of the men, arms the size of tree trunks but her brothers were just as tall, just as strong, and, she would wager, a hell of a sight more intelligent.

You would not see ‘Charlie or Sean’ tossing about tree trunks for some silly game.

Like as not, you would not see her brothers toss anything about if it were heavy or took the least amount of exertion.

Not that they were lazy, mind you...lazy was much too mild a term for what they were.

Katelyn Fahey smiled slightly at the thought. It was her first today. Her first genuinely sincere one, that was.

She smiled politely all the time to her customers, but she hated this part of the year...well, coming to the fair...being here.

The girl glanced around seeing the colorful banners atop the many stalls. People of every size, shape and status, dressed in their best or the lowly beggars, asking for alms.

Jugglers, children playing ring-toss. Young suitors trying to impress their would-be sweethearts with their physical abilities, tossing the sheaf with pitchforks very long distances.

Pipers and drummers loudly proclaiming their arrival. The delicious smell of roasting chestnuts, pigs on spits, the grass after last night’s rain.

The illegal sale of Scotch whiskey at every other booth, each disguised as legitimate wares’ distributors.

Being around people made Katelyn uneasy and being around so many, made her down-right cranky. That is what her mother called it anyway...cranky.

“Do not be cranky today, Katie. It is most unbecoming in a lady.”

She did not see the problem. She was not a ‘lady’...would never be one, true enough.

She glanced at all the lovely ‘ladies’ as they strolled about in their finery just outside the outskirts of the tent in which Katelyn stood.

What was so good about being a ‘lady’?

Snobbish, uppity...females who looked down on others not of their high breeding.

“Look at that Ian McGowan!” the ‘lady’ to her right literally swooned, her voice dripping with something, for the first time in her life, Katelyn Fahey did not even want to analyze. “He is so powerfully built! Look at those thighs. What would it be like to touch one, I wonder?”

“I would rather he touched mine.” Her friend whispered, then both giggled appreciatively, their eyes or attention never once having left the man in question.

Katelyn rolled her eyes expressively. Good God! Were these women so utterly without pride?

No man was worth such prattle. She pulled her own eyes away from the man in question with stressed consternation.

Snobbish, uppity, and...stupid!

“Stupid, stupid, stupid!” she muttered her belief.

“You said what, dear?” one of her customers asked musingly. A few women browsed the merchandise within the tent.

“Oh, nothing, Madame.” Katelyn smiled...politely. “I was simply ‘wool-gathering’. Have you chosen the blue one, then?”

“Your mother does excellent work.” The woman examined the shawl with loving hands.

Katelyn’s eyes allowed a warmth not usually found in the light slate orbs.

“Yes, Madame, she does. Thank you.” Her smile turned genuine for a beat.

“Yes, definitely the blue, I think.” The silver was handed over readily. Katelyn made change and remembered to thank the woman. She waited patiently for the other to decide between the gray and the white wrap or the black and white one.

The elderly woman continued, tsking with a sigh. “Ach! Those McCown lads! Are they not something, though! Look at them...not a man about has been able to best them this day at the games. Their mother must be that proud of them, do you not think?”

Katelyn glanced to the loud commotion across the field. “Oh, they are ‘something’, Madame.” She held her true feelings silent. “Something, indeed.”

“You, being a young one, must have chosen your favorite by now, aye? You have had a ring-side seat, so to speak, all morning.” The older woman teased. “Which do you prefer...no, let me guess. Ian? Or is it the younger, Angus, he being so much closer to your own age and all?”

“I simply canna choose.” Katelyn answered, a serious frown on her face. “What with each being so magnificent in his own way. It makes a poor lass’ brain a wee befuddled.”

She glanced to the crowd once more. “It appears, they have all been spoken for, at any rate and by much more comely ones than I”

“Ach! You have a wee fine face, lass, and are so polite.”

Katelyn smiled gently at the protested statement. “I know my faults, Madame, as I do my virtues. God, in His infinite wisdom, granted me many things but beauty was not one of them. I take comfort in what little He did bestow, however, and am quite satisfied that He noted me at all.”

“Lass!” it was objected. “You have a charming way about you and a wee fine figure for a man to note and admire.”

“Leave her be, Rosemary.” The other gruffer woman approached and thumped her cane on the ground irritably.

“Stop trying to pair everyone off. She appears quite content as she is.” The old eyes observed Katelyn keenly. “Do you need a man to make you complete, girl?” It was demanded.

“I do not, Madame.” Katelyn answered truthfully. “Like as not, I would find one a burden, not a blessing.”

The first woman gasped her shock as the other cackled her amusement.

“Finally, a woman with a head on her shoulders. Wrap this up...and tell your mother I will be needing a new coverlet for my bed next spring. I want it done in greens and roses. Can she do it then?” the parcel was handed over for Katelyn’s expert touch.

“I shall tell her your preference, Mistress Lachlan. It will be waiting for you next Mayfair Day.”

“If I am not about, my daughter or grandsons will pay the silver.”

“Do not say such things, Milly.” The other woman wrung her hands fretfully. “Of course, you will be here.”

“I am...well...” it was scowled. “past the age of consent, Rosemary. Do you suppose I shall live forever? God forbid!” it was scoffed.

Katelyn held her smile, handing the shawl to the woman, dutifully ‘wrapped.’ “You are the loveliest woman here today, Madame. Do not go on so.”

“Really?” the old woman motioned to an approaching couple. “Even more so than that ‘bit-of-fluff’ on Ian McGowan’s arm, then?”

Katelyn looked away from the knowledgeable eyes, her heart sinking at the sight which greeted her.

She kept her features perfectly composed, however. “She canna hold a candle to you, Madame.”

“Then you need these spectacles more than I, girl.” The woman smiled gently.

“My mother says, beauty is in the soul, not the face.” The girl stated. “Of course, she might be saying that because her own daughter is somewhat lacking in the ‘face’ area, now.”

Katelyn quipped, her heart and mind on the man only meters from her stall, truth told.

Why choose her stall. Damnation and damnation! This day was going from bad to worse to the young girl’s chagrin.

“You have a good sense of ‘self’, child.” Mildred Lachlan was a keen observer of life in general, always had been. “Do not be losing it anytime soon. Nor allow anyone take it from you.” She added cryptically, her gaze shifting to the approaching pair.

Katelyn fell silently morose. She glanced about aimlessly for something with which to occupy her time and her hands.

She tried to ignore the constant chattering and false laughter of the woman who accompanied the male who now, stood at the entrance to the tent.

“Madame.” Ian McCown bowed slightly to first, Lady Lachlan then, upon receiving no noticeable response, smiled charmingly to her friend. “My lady Ainsley...you look lovely this fine day. It is good to see you again.”

