

  

    [image: cover]

  




  

    [image: cover]

  


  


  


  The Barmaid & The Blacksmith


  By Lizbeth Dusseau


  A Pink Flamingo Ebook Publication


  Copyright 2010, All rights reserved


  Smashwords Edition


  




  


  Chapter One


  


  “Ooo Jerud!” Fiona giggled as Jerud’s hands went under her long brown skirt. She wiggled about, feeling his warm palm on her upper thigh. The more she squirmed, the higher his fingers went along the thin fabric of her underclothes. “You beast!” she blared, as she felt him at the top of the garment, about to pull at the drawstring.


  “Unhand her!” A gravely voice bellowed from behind them both, and Fiona and Jerud turned their shocked faces toward a mountain of a man in a long black coat and shiny knee high boots, wearing a threatening scowl on his full bearded face. Tempestuous eyes stared out from a countenance that suggested a past filled with all manner of experience, from the blissful to the dangerous. He was an appalling sight.


  Jerud’s hand dropped from Fiona’s waist, the sound of the man’s voice, whether he had any real authority or not, sent a shock of fear through the younger man. Jerud, a bright blonde man of nearly twenty-five years was hardly cowed by anything; but this curious blackguard was something to behold.


  Fiona rushed from Jerud’s side.


  “I’ll be right back,” she told him. And with an empty tray in hand, she returned to the bar for more ale. The bearded scowling man nodded at her as she passed. “I’ll be serving you next, sir,” she told him.


  Returning to her finance and his friends with their refreshment, she tried to make a swift exit, though Jerud’s hand was attempting to fondle her again.


  “Stop that!” she whispered. “Behave yourself!”


  “That man has no right to tell me what to do with my bride,” he exclaimed.


  “I’m not your bride, yet,” she reminded him. “I have to go, I’ve work to do.”


  “You mind your manners, you hear?” Jerud warned. “Or I’ll give you what for with my belt.”


  Fiona ignored Jerud’s comment and returned to her would be rescuer, who was sitting in an out of the way corner of the Half Moon Tavern.


  “May I help you, sir?” she asked him pleasantly.


  “A lady should watch herself with a man,” he told her, brusquely.


  “He is my finance,” she informed him.


  He looked at her circumspect, then at the chuckling Jerud, then back at the robust Fiona McTavish. Her flaming red hair was piled atop her head in lose curls that framed an eager face. Her green eyes glittered like stars, her soft bosom expanded as she breathed; the sumptuous in and out made the flesh jiggle just slightly. She had a curvaceous youthful body with a small waist and generous hips, that he could well imagine without the pile of skirts that stopped at her tiny bootclad feet.


  “Nonetheless, miss, you should watch yourself with any man who would take advantage of you like that in a public place.”


  “I assure you, sir, Jerud is harmless,” she countered. She cast the man a flirtatious smile, even as she thought of Jerud and she in bed. “If he only knew.”


  “I thank you for your words of warning. Can I bring you anything?”


  “Some ale,” he said. “Some bread and stew.”


  “Right away, sir.” She seemed to skip as she moved away. Hardly eighteen, he thought. She was the kind of lusty wench he loved to bed; but her youth and innocence suggested she needn’t give herself away easily. She had a gracious charm that made her even more appealing to him than other young women of her station. It was as if she would somehow naturally rise above the mundane circumstances of her life. But why she was marrying the bawdy young man at the far side of the room, he could well understand; women of her standing had few choices in their lives. It was such a shame. She could make a remarkable companion, and likely an avid lover.


  ***


  When they were in their private room that night, Jerud descended on Fiona, raising her skirt, his hand instantly swacking her fleshy ass with a sharp staccato of smacks.


  “Ouch! What are you doing, you bloody bastard?” she roared, jerking away from him.


  He hauled her back and sitting down on the bed this time, he flung her over his lap.


  “Stop it!” she howled in protest, though a stronger Jerud spanked her anyway.


  “This is what you get for flirting, my lusty wench!”


  “Jerud stop!”


  But he wasn’t stopping, the longer he smacked her, the more enthused he was by the sight her bobbing red ass, the more he smacked her harder yet.


  “I’ll teach you to flaunt yourself at other men!”


  “I was not!” she protested.


  “Just to make sure,” he advised her.


  Flailing her arms and kicking her legs, she finally threw herself off Jerud’s lap and landed on the floor with a rude jerk, her sore bottom hitting the wood hard.


  “You have no right to do that,” she scowled.


  “Indeed I do,” he said looking at her sternly, though his expression was quickly changing into an exuberant smile. “You look mighty sassy, my Fi, so flustered and all hot. Your cheeks are scarlet, as I suppose your fine arse is.” He snickered.


  “Don’t you laugh at me!” she snapped.


  “And why shouldn’t I?” he joked. He pulled her eye to eye with him, his hands beginning another kind of journey over her tempting female treasures. She tried for a moment to push away, from him, but found the tantalizing rush that roared through her too much to resist.


  “So, tell me, my love, what did the bastard say?” Jerud purred to her as he drew her back on the bed with him. He pulled his fiancee over his reclining body, his hands pulling at the strings of her blouse. He was looking for her breasts to swing loose out over him, so he could press his face against them.


  “He thought I should act more like a lady,” she told him with a twinkle in her eyes. “He was hardly a bastard, much more a gentleman.”


  “Gentleman, my ass!” Jerud exclaimed. “He’s a bloody blacksmith!” He had Fiona’s breasts free, his mouth bringing a pink nipple to his mouth. He sucked it hard.


  “Ouch!” she cried. “You’re hurting me.” It wasn’t much of a protest. She loved the way he turned her baby soft nipples into hard purple buds.


  He took handfuls of her flesh and pressed his face into the warm sweet smelling cushion. She must have pressed a honeysuckle bud to her skin, for that was the smell of her body; the lovely earthy fragrance tickled his nose with a spring time lusty fervor.


  “You don’t treat me like a lady!” Fiona remarked, with a little petulant pout. She was suddenly sitting back on his groin. Even through her skirt, she could feel the familiar manhood rising under her, and her hot bottom squirmed excitedly against it, as she delivered the gentle admonishment.


  “I never asked you to be a lady, just my wife,” Jerud told her. He watched her naked breasts swing against her torso. “Come here, you luscious brat,” he encouraged her, as he drew her toward him again, her breasts at last dangling over his mouth. His hands moved to her waist and he pulled at the skirt, tugging to get it down so he could have her naked against him.


  With a hearty shove, he had her hips free, and he pulled the skirt away, tossing it to the floor. As his mouth explored her full soft lips, his hand dove deeper to uncover the fine puss between her legs. His hands were eager to have her, as he’d had her almost nightly for the last two months.


  When she at last gave into him, she gave in completely, withholding nothing. All of her fine treasures were his to enjoy. And her body bestowed on him such pleasures, with such ease. He thought he touched heaven. That two people could do the things they did together amazed him.


  Feeling for the center of her sex, Jerud stroked the feather soft plush hair of her pubis. Tugging the hair gently, she wriggled against his hand with a lilting moan of pleasure sprinkling the air with her fresh joy. He fingered her deep, where she was succulent and wet, and then pulling his hand from her cunt, he tasted her sweet juice.


  “You are a nasty man!” she purred at him. He held her ass as he explored her punished cheeks fully, then moved to inside of her thighs and the deep crevice of her rear, with its two tight holes. He couldn’t wait to plant himself in the lovely forward one that danced and bobbed before his eyes with a gleeful abandon.


  “Ah, my love,” she was whispering contentedly, as his cock then slipped inside her warm pulsing hole. She immediately squeezed down on the thick shaft, watching the wince appear on his face, as his body replied to the welcoming gesture.


  He was hard, thick and filling, going readily to the very depths of her female home. A tiny pain shot through her, as each thrust made him hit the bottom of the channel; though it was only more fuel for the rising sensations that claimed her entire body.


  Jerud watched her gently swaying form as it moved with such grace, the effect of her movement made his already stimulated cock surge all the more with the driving need. Her eyes held that dark aspect he loved so well in her, the way she vibrated with an earthy fire. Such carnal zeal! The more he pumped her, the more she pumped him back, fast creating a climax in them both. Jerud let her take control as he always did with her on top. She maneuvered her own body to the edge, letting her pulsing pussy play its games, her hard outer bud massaged until it was ready to explode. On this day, they would almost orgasm simultaneously.


  His cry was invigorating, the groaning sound that emerged from his throat and lips rose raucously into the air around them. And like inspiration from the heavens, or the earth, as the case might be, Jerud’s cry sent the final jolt through Fiona’s clamoring body. Her groan was softer, in time with the rude jerking back and forth that finished off this making love.


  


  Fiona collapsed against Jerud’s sweating chest, their juices mingling in the bristling thereafter. She swayed against him ever so gently as his hand stroked her moist flesh. Feeling the curve of her body at the waist and the swelling hips and buttocks, they clenched just a little when he caressed them. Though the warmth of her spanking had died away, he reminded them both of the spontaneous assault.


  “You are a divine creature,” he told her quietly.


  “You were suppose to withdraw,” she said very kindly, though her comment was pointed.


  “Ah! So what if you should get pregnant, we’re going to be married in little more than two weeks.”


  “It was nice to have you finish inside me,” she said, as she knew it would also be nice not to have to take chances with their lovemaking in the future.


  “It won’t matter love, we’ll have a passel of children, and I’ll screw you every night, and hold you when the babies come.”


  “And spank me too, I suppose?”


  “Only when you need it. A good wife knows her place, and you will too, my love.”


  A good wife! Such a thought! Pondering her fate with Jerud, Fiona was wise enough to know that half of what he said was pure nonsense. If she kept her figure, and if she hadn’t turned into a haggard shrew of a wife, she might find him, in a year or two, still loyal to her in bed. He was an exuberant man, bold, eager and very adventurous. And she had no illusions about him.


  But even so, marrying him, tying herself to his fortunes was a very good thing. He was a good man at heart, and at least while it lasted, he was glorious between these sheets, even if he liked to spank her. She smiled to herself happily.