The conversation was interrupted rather rudely, Katelyn thought, by the silly girl which still clung possessively to the man’s arm.

Katelyn did not like the woman instantly.

She told herself it was because the girl was clearly a twit and Katelyn had never suffered the breed gladly. Not once in her twenty-one years on the face of the Earth.

She watched as the former had taken a shawl from the stall and wrapped it about her waist as she moved provocatively closer to the man. “Oh, Ian...is this not beautiful?” she posed for him. “And, do I not look breathtaking in it? Would you purchase it for me, then?”

The man watched the woman with indulgent eyes as she continued to shamelessly flirt with him. “I will wear it just for you!”

He smiled slightly. “I doubt the sincerity of that remark, Jane, but, aye...if ya want it, have it.” He grasped his purse from his side. “How much, then, lass?” he turned his attention to Katelyn.

Katelyn resolutely refused to note how very handsome he was or how captivatingly emerald his eyes were. Or the ruggedly virile stubble of a day’s growth of beard upon the chiseled face.

She did note her mother’s shawl about the other woman’s waist.

She stepped, removing the material, an anger like she had never known flooding her being. “It is not for sale.” She stated flatly. “There are other stalls down the way. Perhaps they have red ones.”

Katelyn allowed the moment to hang, her eyes non-committal on the other woman.

“Why is this particular shawl not for sale?” Ian’s tone said he knew ‘why.’ As did the startling green eyes. “I assume, all these others are?”

“The lady said, I believe...she preferred the red.” Katelyn did not like his ‘tone’ she discovered or the accusation in the startling eyes. “This one...belongs to me.”

“It is your own personal wrap?” he persisted, sensing her dislike of his...friend.

“It is mine.” Katelyn lied, but, not truly. It was her mother’s property, after all.

“Yours?” he cocked his head slightly. His tone said, he knew she lied.

“As I said, so many more down the way...for your lovely lady.” Katelyn smiled...politely.

She stepped inside her stall. “I am closing for the afternoon, my good women. It has been an exacting day and I have traveled far. Thank you for your kind patronage. It is greatly appreciated.”

She dismissed the man airily. “Pray, tell your friends if I have, in some small way, given a degree of satisfaction. I will be here until the Fair ends.”

“You are closing so early?” the man lifted surprised brows, refusing to move aside that Katelyn could close the front of the ‘shop.’

Katelyn spared the man a glance. “As I said, sir...I am fatigued.” She made to pull the flap of the stall covering down. She halted her actions for his stocky frame still blocked her efforts.

“Excuse me, please...you are in my way.” She scowled for the fact.

“Did you make many sales this day?” Ian inquired coolly. “I assume, with your attitude...not.”

“My mother’s work needs no salesmanship.” She smiled...politely...again. “If I have given offense in some unforeseen way, I offer apologies, now, if you will but...”

“Do you? Sincerity is a key component in most apologies, or so I have been led to believe.” He stated. “I see none here.”

“Look harder.” She suggested just as rudely. Her eyes chilled suddenly. “Now...move!”

“Or...” the emerald eyes danced mischievously. “...what?”

“Or...I shall move you, sir.” Katelyn stated quietly, her temper flaring red-hot, though one would never know it from her demeanor.

“And, how will you manage that?” it was innocently asked.

“Is there a problem here then?” Charles Fahey sauntered on scene, but upon recognition, the dark scowl faded. “...Ian? Ian McCown?”

A quick smile replaced the first reaction the large man offered. “I saw you and Michael. Tossing the trees about like idiots. Who won?” A hand was offered.

Ian smiled a welcome, taking the strong grip in his own. “No one wins such a stupid contest. All end up with pulled groins and infected balls.”

“Ian.” Lady Lachlan’s lifted brow and disapproving tone subdued the man somewhat. “Breeding, boy.”

“I am sorry, Grandmother.” the man did not seem particularly so, to Kate’s way of thinking. “Forgive my crudeness.”

“What’s going on here? Closing so soon?” Charles turned his attention to his sister. “It is early.”

“I...have been here all morning.” Katelyn wished Charlie would not have arrived when he had. “While you and Sean have been off lolly-gagging about. I am tired.”

“How can y’ be tired.” Charles rolled disbelieving eyes. “You’ve done nothing but stand around all day. Me and Sean did the hard work.”

“Drinking at the Inn is not really all that difficult.” Katelyn snapped, embarrassed, her cheeks pinkening somewhat for she felt Ian McCown’s eyes the entire time of the exchange. “If ya want the stall opened, one of you take over for a while.

“And since when do y’ tell me what to do or what not.” Charlie thumped the side of her head...hard. “And me just about to go and bring ya some food too. I’ve a good mind not to now.”

“Did ya bring food?” Katelyn knew the answer to that one. She rubbed the sore spot on her head. “I see...not. So, if it’s all the same to you, I will go and find m’ own.”

She pushed past the man, determined to be about her way as quickly as humanly possible. And away from that blasted Ian McCown’s stare.

“Bring us something back when you’re done then.” Charles Irish accent was strong after a few pints in him.

Katelyn did not look back, just made her way amid the crowd of people milling about the grounds.

“Was there a problem?” Charles drew his eyes from the women in his stall. “A real one?”

“Your sister can be very...impolite when she wishes.” Ian grinned to lessen the statement. “I think she dinna like my choice of companions.”

He indicated Jane Asher who even now, was attempting to flirt with Sean Fahey who was flirting right back. “I could have egged it on a bit, truth told.”

Charles waved a dismissing hand. “Aye, she can be a bitch, true enough. But, usually only with provocation, which luckily...I am quite proficient in.”

Ian laughed. “How did the meeting go with DeSaunders?”

“We sold the Dunfaces, the lot of them.” Charles was relieved, clearly.

“And the price was good?”

“Good as DeSaunders will pay.” Charlie shrugged. “We have the Galloways still. They should bring a better price, hopefully.”

“I could purchase them. There is always a need for...”

“You know I dinna do business with a friend.” Charlie was saying in his own inimitable way, he did not take what he considered charity, Ian knew. The man’s gaze was a gentle one. “We will make do this winter and next Spring, the crop should be a good one. It’s in the ground and waiting to sprout.”

“Well...if you dinna get the price you think y’ should.” Ian left the offer on the table. “Michael and I know you raise good quality beef.”

“How serious are ya, Ian.” Charlie changed subjects tactfully, his eyes twinkling mischievously. “About Jane Asher then? I am curious.”

“Do you want her then?” Ian grinned for the less than subtle statement.

“I would not turn her down.” Charlie shifted an interested glance to the woman who had the red shawl wrapped about her waist again, showing off her own wares to an admiring Sean Fahey.

“You had best have the coin to amuse her then...and the balls to get that red shawl away from her greedy little hands. Tis your sister’s, so I hear tell. And I think...not certain, mind you.” Ian was, in reality. “That Katelyn can ‘take’ Jane any day of the week. But again, it’s a fight I would pay to see...how about you?”

“Tis not Kate’s shawl.” Charles scowled. “Did she say it was?”

“In no uncertain terms.” Ian had his theory proved, his grin widening. “Charlie...do you think your sister has her cap set for me?”

Charles shifted a cool gaze. “You come within three feet of m’ sister, man...and I’ll have to kill you dead with m’ own bare hands. I ken...all about you, do I not.” The mischief was back in those amused eyes. “You are one debauched, evil bastard and I dinna want my sister mixed up with the likes of you.”

“How you paint me, Charles.” Ian managed to sound hurt. “Still, I think Katelyn is secretly pining away for me and I noted...she has filled out just fine this year in all the right places. It may behoove me to check out m’ theory, if only for your sister’s sake.”

“Check out all y’ want, man. Just be sure and leave a message where y’ want your remains to be lain out.” Charlie sighed lightly. “I’ll see you have a decent burial, as it’s the least I can do for ya.”

Ian’s grin widened. “We know where we stand then.”

“Ya want the shawl or not?” Charles asked...politely.

“You buy it.” Ian pulled an incredulous look. “You’ll be the one taking her home this fine night, not me.”

“Not home...but somewhere private and quiet, I’m thinking.” Charles, moved off, in search of his prey.

Ian shook a woeful head, turning about, going to seek out his own clan. God knows where they were scattered in this motley lot of people.

His best bet was the Inn...he made a beeline for the opened doors.

If he happened to come upon Katelyn Fahey in the process, all the better. That woman had filled out just fine over this last season and that red hair hanging down her back and over her shoulders? All the better.

Ian could still feel the effect of those arresting smoke eyes challenging him so obstinately. They made his blood heat and his cock swell. And that damnable temper?

Life would never be dull with one such as that vixen, he was thinking. Life had been ever so dull around here of late.

About time something came along to hold his attention and tweak his interest.

✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤✤

Chapter 2
First Meeting  “Thank God I found ya, Lad.” Charles Fahey was out of breath.

“I need a favor. Are you thinking of staying on here for the duration?” the man waved his hand toward the ‘fair’.

“I am not.” Ian had his fill of the gaiety and like. “I am headed home after my brothers get their heads out of their asses...if they do, mind you.” he was waiting for just such an occasion now and had been for some time.

Ian hated to wait on anything or anyone.

“I saw Michael over by the hay bales.” Charles’ expression was more a grimace than any real sign of encouragement. “He was...occupied, let us say. I dinna think he will be coming to find you any time soon.”

Ian sighed heavily. “I am not sleeping on the cold, hard ground this night. If Angus or Michael do not show up within the next five minutes, I am heading home to a soft, warm bed...I swear that now.”

“Good to hear. Could ya take m’ sister along with ya then and protect her maidenly virtue as it were.”

“Excuse me?” Ian was flabbergasted. “You know I have designs on your sister. I would be the last man to ask to protect her...”

“It is for that very reason I asked.” Charles put a friendly arm around Ian’s shoulder. Ian leaned from his breath.

“How much exactly have you had to drink, man?” Ian stepped away hastily from any immediate vicinity or contact. “Firstly, to ask such a question and secondly...your breath could melt the copper rods off yon wagon hitch.”

“I trust you, man.” Charlie had cupped his hand, breathing into his palm. The man shook a woeful head, grimacing accordingly. “I will eat a few mint leaves. Katie always has some lying around in that tote she carries.”

Problem solved in Charlie’s world. “I am serious, though. Katelyn wishes to go home. I do not wish to leave...this wondrous place just yet. Will you do this small wee thing for me, then. I will owe you.”

“You mean you dinna want to leave Jane Asher just yet.” Ian was not fooled.

“Man, tis only a few hours to our farm, as you know. And out of your way only by a few minutes, in actuality.” Charles reminded. “If you plan to go to your estate, that is.”

Ian shook his head. “Would not be respectable for a lone male to escort a female and you know as much, Charles.”

“Are you afraid to be alone with m’ sister.” Charles goaded. “Can ya not control your own emotions where a wee lass is concerned then.”

“It has nothing to do with that as well you know, damn you.”

“Normally I would not ask it of you, but I do not trust another man here with my sister’s virtue.”

“I’ve just told you earlier that I have designs on your sister, man.” Ian could not follow such logic.

“Katelyn is in our wagon, at the far end of the fairgrounds. No one will see you approach.” Charles had figured it all out in his head. “You don’t know that girl, Ian. She has it in her head to go home. She will go...”

“Then go with her, Charlie.” Ian had the answer.

“Ach, man.” the other man allowed his disappointment. Then...accepted his lot in life. “Aye.” another sigh escaped his throat. “...Aye, you are right. Of course.”

Charlie glanced to where he had last left Jane Asher, closing his eyes to the inevitable. He lifted his hands out to his sides, turning to trudge back to his wagon. “...I’ll go, but if I kill Katelyn along the way, don’t say I didn’t at least try to save her useless life.”

The large man threw up a hand of farewell. “I will never forgive her for making me miss out on Jane Asher’s pussy. What man could, right?” he laughed hollowly. “Well...it’s only a wee pussy. There will be another around the corner somewhere, being as I’m such a fine catch and all.” he laughed for the way of things.

“Charles.” Ian allowed his head to drop back for he knew...he was about to do something insanely stupid. “...I will take Katelyn home.”

Charles was back instantly, hope in those blue/grey eyes. “And you’ll not be trying anything unsavory, correct?”

“I will be a perfect gentleman which is more than you can say for yourself this night.” Ian caught his horse’s reins in capable hands. “Asshole.”

Charles smiled pleasantly. “The sun is about to set, so I would be making haste, were I you.”

“You are not me, so shut the fuck up and I will go when I go...” Ian mounted. “Why do I let you talk me into these things?”

“It’s me ‘sad face’.” Charles demonstrated. “Women canna resist it either.”

Ian shook his head, reining his animal about. “Get out of m’ way, or I’ll run your ass over.”

Charles stepped gallantly aside, sweeping a graceful arc as he urged his friend onward and upward.

Katelyn chanced a peek outside. Good...the sun was almost down.

She could leave without any real notice, hopefully. Never mind that her brother said to stay, that they needed to sell the rest of their inventory.