  




  


  Chapter Two


  


  “Fiona!”


  The redheaded vixen turned at the bar to see Jerud swagger in the door, with his scowling face gleaming angrily.


  “My love, what’s happened to you?” she asked as she saw a bloody cut on his chin.


  “Nothing you need to worry over, Fi,” he said. “Get me some ale.”


  “But you look horrible! You’ve been fighting again, haven’t you?”


  “Not your worry, Fiona,” he answered darkly. He gave her a swift smack on the behind and sent her on her way.


  Fiona returned with a tankard of the tavern’s best brew, then sat down across from her fiancee, trying to discern what manner of predicament he was in. Too hot-headed for his own good, Jerud would be in some kind of scrape nearly every week.


  She watched him down a full mug of the ale and wipe his face on his sleeve. She suspected that he’d already been drinking, the way his breath smelled so foul and his expression hardly had the tender softness she was used to seeing, especially when he was speaking to her.


  “So you won’t tell me your woes?” she asked, very cautiously.


  “I said, it’s not your worry.”


  The tavern door opened and one of Jerud’s burly friends, Kevin Stroud, strode inside. Spying Jerud, he moved toward their table. “He’ll fight you, brother,” Kevin announced.


  “And I’ll beat him to a bloody pulp,” Jerud said, with a grimace that made Fiona shiver.


  “Please, Jerud, don’t go fighting again?” she pleaded with him.


  His eyes softened, but for only an instant. “This doesn’t concern you, you keep to yourself.”


  “Jerud you’re not thinking clearly,” she tried again.


  “Get on,” he scowled as he turned back to Kevin. “We can settle this tonight,” he said. “You tell him. If he has the guts!” Jerud was shouting as his friend made a hasty purposeful retreat.


  Fiona graced her fiancee with a pair of sad green eyes, afraid to speak with anything but her facial expression.


  “Don’t say it woman,” he told her.


  “You don’t have to be angry with me, Jerud,” Fiona shot back indignantly. “I’m only thinking about you.”


  He eyed her carefully, letting his gaze go beyond the surface level, to the more pleasing aspect of his relationship with the sensuous woman. He inspected her bosom, that was pressed against the wooden table, the generous cleavage appearing to beckon him away from all other thoughts. He didn’t have time to take her properly, but maybe something quick, in the shed behind the tavern. He seized on the thought and let it settle in on him. His cock was responding pleasantly in his pants, beginning to throb against the rough fabric. The prospects of her dark hole lured him, as did the vibrant dark eyes that reached out to him with a steady assurance that there was some peace within her limbs and fragrant body.


  The ale swimming through his system was making him a little light headed, a good brisk fuck would bring the blood back into his body, where he needed the strength for a good fight. Rising from his the table, he grabbed Fiona’s hand.


  “What are you doing?” she exclaimed in surprise.


  “You’ll find out.” Jerud was not acting like he usually did. The good-natured man that so easily wooed her was absent, replaced by a man whose darker passions were riding on the surface, as a cloak of frightening agitation.


  “Jerud, please!” she said, trying to squirm away.


  He grabbed her about the waist, and half carried her out of the Tavern’s back door.


  “I’m not going to hurt you, Fi, just take a little from your arse to inspire me!”


  “You can’t now!” she howled, as her legs and arms kicked and flailed.


  “I’ll take what’s mine,” he informed her, hauling her into the wooden shed. “And give you a good whipping you don’t mind me!”


  His hands worked at a frenzied pace, once he set her back down on her feet. Hastily pushing her over a stack of firewood, he lifted her skirt while he pulled his hard cock from his pants.


  The woodpile scratched her arms, the suddenness of the assault frightened her, and she would have done anything to get away. Yet this was Jerud, and he’d never hurt her before. Her best instincts were to simply relent. When her ass was bared, he played with the pink white cheeks, his hands diving into the waiting warmth. The familiar feel of her lover’s hands soothed Fiona’s fears, and a silly excitement seemed to flow from him to her, so she struggled less to get away. When he thrust his prick deep into her hole with an eager zeal, it sent a shock of sparks through her whole system.


  Jerud was not for one minute the man she was used to. There was something more, like a devil was in him. And yet, she was still succumbing, even as she was so mixed up she didn’t know what she should do. Her burning loins were exploding with too much sexual heat to suddenly squelch the feeling.


  Jerud banged against her back side hard, his hand occasionally slapping her rear as if he was riding an animal.


  “Oh, god, oh no,” she burst into tears, not so much from pain, but the hard driving effort. He smacked her ass harder still, the lusty warmth of it making her own orgasm about to break loose, even if felt like Jerud had forced it from her body. But, her quick rush of pleasure was cut short, as Jerud rammed himself against her, and cried out with a vibrant roar of finality.


  


  He did not pull away at first, but collapsed against her, so she could feel his heavy muscled body pressed tightly to her backside. His cock was still hard and throbbing, but as the moments passed it began to subside and slowly soften. His groin seemed fused to her, a prickly sensation beginning to make her squirm, as the air hit their sweating, out of breath bodies. It felt as if some lead weight was being lifted from her backside when Jerud finally pulled away leaving Fiona to stand on her own. She had no idea what manner of man would greet her as she recouped from the ruthless screw. The fierceness scared her. And one look in his eyes and she could see that the copulation had only taken part of his frightening darkness away.


  “You’re a good woman, Fiona McTavish,” he said, his large hands reaching out and bringing her close to him, so that he cradled her in his arms.


  She began to cry again, though she had no explanation for the tears. He stroked her head with gentle hands, but she could still feel the brewing agitation in him. And when they began to hear the commotion outside the woodshed, he pushed Fiona away.


  “I have to go, luv. You stay in the tavern and take care.”


  “You’re going to fight this man?”


  “I have no choice,” he replied.


  “No choice? What is this about?”


  “I told you, it’s none of your concern, you stay in the tavern and don’t come out!” He was more sullen than ever, and the scowl that broke out on his face scared her. His tone of voice was so severe. He’d never ordered her around this way. She might have thought that her own life depended on her staying in the tavern, but she assumed this fight, with whoever it was, was a personal matter between Jerud and the scoundrel that enraged him.


  At the door of the shed, he motioned her to his side, and pushing her through toward the back of the tavern, he gave her a fierce shove. “Stay inside, or I’ll thrash your ass like I never have before when I’m done with this deed!”


  She saw him skirt around the side of the building, and out of sight.


  


  Inside the tavern, Fiona heard a few shouts, but nothing more. As the dreadful minutes dragged on, she wanted to race outside to see what was happening. Jerud and this sworn enemy must have been fighting in the field beyond the tavern.


  “I have to see what’s happening!” she finally told Jon Travis.


  “Don’t Fiona! It’s Jerud’s battle not yours. You’re of no good to him going out there and inciting more of this nonsense.”


  “What does that mean?” she asked.


  He looked at her cautiously, his eyes narrowing as he stared into her green ones. “You don’t know?”


  “Know what!”


  He cleared his throat and stared longer, as if he didn’t want the unpleasant task of this explanation. “He’s fightin’ over you, Fi.”


  “Over me? Why in heaven’s name?”


  “Some bloody fool from the north county was saying some pretty mean things about you. Your Jerud is defending your honor.”


  “Damn with defending my honor!” she roared. She was grabbing for her shawl, ready to bolt from the door.


  “Don’t go, Jerud is right. You’re better off out of sight. It really started with that, but there are other things. Your Jerud doesn’t know how to hold his tongue sometimes.”


  “Then he needs me to help him, the bull-headed bastard!” she exclaimed.


  But as she was about to bolt from the tavern, she heard scuffling just outside the door and backed away. When the door suddenly burst open, a half dozen men, including the gallant blacksmith that had tried to secure her honor, and several of Jerud’s friends were carrying her lover into the safety of the tavern.


  “Been hurt awful bad,” Kevin said.


  Fiona looked at Jerud’s face, seeing nothing but blood, that looked as if it was flowing from his eye, and a deep gash above it.


  “Didn’t know he’d have a knife,” she heard Jerud groan. It was the only thing he said, and it was not necessarily to her, since it was unlikely that he even knew that Fiona had pressed her way to his side. The men carried him to a room at the back of the tavern where there was a bed for him to lie on.


  “It’s bad miss,” the blacksmith told her.


  “Why did you do this!” Fiona screamed loudly, as she tried to put her hand on Jerud’s bloody brow.


  “Hush miss,” someone said, and as she watched the blacksmith mop Jerud’s brow with a cloth. The blood continued to flow and the well beaten man passed out.


  “Will he be okay?” she asked, looking up at the men for some encouragement. Her eyes ready to gush with a flood tears.


  “I don’t think so, Fi,” Kevin said, kindly. He pulled at the side of Jerud’s vest, to show an even bloodier wound at his side. “The knife went deep,” he said.


  Apparently the knife in Jerud’s side went as deep as the one that suddenly pierced Fiona’s heart. She covered his body with her own, as the life passed out of him, as one minute she could feel his breathing chest and the next minute she could not. He lay so still, soundless, no blustery commands, no gallant smile, no witty repartee, no Jerud left in the room, just an empty shell of a man.


  


  “You cry your heart out all night, Miss,” the blacksmith told her at the tavern door. The commotion of the night had ended, and the crowd of curious were dispersing.


  “I suppose I will,” she agreed, as fresh tears were surfacing. It felt better doing this than holding in the grief. For a gruff man, the blacksmith was being awfully kind. So much kinder than the others.


  “They blame me, don’t they?” she said, looking up at the man’s dear face.


  “It was Jerud’s battle, not yours,” he replied.


  “Jerud would say that,” she conceded. But now Jerud was dead, and there was no lover, and no one to defend her. “I should ask your name, sir, we’ve never been introduced.”


  “Joshua, Joshua Kane.”


  “Thank you, Joshua Kane,” she said, smiling lightly, pouring out sadness and gratitude in the same instant. She was weary, with too much to think about, and no desire for one blessed thought at all. She wished she could just curl up and die herself, let the angels take her to Jerud wherever his soul was. It seemed much more pleasant than living her life without the future they had planned.


  




  


  Chapter Three


  


  For two weeks after Jerud’s burial, they scowled at her, barked commands, and did not let Fiona forget that it was in a fight over her that their friend Jerud Daugherty died.


  She assumed the worst of this harassment would die away, though for days she did nothing but wait on the tavern guests, and then retreat quickly to her room upstairs when the evening was over. She rarely saw the mysterious blacksmith. Perhaps he thought her troubles would die away too, she thought.


  “I’ll just have to protect myself,” she repeated over and again to herself.


  


  “Is Leedy Mallick getting rough with you, Fi?” Mr. Travis, asked her one afternoon.


  “I can handle him,” she assured her employer. “He gets a little drunk and starts talking but I shove him away.”


  “I’m not so sure,” he said, shaking his head. “These men are scoundrels, Fiona, and you have no man to take care of you now. I’m not so sure this little valley is the right place for you.”


  “I know no other place, sir,” Fiona replied with a haughty proud tone. “This is where I was born, bless both my poor parents. I shall stay here, I wouldn’t know any other place to go.”


  He shook his head, looking at the lovely young woman, thinking that like all the other young lasses in this poor valley, she’d be used up quickly, hopefully at the hands of a husband, and not these ruffians or the roving bandits that passed through their village.


  


  There was a brisk penetrating wind howling though a shadowy evening, just after sunset. Fiona was on her way to the smoke house with cured meat, that Jon Travis wanted her to put there. A strange shuffling at her back caused Fiona to turn abruptly.


  “My gawd! You shocked me!”


  Leedy Mallick was leering at her with pitiful eyes that gave off a light she’d not seen before on any man. Either he was very drunk, or crazy.


  He reached out to grab her and she dropped the meat to ground. Wanting to cry out, the best effort that escaped her was a squeal, before Leedy’s hand clamped down on her mouth.


  “Don’t say a word, whore,” he seethed in her ear. “I’d as soon kill you as keep you alive.” Something hard pressed against her ribs. Were it a knife, it was close enough to slash her, a pistol, her life could be over in seconds.


  She felt his other hand pulling at her skirt. Her eyes widened as she recognized what he planned to do. By then, without her realizing it, they were behind the shed; and with the frightful wind, were she to scream, there was little chance anyone would hear her.


  “You must be missing your cunt poked, whore,” Leedy snarled. There was a disgusting bit of spittle on his lips, and she fought to keep her face from him, though those horrid lips were beginning to descend on her.


  Annoyed by her heavy woolen skirt, Leedy turned his attention away from her mouth, to the task of pulling the garment away. His hand suddenly found a place to hold on to her thigh. She was afraid she was going to be sick to her stomach, the retched smells of his body, and the rush of fear running rampant though her were making her nauseous.


  “Let go of me!” she whispered desperately.


  “I told you not to talk,” he confirmed his earlier message. The implement that threatened her pushed even harder against her.


  He reached for the top of her underwear and would quickly yank it down, when all of a sudden some mysterious force propelled Leedy away. His body abruptly fell to the ground some distance from Fiona, leaving the woman in a state of dumbfound shock as she stared down at her attacker.


  At her side, the blacksmith, Joshua Kane, grabbed at her, leaving Leedy to his own devices, and Fiona was swept up on the dark horse, and carried away.


  She rode behind the man in a mindless oblivion, with a torrential rain pouring down around them, soaking them to the skin. Nonetheless, she was warmed by the unexpected but clear assurance that this swift move had protected her life, and she could be nothing but grateful.


  ***


  Fiona woke to a bright sun streaming through the curtains of a small room. The bed she slept in was covered with a lace edged coverlet she would never have expected at the blacksmith’s home. There were other delicate things in the room, a lovely carved chest, a fine porcelain vase, and a thick rug by the bed that belonged in some gentleman’s home, not Joshua Kane’s.


  When the burly blacksmith carried her away on his horse the night before, the rain penetrated her clothes, and he threw his own cloak around her shoulders to protect her. The ride to his home was far longer that she anticipated. When they arrived at the quaint cottage both were soaked to the skin. Inside the warmth of his house, Joshua had lent her one of his white night shirts and a robe to use for the night. She sat in a chair by his fire for a time, letting the heat of the flame get inside her weary limbs.


  Fiona said very little to her rescuer, still shaken by the brush with rape and possible death. She considered her escape nothing but miraculous. But with death so close, she wondered if it might not have been better to die, as face what would happen now that she’d survived Leedy’s attack. He was not the first man that had assaulted her since Jerud’s death, though she had not taken any of the unwanted advances seriously. What would she have done if Joshua Kane had not been there? And what of Joshua Kane? What was his intent bringing her to his house, she a young woman, and he an older man? This arrangement was scandalous at best, though she could be certain, at least for the time being, no one knew of it. How long that would last was difficult to speculate.


  All these thoughts clamored for space in Fiona’s worried brain, but she was at the very least assured that Joshua Kane’s first inclinations were honorable. He was insistent that she simply rest after her awful ordeal.


  “What am I to do, sir,” she finally spoke as the fire was dwindling down, and it was clearly time to retire for the night.


  “Nothing tonight. You’ll think about it in the morning, Fiona McTavish,” he ordered her sternly. “You need your rest now.”


  She was content to obey him, her mind not ready to solve any problem.


  


  With the sun up and shining into the room, the world now looked much brighter to the barmaid. Though, as she sat up in Joshua’s lovely guest room, she still wondered how this sudden turn of events would play out.


  Pulling herself out of the bed, Fiona realized by the position of the sun, that it was well into the morning, and she’d slept far longer than she was accustomed to. She looked to see that her clothes had dried, and Joshua had apparently delivered them to her, as they were neatly lying on a chair just inside the room. Dressing, she took a quick look in a mirror hanging over the chest of drawers, wishing she had a brush to comb out her tangled mass of hair. Pinching her pale cheeks, she then dashed out the door to find her rescuer.


  Her first real look at Joshua’s cottage in daylight revealed a neat but small home, with just several rooms upstairs, a kitchen, dining room and sitting room downstairs. There was little ornamentation to decorate the house, though she expected little from the unpretentious bachelor. Looking about, she discovered that Joshua was no were to be found inside. Expecting as much, she peered outside, and spied him just inside his barn, working at his forge.


  Quickly exiting the cottage, she made her way to the doorway of the barn, to see the blacksmith’s sweating body plying his trade before the hot fire. His shoulder length hair, the full beard, and well muscled chest made him look more fierce than the other times she’d seen him. And yet, despite his robust earthy aspect, when he looked up at her, his eyes were quite tender.


  Backing away from his work, he approached her, motioning her into the fresh morning air, where they could view the valley that went on for miles beyond them. They stood for some moments eyeing the breathtaking sight as white fluffy clouds marched along the sky creating patches of gray along a valley floor that was otherwise bathed in the bright sun.


  “I see your clothes have dried,” Joshua said, turning to her.


  “Yes, thank you. I really have slept far too long today. Mr. Travis will be wondering where I am.”


  “Mr. Travis knows where you are. I sent him word early this morning.”


  “Then I should be getting back to the Tavern.”


  “No, you won’t,” the blacksmith answered firmly.


  “But sir?” she objected.


  “You’ll stay here. It’s safer.”


  “Oh no, Mr. Kane, Leedy Mallick won’t bother me again.”


  “No, he will not, because you’re not safe in the east side of the valley. You’ll stay here until we can find a suitable position for you elsewhere. I’ve already made some inquiries.”


  “Inquiries?”


  “Friends of mine. Something will come up shortly.”


  “But sir, my staying here. This is hardly appropriate,” she countered him, though only half-heartedly. She liked the comfort of this blacksmith’s home, and his kind manner. She would be happy to remain here, even though an unmarried woman, living with an unmarried man could become a scandalous situation with just a few brief remarks to the wrong sort of people.


  “There will be nothing to fear from me, and until I know you’re safe, you’ll remain in my house. Now, I have work to do. If you want to be useful, you may bring me dinner in an hour.”


  Fiona gave him a swift smile. It was all she could, since he turned abruptly and went back to the barn. Fiona returned to the house, and Joshua Kane’s generous larder, to find something suitable for a dinner meal.


  




  


  Chapter Four


  


  It was two weeks under Joshua Kane’s roof before Fiona broached the subject of leaving again. She would hope his inquiries about a position for her might prove successful. In the meantime, the blacksmith was perfectly content to have her stay. She cooked and cleaned for him, even though as a bachelor, he seemed perfectly capable of running his business as well as a ship shape house. She wondered why he didn’t have a wife, why he’d even come to the county two years before and settled down in this place. It seemed that few people ever moved into this valley. Newcomers landed mostly by accident, not by any well intentioned plan. Joshua Kane’s arrival looked quite deliberate. Where did he come from? Where was his family? Though they talked of many things in their evenings together, these were questions Fiona was too afraid to ask.


  During the fortnight, Joshua had left her once, on the second day of her stay, to get her things at the Tavern. While he was gone, he instructed her to remain inside the house as if there was no one home. Just off a well traveled road, Joshua didn’t want someone wandering in to discover Fiona alone.


  “Sir, have you had any response to your queries about a position for me?” she asked him one night as he was settling in to read a book by the fire, and she was settling down to a piece of embroidery she was working. They looked a little like an old married couple sitting before the fire. Fiona was impressed to see that Joshua read so well, another indication to her that perhaps he’d been born into a higher station than his life’s work suggested. And yet, for all his avid reading, he did not fail to engage Fiona in many lively conversations that drew her out of what could have been a very lonely existence in his house.


  “I have not had a response as yet,” he answered her question. “Though I feel certain that a position with a vicar in the neighboring shire will work out within two months, if nothing happens sooner. However, I would hope you’d find something in a larger town that would give you more opportunity than you’ve had here.”


  She nodded in agreement, thinking she had little desire to live in the confines of a small community, even though it was all she’d ever known.


  


  Several nights later, when they passed each other at the bottom of the stairs, their bodies brushed quite close. The two had made certain in the weeks following her attack, that they kept a judicious distance.