She should have allowed the stupid woman to have the shawl. It was meant to be sold! What had Kate been thinking?

The silver from the merchandise her mother and she worked so laboriously over all these past seasons, was needed to get her family through the winter months ahead...still, the sales had been excellent this day.

There was very little left, but, she was certain, given tomorrow, she could have sold the lot.

“What an idiot!” she stomped her small foot. “Stupid! Damnation!” she sighed. crossing herself faithfully. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

God! She was stupid.

Well, Charlie and Sean could tend to it all. Katelyn had no inclination to stay at this place any longer, not with that Ian McCown thinking her such a bitch.

The girl only wanted to go home and put all this stupidity behind her. Never again would Katelyn come to this stupid fair. Never again.

Katelyn was still berating herself several hours later, even after she had stopped for the night and was preparing to set up a make-shift camp.

She could not make it to the next village. She simply could not. She needed to rest and thought she had put sufficient distance between herself and the people at the Fair.

The woman was totally incensed to find at least one of them had followed her, however.

She stood now, confronted by the fact and...by the lone stranger who had set upon her from a thick line of trees to her right.

“I have no silver, do you think me stupid? I have never been stupid in my entire life.”

How quickly one forgets in times of stress. “I would not travel with the proceeds from the Fair.”

Was this man stupid?

“It is upon your person.” He seemed certain, waving a rather rusty looking weapon about in a haphazardly fashion, to the girl’s way of thinking.

“I sent it ahead with the banker, through a voucher, you stupid man.” Kate told the truth.

“A what?”

“A voucher you stupid man.” She pronounced slowly, as if to a backward child. “A bank draft.”

“Do not call me stupid.”

“Why ever not? You clearly are. My brother will collect the amount in the town where we reside. It is done every day. No one carries silver any longer, apparently it is not safe to do so, one could easily be set upon by a stupid robber.”

“Take them off!” he pointed the pistol at her threateningly. “You have hidden the silver under your skirts...I will take it and aye, you as well...you are no great looker but a warm hole is a warm hole...I may as well have my fill of you while I am at it. Take it off! The skirt...now!”

The woman stood, immobile, her eyes flashing a heated fire. “you clearly do not know to whom you speak...little man.” She seethed, all too quietly.

“Not so little, you will be thinking...do I have to rip them off you?”

“My mother sewed these clothes. You touch one stitch and you will rue the day you were born.” Katelyn promised icily.

“I tremble with fear.” He sneered his contempt. “Right! I will do it myself.” He started toward Katelyn.

She moved hastily, retrieving a branch from the ground to her left.

The man halted only long enough to laugh his disdain. “I am the one with the pistol.”

“Are you?” Kate opened her palm to show a heavy looking metallic object. The weapon sailed from the man’s hand, flying through the air.

Katelyn waited for just the right moment to drop the metal, the pistol slammed into the ground by her feet, attaching itself with a loud clank to the dark shape of metal.

“You bitch!” the man was livid. “Give me back that gun!”

Kate tested the weight of the branch in trembling fingers, but her eyes showed none of the fear she felt, only a deep-rooted fury. “Come fetch it, why do you not?”

“You think that little stick will stop me?”

“Nay, not the stick, you idiot.” She stated sweetly.

The taunt proved too much, the man growled his annoyance, running straight for her.

The girl waited until he had almost reached where she stood, then, lifted her hand, her palm opening as she blew a fine yellowish powder directly in the man’s face.

He grabbed his eyes, screaming in agony, doubling over with pain.

“My eyes!” he screeched from the burning sensation. “God!”

The girl hit him on the head as hard as she could with the stick and the man went down, bellowing even louder, cursing her soundly.

Katelyn hit him again and he fell silent and... limp.

She stood, breathing heavily for some few moments then...hit him yet again, her anger still not entirely spent.

“Stupid bastard!” she yelled at the now unconscious man. “Think ya can best a Fahey?” she kicked him...hard.

“I think not!” she threw the stick aside, crossing to her satchel, retrieving what she needed, all the while mumbling to herself. “As if my brothers did not teach me about parasites like you!”

Katelyn returned, tying the man’s hands behind his back...then his feet.

“Take your clothes off, was it?” the girl came about, kicking him in the shins but the unconscious man did not feel it.

She ripped his shirt down the front, tugging it off his shoulders and down his bound arms.

“Skinny son-of-a-bitch! Try to take my maidenhead will you?” she sweated with the effort she expended. “Tis something I will give a man and certainly not the likes of you!”

She unfastened the front of his breeches, tugging them off his backside.

The woman pushed her assailant back over, arising with difficulty, her brow beaded. “See how you like it, then” she stared down at the man. “And, I was right!” she shook her head at his exposed ‘part’. “Little was the operative word!”

She walked the area, gathering her things, slinging her pack unto her shoulder as she headed for a clearing a few meters away. She could not stay here after all, mayhap she could...

“Care to try mine?” a masculine voice drawled lazily from the shadows directly ahead.

Katelyn gasped, startled, pulling up short. There was more of them?

“If ‘little’ offends you, that is.” The ‘voice’ quipped.

The girl blinked, stunned, a fine sheen of perspiration showing on her face in the fullness of the moonlit night.

“Hard work, is it? Stripping a man without his assistance? You would have none of that nonsense with me...still, you appear quite proficient at it. Practice much?”

The man had stepped into view.

Kate’s heart began beating even harder at the recognized profile for he had glanced at the would-be robber lying on the ground behind her.

“I came to offer assistance. It seems he needed it more than you.” The emerald eyes softened a tad. “You are unhurt, I take it?”

“W-What do you want?” she asked breathlessly.

“Not your maidenhead rest easy.” Ian McCown smiled at her. “I have no wish to be beaten with a stick. Why are you traveling alone? You may have gathered...” he once again looked to the unconscious man. “It is not safe for a woman to do so.”

“My...my brothers had to stay at the fair.” She found herself speaking without intent to do so.

“Then, you should have stayed as well.” He scolded. “I will wager, your brothers do not even know you are gone.”

“I—I do not have to explain my actions to you.” She remembered. “You are in my way.”

Ian grinned, moving aside gracefully sweeping his large hand for her to pass in a gallant gesture.

She hesitated, then moved determinedly forward. She cast him a glare as she passed, daring him to try something.

His grin widened to signify he understood her ‘terms’ and apparently, in this instance, accepted them.

“Are you going to leave him like that?” the thought seemed amuse him further.

Kate swirled about. “Do not you be untying him!”

McCown held up his hands in the universal sign of ‘peace’. “Never crossed my mind...he received his due. I would have given worse.”

“Oh, would ya now?” she allowed her doubt.