  “Excuse me, sir,” Fiona apologized when she realized that she was in the man’s way.


  “That’s quite all right,” he said, starting to step aside.


  He was so close to her, Fiona thought she could feel his beating heart, though that would be impossible. His imposing stance above her made her feel so very small. He seemed to surround her by his very mien, a sensation not all that uncomfortable, though it played upon her body in the same way Jerud’s closeness would play on her.


  She expected him to back away further, but he did not; instead his mouth came down to cover hers with an affectionate warm kiss.


  The smell of smoke about him was a strange aphrodisiac, and her body moved in curious leaps and bounds, as she expected his arms to follow the lead of his desire.


  “I apologize, I should not,” Joshua said, abruptly backing away.


  “But I want you too,” Fiona immediately responded. It had been weeks since any arms had comforted her, since that all too brief and bizarre moment in the shed with Jerud. But for all her desire, Fiona could see the mixed feelings in Joshua’s expression as the possibilities loomed before him.


  “I will not do to you what I’ve vowed to protect you from. You’d be best to guard yourself,” he finally said.


  “I’m not a pure woman for you to protect, Mr. Kane. I’m used to passion in my life.”


  “But you have no idea who I am.” His last words were curt, and he moved briskly away.


  Fiona had no idea why this sudden rampant desire had surged through her. Though she suspected that her feelings for Joshua Kane had been brewing from that first meeting in the Half Moon Tavern. Now revealed to her, she wondered what to do with them.


  


  There was a strain in their once amiable relationship from that moment. And it would seem that her stay with Mr. Kane would soon be at an end; for there would be little way for her to remain in his house with the sordid thoughts that reigned in her mind. What the blacksmith was thinking she wasn’t sure, though she suspected whatever past he harbored had arisen to enforce the gentlemanly air he now assumed with her.


  “I’ve made arrangements for you with the Vicar at St. Timothy’s church,” he announced one morning soon after their tiny confrontation. “It is premature. They weren’t quite ready for you, but the Vicar agreed. I think given the circumstances it’s for the best.”


  Fiona looked at the man in shock, realizing that she was not ready to leave his home. And she could hardly bear the thought of residing with a Vicar. “I’ve offended you, haven’t I?” Fiona said, slumping down in a chair opposite him.


  “Offended me? Never,” he replied earnestly.


  “But you expected that I was more of lady than I am,” she said.


  “I’ve known what kind of lady you are since I met you at the Tavern, or do you forget the circumstances of our first meeting?” He said it without a single bit of scorn. “I do not profess to be a virgin at my age, the thought is laughable; but even so, I could never take a woman such as you, as if you were a convenient whore to service me.”


  “And I would never think myself a convenient whore,” she agreed. “But Mr. Kane, I do have a desire to find love again. And I certainly make no excuses for my past attempts to have it.”


  “I’d never ask you to explain your past, anymore than you would ask me to explain mine. About that we can agree. But you are quite right. You need to be on with the task of finding a husband, and there’s little way you can find one living here. Perhaps at the vicarage the possibilities would be more available.”


  The vicarage sounded like a death sentence, but Fiona could hardly protest this arrangement, since Joshua Kane had been so very good to her these many weeks.


  ***


  A week later, on the eve of her departure, Fiona went up to her room right after dinner to pack the few things she would take with her. There was an ever present sadness in her heart that weighed on her heavily. Watching Joshua light his pipe and sit in his chair by the fire, she knew she would be missing their evenings together; yet the longing in her went far beyond a simple longing of the heart. Deeper in her loins, there was a craving for this man that pressed on her more dearly than anything she’d ever experienced with Jerud.


  There seemed something about them together that suggested their pairing would befit them both; but she was certainly at a loss to explain her feelings to him. If there was any man to wed her, he would always pale in comparison to Joshua Kane. She could not imagine giving herself to another without a constant regret. The blacksmith’s visage, his every aspect would be in her mind, even as she made love.


  How had they gone this long without having made some move beyond their pleasant conversations and clear good will? It was mystery to her.


  


  Joshua Kane sat back in his chair staring into the fire, his book remaining open on his lap, but unread.


  It was strange to him that he could carouse with the best scoundrels in the county, bed the finest fleshy whores; and yet find himself suddenly acting like a virtuous gentlemen in the presence of this common girl, when he knew she would have him under her skirt without much effort at all.


  For weeks she’d seduced him with a vibrant charm, her lush red hair, and the fine full bosom. The delicate line of her neck and her flashing green eyes enticed him daily. She was not conniving like most women in her position might be, ones that could easily see him as a worthy husband. He would take her the twenty miles journey in the morning, and wish her well; though he knew in his heart that he would miss seeing her bright face, miss hearing her pleasant conversation, and listening for the swish of her skirt. Most of all, he’d miss the allure of her arousing body. Often in the night he thought of taking her in his arms, and loving her with all the lust driven desire that a man would have for a full blooded woman as she.


  


  Mr. Kane,” he heard his name and looked up to see Fiona at his side.


  “I’d have liked to have stripped my bed and laundered my bedclothes for you, but I won’t have time in the morning.”


  “That’s not your worry, Fiona, I’ve received most generously from you these weeks, you needn’t do anything more for me.”


  Their eyes were set on the other’s with a stare that would not stop. And then, something made him reach out and take her hand in his, the soft warmth from it reaching him deeply.


  He rose from his chair, standing over her small frame as she gazed up at him in wonder, her bright green eyes looked excited and puzzled. In the same instant that he brought her into his arms, he brought his lips to hers, experiencing the softness that he’d only known only once before. She pressed her anxious body to his, thinking she would melt into his large chest, the way this sudden burst of passion was consuming them both.


  “I shouldn’t do this, but I can’t let you go,” he said, as if something else was taking over in him. Something carnal, extraordinarily physical, and for some reason, necessary. For a brief moment, he waited for her protest, but there was none. It was the last opportunity she would have to back away from the advance. With her silent consent, he lifted her slight body in his arms as if she weighed nothing at all, and he took her up the stairs and into his room.


  


  Unlike her small room, Joshua’s was enormous, enormous to hold such an enormous bed, with four pillars at the four corners, all carved in heavy oak. Down the hall from her room, she had not in all her weeks in his house ventured here. Not officially his housekeeper, she hadn’t felt familiar enough to make the journey, though she could have many times. And since Joshua closed his door every morning when he left to go downstairs, she hadn’t felt right about breaching this private place of his.


  Now, she felt like a princess when he brought her to his amazing bed, the bed of a gentleman, not a blacksmith; though her curiosity with the bed and the room would have to wait, since she was much more emotionally consumed by what was about to happen to her on the downy comforter where he laid her down.


  Locked together, the two roamed about the glorious soft covers in a rough and animated romp. For a long time he seemed content to have his arms about her graceful body, pressing his chest to her breasts, and the cushion they provided for him. With their lips fixed together, they made an ardent journey about each other’s opened mouths. And she groaned lustily when his lips made a quick excursion down her neck.


  Unbuttoning her high necked dress, he pulled the garment back to gaze for the first time at the tender breasts she’d taunted him with for so many many days. Their fragrant smell made diving into them with his kisses all the more pleasant. Taking nibbles of her soft sweet skin, he would leave tiny red marks where he feasted on her flesh.


  Like a city whore, her bawdy response was a welcome joy, though he would never think of her as a common whore, just a commoner who already seemed to know a good deal about the rudiments of making love. She pressed her leg between his thighs, and moved on him, so that his manhood still imprisoned in his pants, could feel her wanton come on. The main feast would soon begin, he thought to himself, but he would make this excited taking last, for it might be the only one he’d ever have with her.


  Pulling off of her, he stood over her beside the bed, while he unbuttoned his shirt. Looking down at Fiona’s alluring smile, he watched it turn into a lusty smirk, as her own hands began to finish what his had begun. Unbuttoning the bodice of her dress, she continued on until it was opened wide. There was just a soft cotton chemise between him and a gaze at all her female treasures.


  Fiona watched Mr. Kane from her submissive repose, as he dispensed with his shirt, his brawny shoulders and hard chest sent a shiver of excitement through her. Jerud was a man, but not a man like this. This blacksmith would devour her with his authoritarian power, with a surge of masculine energy that swelled within him, and indeed swelled him between his legs. Removing his trousers, he quickly pushed down his undergarment too, so that his full naked form was there in all its imposing glory for her to see.


  “You’re a breathtaking sight, Miss Fiona,” he said, seeing her own chest exposed, her naked breasts bobbing so luridly against her body, and her female triangle below waving as if it was beckoning him on.


  “And indeed you are too, Mr. Kane,” she answered him back, as she saw the rock hard cock between his legs, and waited as the man moved down to take her.


  Parting her thighs, he caressed her with spirited enthusiasm. With both hands, he pushed away her clothes, so she was as naked as he was on the bed. When he plunged himself into the succulent pink of her womanhood, she gasped at a well remembered sensation, one she’d missed much too long.


  “Ah, ah, yes,” she murmured.


  This wasn’t Jerud, this was something altogether more fierce. Even as fierce as Jerud could be, his body, his fervor and his passion could not match this man. Joshua held her hands in his, one on either side of her head, as if he was binding her. As his hips continued their attentive thrusts, she roared back at him lustily, not like a lady, but like a well taken woman. She moved her own hips against his, and squeezed his cock hard with every move it made inside her sloshy wet home.


  It was only a few brief moments and Fiona could feel the crashing sensation of her satisfaction beginning to take importance above all else. Joshua watched her lively, lovely form thrash under him, as he listened to the little pants and squeals of climax. He’d never known a woman so quickly aroused and satisfied, indeed many women didn’t even know the satisfaction to be gained from this most masculine act. Fiona McTavish was a treasure.


  Her cumming sex made his cock all the more pleased. As her inner muscles milked him, he could sense his own pleasure about to burst. He held back as long as he could, but perhaps this was not the moment for long endings, for his body insisted on the completion. His raging cock rammed her opening body hard and fast, until all the fine flood of sperm and energy was passed from him to her.