“Do you think me lacking in the fine art of chivalry?”

Katelyn scowled. “I think naught of you, man. I do not even know you!” she glanced fretfully about the area, searching for something she could not find.

“Ian McCown...and, you would be?” he reminded her of her manners, but he already was aware of her identity. He was rather upset she did not know his.

“Minding my own business, as any Christian should.” She whistled loudly, as a man, her two fingers placed between full lips. Ian held his grin for the fact.

“Margaret Katelyn Fahey, is it not?” he inquired innocently.

She scowled at him, her mind ticking away. “How do you know my name?”

Then, she recalled something more important...why she was upset with him, waving her hands expressively about. “Wait!...Wait...Are ya telling me? You were watching? You heard! You saw?”

“Took you a while, did it not.” Ian chuckled. “I was curious and you did not seem particularly fearful. I was biding my time.”

“While I was being raped and pillaged!?”

He thought better of another chuckle. “You were neither, were you.”

“No thanks to you!”

“I thought, mayhap...you could handle him.’ He soothed expertly.

“Go to blazing hell, man!” Kate snapped, crossed herself for the vulgarity, then whistled again, almost as an afterthought. “What kind of man are you? Even my brothers would assist a woman in distress!”

“You did not appear to be ‘in distress’ You just seemed...pissed. I am curious, is that...this...” His Lordship motioned, correcting his question. “Your natural state, then?”

The sound of hoofs approaching broke her concentration. Katelyn glanced, then relaxed. Ian watched the horse approach and saunter up to the girl’s outstretched hand.

“I wondered where your mount was.” He noted the totes tied to the saddle horn.

Katelyn said not a word, merely looked at him with angry eyes, then took the horse’s reins and started off across the grassy plain.

Ian shook his head thoughtfully for such folly.

“Do you need me to accompany you safely home?”

“I do not!” she called over her shoulder, not even sparing him a look. “As if you would be an enormous help!”

“I heard that.” He laughed, stepping to catch up to her, an easy enough feat. His legs were twice the length of hers. He came alongside her and she stopped, frowning up at him.

“Did you hear me? I dinna need an escort. What are ya about?” she looked him up and down suspiciously. “Go away!” she shooed him with her hands.

“Your mother...and mine...would never hear of such a thing. I will see you to your home, lass. As any man worth his salt would.”

“Any man ‘worth his salt’ would not have stood by and watched me assaulted by a cretin.” She motioned him aside yet again. “I do not need you...go away!”

“Would you like to know what you do need? Besides a swift kick to that rather sumptuous little backside?”

Katelyn’s mouth fell agape.

“You need a man. Aye, a good one to bed you good and proper. Take some of that sourness out of your soul...if you possess one.”

Kate crossed herself hastily. Of COURSE she possessed ‘one’. “I would concern myself with my own soul were I you. How dare you! Speaking of such debauchery and to a perfect stranger!”

“You are far from perfect, my little field wench.” Ian concluded. “Now, we can do this the easy way...” he smiled wickedly. “Or...the hard.”

His eyes dropped to her middle, remaining for a long beat. “Your choice. Now...I know which I should choose.”

She fought her blush. “You, sir, are a barbarian and I highly suspect...part Celtic! I wonder how it was I came all this way without your gallant protection.”

“I wonder as well.” He ‘wondered’ “Did the Celts not die out a while back?”

“I see no reason for it now.” She finished as if he had not spoken. “What are you even doing out here? Did you follow me from the village?” she accused.

“Actually, aye.” He admitted freely. “In the sense, I was going the same way, as it were. And thought to myself...what is this obviously stupid woman about? Traveling over hell’s half acre without a proper escort even.”

“For all you know.” the woman taunted. “I could be a witch.”

“I would have said ‘bitch’.” the man teased.

“Excuse me?!” Kate took offense.

“So, you are in league with Satan?”

Katelyn gasped, horrified. “You...you said...w-what?!”

“He is where your powers derive, correct?”

“NO!” she was appalled. “Of course not!”

“Then...how can you be a witch?” he feigned confusion.

“I am a ‘good’ witch.” She exasperated. “There are ‘good’ witches and ‘bad’ witches, you twit!”

“Actually, no.” he lamented. “Not according to the Bible.”

“I beg your pardon?” it was her turn to be confused.

“Surely, you have read the Bible?” he asked woefully.

“As if a person of my station could afford a copy of the Bible.” She sighed for such stupidity on someone’s part. “Oh, but you have read it?” she taunted sarcastically.

“Grandmama insisted.” Ian said, matter-of-factly.

Kate placed her hand gracefully to her heart. “Do not speak of the Bible.” she whispered reverently, then tightened that pretty pout of a mouth. “It’s unseemly for one such as yourself.”

“Such as myself.” the man glanced over, holding his amusement. “I assure you, witches are aligned with demons in the Scriptures...but, not to worry. You truly are not a witch, are you.” the man lifted confident eyes.

That seemed to stump her. She appeared so crestfallen, he nearly laughed in her face.

“You used sulfur to blind the would-be attacker’s eyes” he knew for fact. “And the weapon, that was interesting, but...hardly witchcraft.”

Katelyn reverted to her sullenness. “I could be a witch if I truly wanted.” She turned the tables dutifully. “Mayhap, the demons sent you...to plague me.”

She resumed her steps, if slowly, leading her animal as she went.

“I must think on all you have said. Not that I believe any of it.” It was warned. “I...I simply refuse to be close-minded about anything. A closed mind cannot take in knowledge...accurate knowledge, that is. So...so, I will give your words ample consideration.”

“Before you dismiss them.” Ian nodded. “And, you call yourself a scientist.”

Katelyn allowed her shock, halting abruptly, staring at the man in stunned silence for a long beat, her mind racing unchecked. “H-How do you know so much of me? I...I have never met you...or you, I.”

“Mayhap...” he toyed with her. “I am a Warlock.”

She swept his form.

The dark cut of his clothing, the billowing blackness of his cape, lifted by the strong wind coming up from the sea to the south. The sharp shadows on the handsome planes of his features. The all too captivating eyes.

“I do not believe in Warlocks.” She dismissed such folly, and the man.

“You believe in witches, but not warlocks.”

“I dinna believe in those, either.” She waved a decided hand. “I only use such prattle to...” she halted, having said too much.

“Keep people at bay.” McCown finished for her.

“People who would harm me, aye.” Kate defended herself.

“No, Katie...all people.”

“No one calls me that but me mother!” she bristled. “And how is it you suddenly think you know me even as one of my own? Who gave you leave to be so presumptuous?”

“Are you fatigued?”

“What?” she could not follow the rapid changes of his mind.

“I should like to put some distance between the village and ourselves. Can you ride?” he motioned to the animal. “He can carry the weight...you are small. My stallion is there.”

He pointed to a cluster of trees up ahead. “We should get to Devonshire. That is where you planned to stop for the night, aye?”

“We?” she wished to know when it had become ‘we’?

Ian sighed. “I know of you, for I know your brother, Charles. Have since we were ten and two. I have no designs on you, girl. I simply want to see you home as he would a sister of mine were she stupid enough to be caught in the same predicament. Now...shall we ride?”

Katelyn found, on this one occasion she was too tired to argue, an odd feeling for the girl, itself.

It had been a day of ‘oddities’, however.

She glanced around aimlessly, no valid source of debate coming to mind. She looked gloomily to the horse, sighing heavily.

The man made a mounting point with his hands, lifting her effortlessly into the saddle. He smiled up at her. “Charles taught you to ride as a man.”

“Charlie never mentioned you.” She was certain. “Not ever.”

“Perhaps he is ashamed of our association?” he crossed to his own mount.

Katelyn’s confusion grew by leaps and bounds. She did not know this man..not at all.

She knew of him, who had not heard of the McCowns but...the first time she had seen him was today throwing those stupid trees about.

“I see that he is.” The man seemed capable of reading her far too easily for her peace of mind.

“Shows good judgment on his part.” He shrugged stocky shoulders. “In a sense.”

“But..if Charlie and you...”

“It is a long tale and I am exhausted from all that damned log tossing. Hear it another time.” He reined his animal about in the needed direction.

“No one forced you to toss logs about.” She reminded.

“You do not know my brothers if you think that.” Ian motioned. “It is this way.”

“I know that.” Katelyn spurred her beast into an easy gallop, moving fluidly with the animal.

Ian caught up to her in moments, his stallion much more capable than her older animal.

They rode for several miles, each silent. Seemingly intent upon reaching the needed destination.

The man allowed her lead the way, curious to see if she truly knew her whereabouts as she claimed.

She did.

He found he enjoyed watching her ride from his advantage point of a few meters behind. Her ass was rather fetching.

He determined to clear his mind of such thoughts, of course. Charles was his best friend. And, the man had a tremendous right-hook.

No need to antagonize such a person. The thought made Ian smile. He often wondered, growing up, which, if it came to blows...which no dispute had to date...would be the victor.

Ian had no desire to alienate Charles. He treasured the man’s friendship. He would not think of trespassing on that bond..no matter how fetching this woman’s ass might be.

“I hate riding.” Katelyn called over the rush of wind at one point.

“I have a feeling, Madame.” And he did... “that you hate quite a few things.”

Kate cast him a dark look, then concentrated on the task at hand.
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Chapter 3
A Long Night

Katelyn smelled the inviting aroma of roasting veal, potatoes and just the whiff of plum pudding as she stared up at the two-story building.

With a little loving care, the old brick structure with its climbing green ivy, gabled eves, and neatly thatched roof could prove to be quite hospitable.

The firelight showing through the windows gave a feeling of home.

That elusion had quickly vanished by the sounds of rather bawdy laughter coming from within the main dining area.

Katelyn blushed slightly as her ears detected the very last sentences of a decidedly tawdry tale one of the men inside was relating.

“We canna go in there.” She halted Ian’s intended path, after they had stabled their animals with the local blacksmith for the night.

“It is the only Inn, lass.” He looked to her meaning but reminded the obvious. “Where would you suggest we stay, if not here?”

“The smith said there was only one room to be had.” Kate flushed yet again.

“I have told you,” the man stated sternly, “I have no designs upon...”

“Not you! The...others.” The young girl motioned with her head, her irritation showing in her face. “They will think I am a...a...one of those women m’ mother tells me not to be!”

“We will say we are husband and wife.”

“We are not!” she hissed.

“Do they know that?” he asked patiently.

“I know it, man!” she grated the fact.

“Pretend you do not. I am tired, Katelyn. I want to rest. Preferably in a bed, hopefully...a clean one.” Ian sighed heavily. “To hell with propriety for one night, lass.”

She started to object.

“Look at the sky. A storm approaches, it has turned cold. Do you wish to sleep out of doors this night?” he hoped against hope she would be... “ Be sensible. Stop being foolish.”

“I dinna know you. You are a complete stranger to me. I am supposed to sleep with you? It is damned awkward.” So much so, the good Catholic girl forgot to ‘cross’ herself in this instance.

“Tis not ‘foolishness’, tis human nature. This may be an everyday occurrence for you...it is not for me.” She aired her views.

“I will lay by the hearth. You may take the bed. We will not be ‘together’ in any sense of the word.” He reasoned. “Circumstances dictate our actions. That and nothing more. We must survive. No one need ever know what transpired but the two of us.”

She looked fretfully to the Inn doorway.

“I give my word, as a gentleman. Nothing will transpire of an unchristian nature.”

“You are no ‘gentleman’.” Kate was certain.

“I am when it suits me.” Ian took her hand. “Keep your mouth shut. I will do the talking.” He muttered the rest under his breath. “For a change.”

She jerked her hand away, glaring at him sullenly, but he could sense the battle won.

The man felt almost proud of himself.

“After you, my lady.” He swept his powerful arm toward the door.

“I...I wish pay my share.” She had coin and she was a Fahey, after all.

“Over your dead body.” it was growled. “No female ‘pays’ for Ian McCown!”

“This is not about you...it is for me.” Kate tried to explain.

“I am rapidly losing my patience with you, girl.” And, Ian was. “Do not test me further.

“I ken the ways of a man.” Katelyn relented. She had brothers. “At least allow me give the red shawl to your sister as a gift, for your...well...for this.” She motioned. “I admire anyone possessing ‘pride’. But, I have it myself. I canna take charity. Do you understand this?”;p’’l

“How do you know I have a sister?” the man changed the subject, for aye...the man understood ‘pride’. Especially, Fahey ‘pride.

“Everyone ‘knows’.” Kate sighed. Who did not know about the McCowns? “I am cold. Are we going in?”

She stayed very close to the man’s side the entire time he registered with the innkeeper, trying to ignore the man’s wife who stared at them coldly.

Ian ordered food to be sent to their room to spare her the people in the dining area, for which Kate was grateful.

The room was small but comfortable. The hearth was blazing and warmed the area nicely. A four-poster iron bed with a down mattress and zig-zag quilt was the focal point of the setting.

To the left, was the wash basin, the design showed a couple strolling in a rose arbor. The pitcher had been put to good use over the years, but still reflected a certain charm, though it had tiny chips around the edge of the spout.