  


  “I should’ve had you long ago, lass,” he told her when their bodies were still pressed tightly together, the flesh mingling so closely neither knew where one ended and the other began.


  She purred her delicate sounds in his ear, nothing specific, just the emergence of a pleasurable moan of accord.


  “I shall love you all night long, Fiona McTavish,” he said to her, as he rolled over, and pulled her lithe naked form on top of his. She lay on him as if he was a pillow, a downy soft wet breathing pillow.


  “And then send me away in the morning?” she said. As the words came, she was about to cry.


  “No, no never, lass. You cannot leave here,” he said. “Never!”


  She smiled to herself, it was all she really needed to know. She would have left him at this juncture, glad for just this one time; but she was assured that he wanted more from her. That just pleased her all the more.


  “Then I’ll stay in this bed with you, Mr. Kane,” she said giggling, as she looked at the luxury she had discovered in this room.


  “Only if you call me Joshua, my love. This formality is unnecessary.”


  “Joshua.” She said his name with an affectionate sigh.


  The way she said it made the blacksmith sigh himself, there was such a lush quality in her voice, the same lushness in her body, and every fragrant part of her. He could not get enough of her as his hands groped the places that he’d earlier missed. He’d not miss a one by the time the night was over.


  When he rolled her body off of his, he rose to pee at the basin, and run a cool cloth over his skin.


  Fiona lay back on her “princess bed” looking around the unfamiliar room, with its lace and finely crafted furniture, and tapestry on the wall.


  “You are no ordinary blacksmith,” she observed.


  “And you’re no ordinary barmaid,” he returned, as he came back to the bed.


  “Will you tell me why you sport these fine things, and shoe horses all day long?” she asked him.


  He moved in next to her in the bed after watching her for some moments, admiring her lovely generous assets.


  “In good time, but not now,” he answered. She detected a degree of hurt in his dark eyes when he said this. It was something she’d never seen in him before. She was sure that there was something unspeakable in his past, and for the moment it wasn’t necessary to know what it was about. But she was sure that there were mysteries about him that would shock her perhaps, and she liked that. She liked having a man of mystery as her own. The intrigue was another seductive aspect of him, that drew her deeper into his sumptuous lair.


  




  


  Chapter Five


  


  Fiona gazed at Joshua as he sat with his back to her at the rough hewn dining table. His dark hair had been freshly washed earlier that morning and she thought of running her hands through it. He was such a substantial man, his great earnest bearing sent all her desires flowing madly almost every time she took a moment to appreciate them with undiscovered stares like this one. Her body quaked easily in his presence, especially since she now shared the enormous bed in his upstairs room. There were nightly excursions between the smooth fancy sheets; the curious contrast always amazed her, thinking how crude and elemental their lovemaking was amid the finery of his bed. She felt like a princess and a bawdy woman in the same moment, and she loved the feeling.


  Fiona approached her gentleman lover from behind and placed her hands on his shoulders, rubbing them gently, her fingers feeling his lustrous hair.


  “Where’ve you been?” he said gruffly, pulling her around beside him, he smacked her bottom hard.


  “Are you mad at me?” she moaned. “What have I done?”


  “I wanted to be out early today, my fine wench,” he said. Though he was gruff, his eyes also sparkled, so she knew he wasn’t angry at all.


  “I suppose I took a little more time than I should have to get ready,” she explained, as she tried to wiggle from his grasp to fetch his breakfast from the kitchen.


  “You’re going no where, Fiona McTavish,” he said sternly.


  “But your breakfast, you were leaving early?” she reminded him, even as his hands were all over her.


  “First, a little correction for your crime,” he said, his face looking seriously grim. Before Fiona realized what he was doing, she was over Joshua’s lap, his hand making a brisk and spirited journey about her bottom.


  “Ooo! Ouch! Stop that!” she wailed.


  “Only giving you what you deserve, my fine brat!” he charged. His hand was smacking her quite hard, and though her skirt still covered her behind, she was beginning to experience the most extraordinary warmth, as well as the stinging pain from the repeated stokes.


  “Oh, sir, please stop!” she cried, for an instant trying to cover her behind with her hands. That only seemed to make the blacksmith angry, as he gathered them in his left hand and held them tightly to against her back.


  “Oh, please, I don’t deserve this!” she tried again.


  “Ah! deserve it you do!” he charged back


  Though he wasn’t really hurting her, she couldn’t fathom her lover’s purpose—at least not until he paused a bit, and with the same hand that he spanked her, he began to massage her tender rear.


  “Ooo, my!” she exclaimed. The strangest things were happening to her, a sudden wild ungodly heat was racing through her loins.


  Another few smacks, and she knew the blacksmith wasn’t angry at all, but aroused. She could even feel his arousal as his pants bulged beneath her.


  Stopping the spanking altogether, their mutual heat made them ravenous. Pulling her up to his lap and undoing the tie of her blouse, he pulled the garment down, freeing her breasts for his eyes to see. Such lust was in his gaze! But then the lust was mutual. She couldn’t wait to have her own hands on Joshua’s naked skin.


  “You make me very happy, my fine wench,” he said, as his face pressed against her succulent flesh and kissed her hard. A hand still at her bottom, cradled it in his palm and he squeezed a rear cheek so she remembered the pleasurable pain.


  “Ooo, do I?” she purred, her thoughts falling away, as her physical pleasure was quickly mounting. He squeezed her breasts with a decided firmness, and her whole body swooned with delight. “You do things to me sir, I cannot describe.”


  He pulled her blouse down completely, baring her torso.


  Her mouth descended to his lips and she licked them with a teasing tongue, having found that he particularly liked to be kissed and licked on the mouth. There must be some special thrill that raced through his body, the way this kind of play always made his cock grow stiff.


  Joshua’s hand reached up under her skirt and found the edge of her drawers. Just the simple act of fondling her there brought back the warmth he’d begun with his fierce hand. He sent a round of shivers through her that made her jerk right there on his lap.


  “Oh, the things you do to me, how can I live like this, this much passion?” she said, not expecting an answer, it was solely a statement of the fine pleasure this was raising in her.


  He stood up with her in his arms and laid her down with her back on the table, her legs opened wide. Drawing up her skirt, he quickly thrust himself inside the warm dark hole at the center of her womanhood. She closed around him with a ready pulsing, and let her mind go free of all troubled thoughts, as she let him drive his cock deeper and deeper inside her. He reached down and took her nipples in his hands and pinched them gently. She bucked against the hard table in response, and rocked as rudely as she could against his groin, knowing how close he was to ejaculation, knowing how much he liked it rough like this.


  When she heard him howl with a luscious wail, she was only then becoming used to, she let her mind float back to her own body as it was preparing for its climax. He held her tightly to him, his cock still stiff while she moved and swayed, finding just the right manner of stroking and jerking that sent her right to the edge and over.


  “Oh, my god, Joshua, yes!” she screamed, loving the abandon, the feeling of complete freedom that making love to Joshua Kane brought to her. And when it was over, she went limp, as the tiny spasms that made her body twinge finally died away.


  


  “Your face looks so peaceful, Fi,” the blacksmith remarked as he stared down at her lovely youthful eyes.


  “That’s because you’ve brought me peace, in many ways, my love.”


  He smiled.


  “You won’t cast me off, will you, sir?” she asked.


  “And why should I?” he queried back, annoyed by the very implication.


  “I’m just a common woman, certainly you could be bedding a wife of some substance greater than a silly barmaid.”


  She was still lying against the table, as he was finally pulling his cock from her. He slapped her thigh with a sharp whack.


  “None of that, or I shall have to strap your bottom for real to make my point,” he warned. “You do far too much to demean yourself, my Fiona. You’re as fine a woman as I have ever known.”


  “Oh, that can’t really be?” she stated.


  He looked at her with a grim expression. “Tell me I don’t know the truth? You wish to defy my feelings, or perhaps you want your ass to burn?”


  She blushed, as she looked at his stern face. “I’m sorry sir, I’ve just never been treated so well. This is more than I could have ever hoped for in my life. But sometimes I fear it’s only a dream. Some day I’ll wake up with Leedy Mallick staring me in the face, and realize that that shabby tavern is really my home.


  Joshua pulled Fiona up, so that she was sitting on the table. His huge arms went around her, and he let her rest her head against his chest, the flaming red hair caught in his hands as he stroked it gently.


  “I’ve told you that is all past, my love. You are in my care, my protection and my love. I have no intention of allowing you to live that nightmare again.”


  It was almost daily that he reassured her this way. He never seemed irritated that he needed to, as if it was his duty to make certain she realized she was safe. Fiona was young, a mere nineteen, and though she’d been graced with a natural wisdom of the working world she had known, she was still insecure about this life they were living together. So new and fresh, and unexpected. It had been an adjustment for them both.


  For Joshua, it was an adjustment having another person in his life, after having lived on his own a regular recluse for so long. He loved just looking at her, loving her sweet scent, and wild hair, and quirky sense of wit. She also annoyed him constantly, sometimes with too many questions, sometimes interrupting him when he wanted quiet, often not fitting into the schedule of his life; but these were small prices for her lusty company and comfort.


  


  “I’ll be gone nearly all day. You can make me a dinner, by sundown I suspect.” He had finished his breakfast and she watched him gather his things for what appeared to be a long ride that morning.


  “Why can’t you take me with you?” she asked.


  “Not this trip. I have business to attend to, and frankly you’d be in the way.”


  She looked a little hurt.


  “You’ll do fine on your own for a day, lass. Probably will be happy to have me out of the place,” he remarked.


  That was certainly not true, she thought, as she watched him throw his satchel over his shoulders and briskly leave the cottage. She stared out the window and waved goodbye, as he mounted his black stallion and rode off.


  The few times he’d been gone in the last four months were always painful days. She had plenty to keep her busy in the cottage, and with the few animals they kept; but she missed the sound of the hammer and forge, the gruff demands he made when he came in for his midday meal, and the quick bursts of affection that made her heart glad, and her body look forward to the evening shadows bringing on the night.


  During the day with Joshua gone, she did have time think of her life, and how this change was the most unexpectedly wonderful thing she could imagine. Occasionally, she thought of Jerud and the future that had died with him. It would have been a far rougher life than this one, and she almost felt guilty for her good fortune. Mostly, she thought of her life with Joshua, imagining how it might continue. He’d never talked of marriage, and she would never broach the subject. She wondered how secure she was in this arrangement, as indelicate as it was. There was a feeling sometimes that it was only temporary, though try as she might, she could never see exactly what was beyond it for her.


  


  It was well after sundown and Joshua’s stew had been sitting on the stove for at least two hours, though Joshua had not arrived home. Every few minutes, Fiona thought she heard something, and would run to a curtained window to peek outside. A half dozen of these rituals and he was still not there. She sat in her chair by the fireplace, mending by a dim light, trying to keep her concentration on the tiny stitches and not her mounting anxiety. Joshua had a fine mantle clock that ticked with rigorous precision, the annoying sound reminding her with each sharp sounding click that Joshua was not there. Three, four hours, it was all explainable the absence, considering the distance that he was going. But at midnight, her heart was beginning to pound with such anxiety, there was no way she could go to bed and sleep.


  She had long since stopped her needlework, her eyes too strained to go on, which only made the waiting worse with nothing to fix her mind on.


  When the clock chimed noisily at three a.m., Fiona jolted awake. It took a few moments to remember why she was sleeping in the chair. As she gathered her wits, she looked around to see if Joshua was yet home.


  A terrible tightness in her throat was making it difficult to breath. Would he return? Had there been some misfortune? An accident on the horse? Bandits? Gunshots? A bloody brawl? Her mind would not stop leaping from one catastrophe to another. She paced the floor for nearly a half hour then thought she might try to return to her bedroom. But just as she was turning toward the stairs, the door rattled, and she quickly jerked around to see Joshua come through the door, arm in arm with another man, the smell of whiskey everywhere. Despite the surprising circumstance, Fiona fell on Joshua in tears.


  “Oh, my God, I’ve been so scared!” She was sobbing.


  Joshua pushed her away from him.


  “Help me with my friend,” he said. “To the upstairs room.”


  “My room?” she asked.


  “Of course the spare room.” He was as gruff as ever, and without the twinkle in his eye.


  “But …” she tried to reason with him. She’d still maintained her own room out of a sense of propriety, against someone, on just such an occasion like this one, who might speculate on her living arrangement with the blacksmith.


  “C’mon, girl, upstairs,” Joshua urged impatiently, in no mood to argue. He’d apparently had a few good belts of some strong whiskey too.


  With Joshua’s help, Fiona led the man to her sweet smelling lace adorned room. Falling on the bed, the unplanned guest was instantly at odds with the feminine aspect of the small bed. His leather boots were caked with mud smearing the white blanket Fiona had taken such care with. She could do nothing but bite her tongue seeing the horrible mess. And it was not just the man’s boots; he looked as if his whole body had fallen into a mud puddle—and recently. His clothes were still wet.


  Beneath the mess, Fiona noticed that the man’s attire suggested he was not a common ruffian, but a man of some means. The riding clothes were well made. His shirt was silk and there was a fine gold ring on one hand.


  Fiona helped Joshua put the man to bed such as he was.


  “You can clean these in the morning,” he said, his blunt manner only slightly warmed.


  “Yes, sir,” she said, and she flew downstairs with the soiled garments in hand, before Joshua saw a new flurry of tears ready to burst from her tired eyes. She’d let the garments soak for the remainder of the night, then they’d be easier to clean.


  When Joshua did not come downstairs, she assumed he’d gone to bed. Extinguishing the oil lamp, she tiptoed past their houseguest’s door. It was the first time since she’d been sleeping with Joshua that she felt the impropriety of the arrangement. And though their guest, whoever he was, was dead asleep, she felt the need to sneak into the blacksmith’s room on the sly, as if she had to hide the truth.


  “Where were you, sir?” was the immediate question, Fiona ask her lover. Certainly he owed her some explanation.


  “The business detained me, and I joined my man Charley for a few rounds. Doesn’t hold his liquor well.” Joshua smirked. Fiona watched him pull away his clothes, the sight of his body sending a charge of excitement through her, though she was determined not to give in to his sexual advances.


  “You didn’t know I’d be worried?” she asked.


  “I’m here now, aren’t I?” he quipped.


  “Of course you are, but I was frightened. There’s stew in the pot that’s gone to waste, a fire in the grate long gone out, you have no idea the fear!”


  “Then c’mere, wench, and let me warm you,” Joshua said, with an amorous tone she recognized.


  She didn’t want to warm to him, she was still angry with him for his rude arrival, and the mountain of work his friend would cause her the next day.


  “C’mere!” He was more brusque this time, tired from the journey, the liquor and the late hour.


  There remained a petulant pout on her face, as she tiptoed softly toward him. He grabbed her when she was still a few feet off. “Don’t play the tease with me, lass. I need you now,” he said, planting a firm hand on her ass, then giving her bottom a brisk smack. She tumbled on to the bed with him, allowing Joshua to pull away her clothes. She made no effort to pleasure him, though it was not much revenge, since Joshua was quite adept at his taking his own pleasure. His hands were the same warm hands she was used to and his mouth the same passionate place of fire; even though she was repelled by the strong smell of liquor on his breath. She tried to pull away.


  Still, in spite of her annoyance, her body was responding to him. The spirits swimming in his veins did nothing to blunt his erection, and his cock was readily hard when he pushed her mouth down to his groin, inviting her to take it. The warm musk of his manly body was as arousing as always; certainly more appealing to her now than his pungent kisses.


  Finally, rather than think of pleasing him, she thought of the way she was being pleased herself, even as she ran her tongue along his hard shaft and the head of his penis. Her mind was filled with other times when they had been together, when she was not angry, and the things she did to him made her ready for a hearty screw. Those thoughts in her mind, her cunt pulsed in anticipation, her body spasming deliciously.


  Once Joshua was fully hard, he pulled Fiona back on top of his chest. Her legs spread wide, his cock easily slipped inside her. If anything, his state of mind made him all the more aggressive. He was looking for a swift climax, so his hands and mouth played as roughly as his cock did in its incessant prodding. She liked it rough, particularly now. She even scratched his back when he ran his fingernails along her skin, and nibbled at his shoulder, then at his lip—though not too hard lest she make him mad.


  He rolled her over in several positions, finally on top, he propped himself above her, and thrust himself deep in her cunt. Looking down at her with ferocious wild eyes, she might have thought he was enraged, though she knew he wasn’t. It was just his way to appear like the devil possessed by some unearthly fire while he was in the midst of sex. It was one thing about this savage lover that Fiona had become accustomed to.


  On this occasion, the young woman flashed back with the same kind of crude flaming eyes. She seized him, grasping for her pleasure; she would not give him any satisfaction without securing her own.


  “Yeeeeawwwwww,” he let loose with a fierce cry, which was soon followed by Fiona’s whimpering one.


  When he collapsed against her, she’d had enough; and with an adamant shove, pushed his heavy weight from her. They moved to opposite sides of the bed, saying nothing, and Joshua was snoring in seconds.


  


  It was late when Fiona woke the next morning, since it was nearly dawn before she fell asleep. Joshua was already up and out of the room.


  Finding the sour smell of liquor lingering in the air was making her stomach turn, Fiona quickly rose with a fresh dose of righteous indignation rising in her. After dressing herself, she grabbed Joshua’s soiled clothes from the floor, stripped the bed, and then bundling everything together, she went downstairs. It was not her usual day to do the laundry, but she’d do it anyway. Perhaps the activity would work off the anger that had not nearly been spent the night before.


  Downstairs, the two men looked fresh enough, sitting by a well stoked fire, drinking coffee. Charles was smoking a pipe.


  “Yer late,” Joshua exclaimed, seeing Fiona emerge. She scowled at the remark. “But the sleep did you well, you’re beautiful as ever,” he added. Apparently he’d returned to his usual good humor.


  The fiery redhead gave Joshua a brisk smile before she moved toward the kitchen.


  “Fi, don’t be rude to our guest. I’m sure he’d like to meet you. This is Charles Dabenow, an old friend of mine from London.”


  Fiona curtsied as the man turned around to eye her. “Sorry to cause you such trouble last night, miss, ‘friad I was a bit over done.”


  “I would certainly agree with you there,” she snapped haughtily. He had a charming smile that Fiona readily dismissed as insincere. She could think of nothing else to say. “Shall I make you breakfast?” she addressed both men.


  Joshua looked strangely befuddled by her attitude. “Please,” he said.


  She nodded to the two men. “I’ll call you when your meal is ready and you can serve him yourself.”


  “You’ll serve us here,” Joshua corrected.


  “I think not!” she answered boldly, just before she scooted out the door.


  


  Some minutes later, Joshua joined her in the kitchen.


  “Don’t sneak up on me,” she said, whipping around to face his exuberant grin.


  “You’re still angry,” he acknowledged, amused by her mood, as if observing a young child in the midst of a temper.


  “As well I should be, Joshua Kane!” She said no more, busying herself with breakfast.


  “Do I owe you some report?” he asked.


  “Oh, you gave me yours last night,” she reminded him. She wasn’t often a haughty woman, though now she was.


  “But you’re not satisfied?” Joshua asked.


  “I have no right to be otherwise,” she said. She was getting biscuits ready for the oven.


  “But still, you’re upset, let’s be out with it,” he insisted.


  Fiona turned and stared him down, not knowing exactly where to begin with her fury—and fury it was welling up inside her again.


  “I was worried sick over you, when you weren’t home. It was three o’clock, sir, when you told me you’d be home at sunset. And then, you take your pleasure with me, give me no comfort at all, treat me as a servant, ready to do your friend’s bidding, while he’s destroyed my room, mud everywhere. I’ll take all of that, but I don’t like it!” She turned back to her work.


  “Is that all?” he asked.


  She whipped around again.


  “NO! I don’t like the foul way your breath smelled! Now, I thank you to leave me to my work.” She pushed by him, to fetch more eggs.