A small desk was situated close to the warmth of the fire. The vanity screen, cleverly placed in the corner of the room, afforded Katelyn, to her great relief, the privacy she desired.

She was washing the dust from the trip off her tired body, while Ian looked discreetly away from the clearly defined silhouette accentuated by the dancing flames of the fire, as the petite form showed through the screen.

It cast an almost sensual aura about the woman.

The man attempted shake the feeling.

Katelyn muttered under her breath, a disparaging comment that Ian did not catch.

“Are you mumbling to yourself or to me?” he was glad of the diversion.

“Are you listening to my private conversations again?” she asked peevishly.

The man shook his head woefully. “—The shawl you spoke of earlier...I thought it was your own personal garment.” He needed more distraction, hitting upon the first thing to come to mind.

“Mother can make me another but, I fully understand if your sister would prefer not to wear something below her station.” the woman did. “It would not offend me for you to refuse. Mayhap, there is something else of value I possess you would find more appropriate...as repayment, I mean.”

The man scowled at the screen. What the hell did she mean by that?

“I canna think what it could be. We Fahey’s are not wealthy, God knows...but we repay that which we owe. How much did the room cost again?”

She stepped about the screen, her hair down, long and flowing, full of dark dusky curls.

Katelyn wore the day dress she had worn the first day of the Fair. It must be her clean one, he thought since she had taken the time to wash her other.

It hung by the hearth, drying.

Ian was bothered that he had noted her clothing at all...that he knew she had worn the dress that first time he saw her?

“I truly do wish to repay you.”

“You lie very badly.” He wanted to get her mind on something else...and his as well.

“I do not! I lie very well.” She seemed upset with his statement. “What has that to do with...”

“You have very small feet.” He had noted the tiny bare things. He was purposely keeping her off-balance, hoping, in doing so...to find his own, perhaps.

She flushed, glancing about aimlessly. “There is only the one coverlet. You canna sleep on the floor with no blanket. What do we do, then?”

“The logical solution is for me to share the bed.” The man purposely tested her mettle...and his own.

The woman looked from the bed to the blazing hearth, then, back again. “It is a very large bed, as beds go.” She mused, albeit anxiously.

Ian remained silent, watching the play of emotions across the pretty enough face. She was no great beauty, true, but there was something about her. He could not put a name to it.

He was not even certain he wished do so.

“And...we are both adults, I suppose.” She still questioned the validity of the situation.

“One of us is, at least.” It was Ian’s turn to mumble.

She ignored him, working through her misgivings studiously. “But, you are a Celt. Can you be trusted?” her concern was scowled.

“I am not a Celt!” the man snapped.

Kate lifted confused eyes. “I thought you said you were.”

“You said I was.” Ian exasperated.

“I did?” she seemed genuinely perplexed. “Oh, but then, of course...” the girl remembered something else. “You have that other waiting about. The ‘bit-of-fluff’ and God knows how many more.”

She relaxed visibly. “I am being silly.”

Kate shook her head. “Then it is settled...which side do you prefer?” she scowled darkly, lifting a warning finger. “But, do not you be trying anything out of the sorts. I am no tart to be trifled with. I hold no title, but neither am I any less a God-fearing Christian than any other of m’ class.”

“So you be reigning in that Celtic blood of yours, if only for this night, do you hear? You sleep there...” she pointed to the bed. “And I shall sleep here,” she crossed to her side. “And never the twain shall meet. Shall we shake on it?”

She spit, offering her hand.

The man made a face, turning away to tend the fire, to hide his instant amusement.

“You will no be taking my hand?” Katelyn was upset over the fact.

“Not with spittle all over it, nay.” Ian declined less than graciously, biting his lip to keep the grin from his face.

“That is how my father sealed a bargain.” Kate looked quizzically to her hand.

“We ‘Celts’ do it differently.”

She crossed, washing her hands in the basin. “Teach me this pagan rite, I will comply.”

She dried her hands, offering her right one gingerly.

The man looked at it, slowly arising from his stooped position by the hearth to tower above the much smaller form.

His gaze held her clear one for a long moment, his thoughts of a rather private nature.

His thick fingers intertwined with the slender, tapered ones, squeezing gently. Ian stepped close, tugging the slight form even more so. His eyes holding hers masterfully.

Katelyn stared at him with expectant eyes, naively waiting.

Ian wanted to kiss her, he wanted it badly, but why, he could not have said, had anyone questioned the fact. Her mouth was full and almost pouting and it beckoned him forward.

He knew, instinctively, it would be warm and delicious and...and...

He turned away.

Damned woman with her all too trusting eyes. She had no clue.

“That is it?” Kate was troubled. “What kind of ‘deal-sealing’ is that? I would expect something rather...alarming from a Celt.”

Ian ran his hand through his hair impatiently. “I am not a bloody Celt!”

“Well, make up your mind and do not curse in front of me!” she crossed herself slowly. “You are cranky. I know the signs well. You need rest.” Kate nodded, satisfied. “You should do so.”

She turned, sitting to test the bed. “I am curious...where was your original destination...before you came upon me? Do I detain you from a matter of import?”

“Do you listen to anything I say? I followed you to ensure your safety, remember?”

Kate sighed lightly. “If you do not wish to speak of it simply say so.” She turned back the covers, slipping into the cushy surface. “I shall bid you a good night, sir. I trust you will awaken in a little better mood on the morrow.”

“I would not bandy about the subject of moods, were I you.”

She frowned at him, pulled the covers about her small frame and, within moments, was fast asleep.

The man followed suit, but unlike his bed partner, could not, for the life of him, find the rest which eluded him.

Katelyn had not moved an inch, not a millimeter. He could hear the soft breathing, otherwise, she could have been dead for all he knew. 

Ian, on the hand, still tossed and turned.

It was well into the late hours of the night. His thought process would not shut down. He could smell her scent. Something light and clean. Totally pleasant.

The woman had lovely hair, which lay haphazardly about the pillow. There were mounds of curls. They looked like silk and smelled of flowers. It was very, very long.

He did not even like red haired women. Ian’s tastes ran to blondes.

But then...it was not really dark red. He picked up a lush curl, examining it closely. No, there was quite a bit of light streaks intertwined with each strand. Ian had noted it earlier this day.

Why the hell he was noting her at all, was a mystery to him.

He had looked up at one point and caught her watching him in one of the contests.

Her eyes showed none of the usual interest he managed to evoke in women. She wore the perpetual scowl and glanced absently away as if slightly bored.

Bored?! The little bitch found him boring?

The man threw the lock of curl aside, his irritation returning. Who the hell was she to find him...THAT?

He, who could have his pick of women! The man felt a stir of conscience.