  The blacksmith had never seen her quite like this. She was rather arousing when she was in a stew. Her cheeks flashed as brightly as her red hair. He supposed that she was likely right; he’d treated her shabbily. And yet, her behavior was unacceptable. Though he didn’t like tussling with an angry woman, he wouldn’t tolerate her being rude to his friend.


  “You may be righteously angry with me, Fi, and that we will discuss as civilized people at another time. But now, lass, I can’t allow you to refuse serving my guest.”


  “Oh, but I will refuse, sir,” she countered him.


  “Still?” He looked at her surprised by the quick retort.


  “Indeed, I refuse!”


  Joshua’s eyes narrowed seeing that she was not relenting. “Perhaps you’d like a trip to the barn, a reminder on your ass of whose home you abide in? You’re not a haughty wench, but you are acting like one now.”


  “I told you, I’ll not apologize for my feelings.”


  Joshua’s gentle, reassuring calm was turning to anger.


  “Then perhaps, it’s to the barn to teach you some manners.” He grabbed her hand.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “I’ve not made myself clear?”


  He was finished with words, and before she realized what was happening, they were out the back door, had crossed his yard and were in the barn. Moving swiftly, Joshua took a length of leather from the wall to use as a strap.


  “Bare your ass,” he ordered.


  “I will not!” she blared, as she tried to bolt for the door.


  “You will indeed!”


  “Not on your life,” she roared.


  He grabbed her arm.


  “All right then, I’ll bare your behind myself. It’s not as if I haven’t already seen it.”


  Dragging her kicking and screaming to a bench in the back of the stable, Joshua sat down. Doubling the leather in his hand, he raised her skirt to find her bare bottom; and though she continued to wiggle and squirm, he began flailing the strap against her ass, determined not to stop until he’d raised a scarlet blush, and taught his bratty lover a necessary lesson.


  “Stop it!” Fiona wailed. She struggled to free herself, but it was no use, the passionate fury of the strap continued.


  “You can’t do this!” she roared once more.


  “Seems, I am,” Joshua roared back. “Teach you to curb your anger and your tongue.”


  The strap hit hard, the impact making her burn everywhere, this so much harder than the playful spanking he’d given her the day before. To make matters worse, he kept up the whipping one fierce stroke after another until her bottom felt as if he’d lit it on fire. She couldn’t bear another smack. Oh! But another she’d bear indeed! He paused to let her catch her breath, but it was only so she could restore herself enough to take more still. The smacks of the strap continued, until the color of her rear cheeks turned vivid, a blotchy purple in some places where the strap hit the hardest.


  This was as fierce as any whipping Fiona had ever had. She was exhausted when it was finally over, sobbing, limp, and much too undone to struggle anymore.


  Gazing at his handiwork, Joshua was satisfied, Fiona’s bottom glowing with a red fire extending from the top of her ass to her thighs. It should be enough to teach her proper etiquette.


  “Now, lass, you’ll return to the house, apologize to Mr. Dabenow, and serve us our meal. You’ll not cross me again, will you?” Joshua pulled her to her feet, Fiona standing at his side looking at his steadfast expression.


  “No, sir,” she replied, meekly. She snuffed, still crying softly, she was too stunned to say more.


  Hearing the contrite nature of her response, Joshua rose from the bench, and returned the leather to its place on the wall.


  “I’ll use it again, if I have to. Don’t you forget that,” he warned.


  At the door, he waited so she would leave ahead of him. And once returning to the kitchen, Fiona finished the half-done breakfast and served it politely to Joshua and his guest.


  Just as she was about to leave the two men in the dining room, Joshua halted her mid-step.


  “Fi!” he addressed her. “Don’t you have something to say to Charles?”


  Fiona turned back and blushed, remembering Joshua’s instructions.


  She cleared her throat and finally spoke. “I’m sorry, sir, I was so impertinent,” she told the fair young man. She curtsied politely. “I rather lost my head.”


  The young man with an amused smile, nodded. Though he was not sure what had transpired between Joshua and Fiona, he could guess it was some drastic measure that changed the lovely young Fiona’s belligerent manner into one more gracious, befitting her natural kindness. He had to admit, he liked the results.


  Fiona remained in a daze, not certain that her protest had been duly squelched, for the bit of anger that still remained in her. And yet, every time she thought of Joshua’s command over her, the breathtaking way he’d delivered the biting punishment, she had the oddest feelings surge through her. Ones she was not about to admit were intensely passionate.


  


  Later that evening when she had a chance to speak to Joshua again, she asked him the question that was burning in her mind all day.


  “Sir, you’ll not be whipping my ass again, I trust.”


  Joshua looked up at her with a sincere expression. “I think if your behavior requires correction, it is my place to correct it. If that means punishing your ass, then that it will be.”


  She looked at him sensing something had altered in their relationship, but she had no idea what it was.


  “You have something else to confess?” he asked her, when she didn’t move.


  “No. No, sir,” she said, scurrying away, not sure whether it was anger or astonishment she was feeling.


  


  Mr. Charles Dabenow stayed two days. For two days Fiona remained aloof to Joshua’s overtures, and yet he was so engrossed in conversation with his guest, that he often forgot Fiona altogether. He was certainly not attuned to her moods.


  Both nights when he came to bed very late, she pretended to be asleep so he wouldn’t lay a hand on her, expecting something she didn’t want to give. The first night he tried to rouse her, but she wouldn’t respond. The second night he didn’t even try. It was annoying, but Joshua would not press her, assuming her upset would die away when Charles was gone.


  However, when Mr. Dabenow finally left, Fiona was still fuming, hardly speaking a word to her blacksmith lover. She remained efficient keeping house, but she had no desire to warm to him in the chill of the night. Her emotions were at a fragile edge.


  “Fiona!” Joshua bellowed at her, when he saw her trying to slip off upstairs just after dinner, the first night they were alone again.


  “Sir.” She stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “I’m tired, I thought I might clean my room, and then go to bed.”


  “You’ll talk to me first,” he informed her. “Come here.” He was having to make much more effort than he wanted to gain her attention. For the moment, he’d be patient, but his patience was wearing thin. She padded silently to his side and stood beside him, her expression as vacant as she could make it.


  “Good God! Sit down, will you!”


  She took her seat across from him, though she sat at the edge of the chair, as if this would be a brief and formal interview.


  “Would you like to explain yourself,” Joshua asked.


  “I don’t know what you mean,” she said in clipped careful words.


  “Excuse me,” he roared much too loudly considering how close they were to each other. “You’ve been arrogant, sassy and rude. You put me off in bed twice with no explanation, and I sense you will again, if you have your way. But that will not happen without some reason.”


  Fiona thought for some time while she averted his constant gaze.


  “Look at me,” he demanded. He faced her with the same stern manner that preceded her whipping.


  Perhaps she owed him an explanation, but there was nothing on her lips to speak. Instead, tears were welling in her eyes.


  “Out with it,” he insisted, “or would you like another trip to the barn, and taste of my belt on your ass?” Though he remained stern, seeing her tears, he softened his own expression. He didn’t like women crying, not at all.


  “You brought me to this place, I am your lover, but what more?” she said.


  He looked as if he didn’t understand.


  “I felt compromised while your friend was here. I know you’ve taken me in when I was very much in need. I’ve become your lover willingly, and I serve your needs in this home as I can; but I felt you flaunted our indecent relationship in front of Mr. Dabenow. I beg for your respect, and all it seems I get is your demands. How do I know you regard me as anything but a common whore?”


  Joshua would never strike a woman across the face; even as much as he was tempted this time. Her speech made him cringe with instantaneous anger.


  “You should know how high my regard is for you. I’m furious to think you find me disrespectful.” His eyes flared.


  She shrunk back, as the tears flowed liberally.


  “But … “ he calmed. “I’d rather you make your feelings known to me, than hide them away for them to smolder like the fire in my forge.


  “I can’t help how I feel, though it’s difficult for me to admit it. After everything kind that you’ve done for me.”


  “I do those things because I care for you deeply, Fiona, like I’ve never cared for any woman. Do not doubt my faithfulness to you.”


  His speech was sincere, and Fiona smiled.


  “But … “ he looked straight into her lovely green eyes, “no more talk of returning to your room. You have a room. My room. You’ll move all your things there tonight. And if we go to bed early, we go together.”


  He was adamant, and Fiona was responding. She wanted to be cared for like this, and the blacksmith’s compelling message made her feel safe again.


  The raging wilds of carnal need were abruptly stripped of all restraint. Her body rushed as her desire was set free, so much so, she might have attacked him herself. She missed him so! Pulling herself off the chair, she moved toward him, ending up on the floor at his feet, her head in his lap, her hands on his thighs. Just to relish this fine feeling of return was enough for a few moments, but it would not be enough for either one of them that night.


  Joshua’s pulled her to his lap with a gentle grace, and she sat on his firm thighs, feeling the warmth she knew so well encompass them both, as if there was nothing in the whole wide world but the two of them.


  Starting with the high necked bodice of her dress, he took one button at a time, each one slipped away uncovering more pink white skin beneath. She was still crying, a lot of tears in the full well to be dispensed with, though her body need was soon supplanting her need to weep. When his hand reached in to find her breasts, he withdrew it bringing a soft pink nipple to his mouth.


  Such tenderness! Fiona thought to herself.


  Such soft flesh! Joshua mused.


  How he’d come to rely on her fragrant body to please him! Had he been so self absorbed? Less than attentive to her? Likely, he answered himself. He admired her wit, not her methods, but at least her temper had shown that Fiona was strong-willed enough a woman to match his passionate brand of life, and his penchant for good sex.


  Making a spur of the moment decision, he pushed her from his lap. “Put some water on to boil,” he said.


  “Sir?”


  “Don’t ask, just do it,” he demanded. “And then bring some drying towels, and some of that perfumed oil I brought back from my trip.


  Fiona had almost forgotten his gift. The vial of scented oil came to her so unceremoniously, it was like all the other half hearted gestures of the past few days. She scurried to boil water, then raced to their room and found the small blue bottle he wanted. Pulling off the cork, she took a whiff of the perfumed ethers.