Well...that could be overstating the facts, but...damn it all...he could get a woman if he truly set his mind to it.

Had always been able to do so except...he refused to think of that one time.

That this one found him...lacking...somehow. Ian frowned over at the peacefully slumbering girl.

Lacking?!

She had not even wanted his kiss tonight.

He had felt no trembling in her body as he held her close against him.

And her eyes showed only trusting innocence and held none of the seductive teasing he was accustomed to a woman allowing him.

Still, mayhap, she was simply untrained in such matters.

He sensed she was a virgin from the beginning and her own words confirmed it with her statements to the would-be robber, earlier tonight on the trail here.

He sensed something else, however.

Beneath that innocent surface, lay a woman capable of deep unbridled passion, given the correct incentive to share it.

Ian felt it in every fiber of his being.

Katelyn was his friend’s sister, therefore, off limits to himself. He must stop these thoughts. Ian knew this.

Why, then, was he laying here, had been...with an erection as hard as a bloody boulder.

It made no sense. He had only just had his fill with Glynnis this day. Glynnis, the woman he thought one day to make his wife.

His workload rarely allowed him to indulge more than a few times a month. He had Glynnis several times over the past days alone. His lust should be sated.

Michael had declared a ‘holiday’ of sorts from work. Ian had taken full advantage of the fact for days now.

“Ya want what ya canna have!” that is what Charles Fahey would be saying.

And, most likely, the man would have been right. Human nature, nothing more...this woman lying beside him had said it earlier as well.

The Faheys, it seemed, were more intelligent than they appeared.

Ian reached, his hand easing his shaft into a more comfortable position. He grimaced for the slight twinge of pain.

He glanced at the girl. He wished he could relieve himself, manually. There was no place in the small room for such privacy.

Damnation! Why had he agreed to lay in the same bed, inches away from this...witch!

What the hell had he been thinking.

This was proving to be one of the longest nights of his life.

Ian looked at the girl again, some perverse mood overtaking him. He reached and shook her awake.

Katelyn stirred instantly, sitting amid the rumpled coverlet.

“You were snoring...I cannot sleep.” He lied easily.

“I dinna snore, man!” she grumbled. “Are ya daft?” she turned over and in moments was back to sleep. “Would be the verra first thing m’ brothers would hit upon to plague me about, if so.”

They never had to date.

The man drew in an irritated breath, folded his arms and turned over as well...at least his erection had lessened. Still, he did not find sleep for another hour.

It was almost light when the girl finally awoke, rested and hungry.

Katelyn dressed, washed her teeth and braided her hair before stepping out into the corridor.

Where had the man gone? Had she overslept?

She noted another woman making her way up the narrow staircase, pulling up short, for the hallway was small, making it difficult for two to pass.

Kate was about to voice her greeting when the older woman spoke first, her tone more than chilly, her eyes accusingly bitter.

“You may fool my man, but y’ dinna fool me! I know you two are not man and wife. Do not think I do not know what went on in that room last night!” the words dripped contempt. “You are nothing but a whore and I want you out of my establishment this very...”

“Odd...that you would pass judgment on me, good lady, as the entire village is aware of your...shall we say, profession?” Kate came back with the first thing to enter her head. “Before you landed your poor, unsuspecting husband.”

“Ohh!” the woman turned a sickly pale white, then a beet red, before offering a strangled cry of dismay.

Katelyn lifted her stylish brows, her brow furrowing somewhat for the reaction.

The older woman dropped the fresh linen she had been holding, then ran off back down the stairs which she had just ascended, almost slamming directly into Ian McCown.

He watched the woman’s rapid descent, his one foot on the second to the top platform of the stairs, the other, a step below, his mammoth hand encompassing the sturdy railing for counterbalance.

Ian looked at Katelyn, who seemed a bit perplexed by all that had occurred.

“Hummm...” she mused thoughtfully, looking after the older woman’s retreat. “Who would have thought?”

“I was given the impression you did not know this village. How did you know of her past?”

“I dinna. I have never seen her before in my entire life.”

“You saw her last night...when we arrived.” He sighed.

“Well, before that time, I mean.” was all she offered.

Ian ran a hand across his brow. “Are you telling me you made all that up just now...out of the blue?”

“Apparently not.” Kate lifted impressed brows. “As it seemed to be true.”

“Did you know it to be so?”

“Ach, no. But, my mother always says, those that act the most pious are those most likely to have the least reason to do so. I paraphrase, of course.”

“You accused her of something so heinous, but you were not certain of your facts? Is that correct?” Ian was getting things straight in his mind.

“She started it. She called me a whore, of which I am not, as you well know.”

“Yes, I know...” the man remembered sullenly. “More’s the pity.” Ian muttered his dissension.

“Pardon?”

“Are you packed?” he asked gruffly.

“I am.” She nodded, going to retrieve her satchel, the one he had purchased for her wares. “I owe you for this as well now. Aye, it was a thoughtful thing to do, thank you.”

“You owe me nothing.” He snapped.

“You are still cranky...dinna ya sleep well last night?”

“No!” he grated the fact.

“Oh.” Katelyn scowled, then fell silent.

“Give me that, I will carry it.” He took the valise from her hands.

“Thank you.” She thought her mother would wish her to be polite in this instance.

“Stop ‘thanking me!” It was rather disconcerting for her to do so when all Ian truly wished was to shut the door to the room and make the old bitch’s words a reality.

He wanted the girl for his lover, clear and simple.

He still could not shake the need within his body. He hated losing control to this extent. It was a new feeling for the man, and he did not care for it...not one damned bit.

“Ach, your moods are worse than mine, man.” Kate appeared resigned to the fact, however. “Shall we go?”

Ian had awakened this morning with a worse erection than last night.

He had, sometime in the midst of his rather erotic dreams, rolled over. He awoke, his body pressed intimately to Katelyn’s.

All he had to do was lift her skirts and slide it in.

Hell, she probably would have slept right through it anyway. Nothing seemed to rouse her.

Ian followed the girl, his mood not the best. His mind befuddled. What was it he saw in her?

Glynnis was much more beautiful. The thought of Glynnis did not make his cock hard, as thinking on this odd creature did.

Mayhap she was a witch!

Had she cast a spell over him? He did not believe in such prattle, but, for the life of him, it was the only logical conclusion at which he could arrive.

Logical? Wonderful! She was beginning to affect his intelligence now. There was nothing logical or sensible about his feelings for the girl either.

Katelyn was right. They were complete and total strangers. What did he know of her?

Except she was addled.

They breakfasted, mounted and rode for a few hours.

It was a warm enough day and being in the sunlight refreshed the man’s spirits somewhat.