  


  By the warmth of the fire, Joshua made a bath for her. Pulling from the kitchen the large wash tub, he filled it with cold and hot water until they blended into a perfect temperature for soothing her skin. A few drops of oil made the water feel like silk.


  After undressing her, she sat like a princess in the tub while Joshua bathed her, running a sponge over her breasts and shoulders and down her back. She rose to her knees when he wanted to wash the sweat and grime of her life from her thighs and rear. His hands cupped the water to wash away the soap, and then he toyed with the finer part of her womanhood, his fingers slipping inside her slippery hole.


  Joshua cast away his breeches and his long white shirt, and brought his body to her naked backside, flesh to flesh; the soft pouch between his thighs reacted to Fiona’s body, especially her rear mounds as they pressed into him.


  “Ah, my love,” she whimpered, when his hands went around her, dropping to her mound below, then rising to her breasts. The eagerness in them both mounted.


  He pushed the tub away and pulled a rug and a soft blanket to a space before the fire, where they dropped down to the cushioned floor, locking front to front. Joshua grabbed her ass end, now so mellow to his hand’s touch. Pulling himself deep inside her opening body, he thought if he went any further, they would both melt away into just one writhing creature.


  The fire sparked like the heat of their bodies, as they made love before the blazing flames. The heat dried away the dampness, and then raised a sensuous burn on their skin to match the heat that surfaced in their groping bodies. They were side by side, rocking in a smooth unison. Fiona had never felt so filled. It seemed Joshua’s cock was expanding even as it moved briskly inside her. When he grabbed her ass, she screamed joyously at the sharp jolts. Another squeeze, another jolt, and they rolled over so she was straddling his body, suddenly teasing him with a playful cunt.


  “Don’t torment me!” Joshua bellowed.


  “Like you tormented me? You bloody ass!” A wicked gleam shined from her eyes.


  “You naughty wench. I should whip you for your impudence,” he snickered back. He smacked her ass, and they rolled over again, his stronger body taking charge. Now he was on top staring down at her.


  “You won’t deny me ever!” he announced.


  She shot back with a taunting grin. “Only if you act like a bastard!”


  He rode her to a peak of pleasure, both hers and his. She felt his climax crescendo, and then the release, and then her own. It was a welcome heaven being with him again.


  


  “You’ve calmed me, sir,” she said.


  “Damn well better,” he answered. “And you don’t need tears again,” he assured her, even as they were forming in her eyes. This time they were tears of gratitude.


  “I’m thankful to you, Joshua Kane.”


  “I know that,” he replied. “And so am I to you.”


  




  


  Chapter Six


  


  “Put on your bonnet and your best dress!” Joshua announced one morning some weeks later.


  Fiona looked up from her early kitchen chores, shocked by the announcement.


  “We’re going to town,” he explained.


  “We are?”


  “I think you need to get away from here for a day,” he explained further.


  For months, the quiet seclusion of their lives had cast a spell about Fiona. She felt as if she lived in a world apart, seeing so little of anything but her brawny blacksmith, his well polished kitchen, and his grand and pleasant bed. She wasn’t sure whether to be glad or fearful. But, she was indeed excited about the unexpected excursion.


  


  Joshua pulled a small carriage from the barn, and it surprised Fiona, who was used to seeing her lover on horseback. He took on a much more landed aspect, something more respectable about him than when he rode the tall back stallion that was such a match for his own fierce nature.


  Fiona was as skittish as a new kitten, riding at his side into public places where she’d never been before, places beyond the valley and the village where she’d lived her whole life. She’d seen so little of the world, it was strange now making this trip, though she was comforted having Joshua at her side.


  The two stopped at a tavern near noon time for a meal, and they talked and laughed together over a thick fish chowder. They even had a draft of some brew that made Fiona’s nose tickle and her head swim a little dizzily. It felt like a holiday, though Fiona had never had one, and didn’t know how she should feel. The excitement made her giddy, and her mind ran free, as she gazed on wider horizons and more lush pastures than she’d ever known.


  In the small busy town, Fiona found shops the likes of which she’d never seen before. In one, a skilled tailor fitted her for a lovely new and fancy dress.


  “Why this?” she asked Joshua, as a dozen pins and ten fingers poked at her side during the tailor’s careful measurement.


  “Stand still, Fi,” Joshua ordered her when she got too jumpy for the tailor to work.


  She wasn’t much calmer afterwards but the fitting was soon over.


  “You never answered my question,” she said, as they were leaving the small shop.


  “What’s that?” he asked, forgetting.


  “Why such a fine dress? I have no place to wear one.”


  “But perhaps you will have,” he suggested vaguely. “I was thinking that you’re too sheltered, and need to get out more.”


  Fiona thought about this, unsure exactly what he meant; but by that time, they’d reached a dry goods store, and the conversation died away until she could press him later.


  Once inside the shop, Joshua left her with a list of things they needed, while he went on to do business down the street.


  “Fifteen minutes, Fiona. That should be enough time,” he told her.


  She felt awkward in this place, much bigger than any store she’d ever seen. Thrusting the list at the clerk, she asked for some assistance and the man was kind to find the goods for her. “Mr. Kane hasn’t been in here for months,” he told her.


  “No, he hasn’t,” she agreed with a smile, unaccustomed to light conversation.


  Two women at the back of the store were whispering to one another, which Fiona ignored until one hushed but shrill voice interrupted her perusal of the fascinating shop.


  “Yes, she’s Mr. Kane’s whore, been living under that roof with him months now. Mr. Dabenow says they share the same bed…”


  The rest of the statement was drowned by Fiona’s head pounding feverishly. “Whore,” the judgment stuck in her heart, erasing all the excitement she’d been feeling all day long. Without waiting for the purchases, she raced from the store, dashing down the street in the direction of Joshua’s carriage, finding herself bumping into the blacksmith as she did.


  “You’ve seen a ghost!” he exclaimed, seeing her ashen face.


  “No.” She had no words to explain.


  “Where’s the purchases?”


  “I forgot them.”


  “Then let’s go back.


  “No!” She was adamant.


  “What’s gotten into you?” His hands were at both shoulders, his eyes inspecting her face that had gone from pale as a white sheet, to flushed and anxious.


  She didn’t want to tell him. The word would stick in her throat even if she tried to say it. It was certainly not spoken as the term of endearment Joshua sometimes used affectionately when they were in bed. This was a stinging judgment.


  Joshua pulled her around in his arms, trying to lead her back to the store. She refused to go. Wriggling away from him, she climbed aboard the carriage to wait.


  “Fiona!” His voice was sharp. He was standing next to her beside the carriage, fixing an eye on her sullen face. “Get out of the carriage now.”


  “I shall not.”


  “You’re trying my patience, lass. Now explain yourself.”


  She refused to answer.


  “I will not be put off,” he said grimly, as he placed his hand on his belt as a warning.”


  “I cannot tell you,” Fiona insisted.


  “Then you leave me no choice,” he replied, as he grabbed her hand and pulled her from the carriage, dragging her between two buildings to an alley behind them.


  “Please, Joshua,” she whispered loudly, afraid someone on the street would heard their quarrel.


  “You have an answer for me?” he asked.


  “I can’t,” she insisted again.


  “Then perhaps this will change your mind,” Joshua said, and he had his belt whipped out in a furious second. Thrusting her over a wooden crate, he pulled up her skirt and let the belt blaze across her bottom, the wide leather making a fast imprint on her white skin. Too stunned to mount too much protest, and deathly afraid that someone would hear them, Fiona squelched her desire to cry, though as the fierce snap of the leather continued, her determined resolve was giving way.


  “Stop,” she bellowed at last. The sting was too much to handle without a more vigorous protest.


  “You’re going to tell me why you couldn’t move from the carriage?” Joshua asked.


  And yet, seeing her face, Fiona looked as stubbornly resolved as before, and he started in again, the wide belt hitting in the center of her two ass cheeks until there was a wide stripe of red across the middle that looked hot and painful.


  Fiona struggled against Joshua’s determined grasp, though it did no good. And when the pain was once again too unbearable to take in silence she yelled again, “Stop!”


  “You going to tell me now?” Joshua asked, still resolved to get to the bottom of her current woe.


  “Yes,” she answered, as tears continued a silent stream down her flushed cheeks. She pulled away from the crate, and lowered her skirt with her hand.


  “Then say it now,” Joshua ordered. His belt remained in his hand a fair warning to her.


  “They called me a whore,” she said in a whisper.


  Joshua’s eyes narrow, a nasty scowl returning to his face. “Who called you that?” he asked, as if he were about to bolt away and throttle the offending parties.


  “I don’t know who they were, but I’ll not be called that. They knew your Mr. Dabenow, he must have told them how we were living together. I’ll not go back into that shop. Don’t try to make me.”


  “I see your distress. You should have told me from the outset. I would have dealt with those shrews straightway.”


  “I don’t want your dealing with them!” she blared. “I just want to leave.”


  “That we will, lass” he said, with a comforting hand on her face. “Be off to the carriage, and I’ll get our goods.”


  On the way home, Fiona would not say a word. Joshua tried making conversation, but she was happier to rest her head back against the seat and close her eyes, closing him out of her thoughts, and the distress he could feel churning inside her.


  They stopped again for dinner, at the same tavern where they’d been before, where Joshua could finally go eye to eye with the young woman, across a table and two plates of lamb stew.


  “You can’t keep mum forever,” he began. “And I regret having to thrash you, but there are times, Fiona, you’re too stubborn for your own good.”


  “I’m sorry to make you,” she admitted chagrined. Though she couldn’t feel the effects of the belt on her bottom any longer, just the thought of it was giving her one raucous rush of pleasant sensation. Perhaps she liked Joshua being firm with her.


  “So, tell me all that’s troubling that pretty head of yours. I can tell this incident isn’t over in your mind.”


  Fiona toyed with her food as she looked up at him through an unruly mass of red curls. “You’re right. I cannot let go my shame. I often think I’m living in a dream,” she said sadly. “I live with you as your wife, but I am not. Those women in the store were right. I am an indecent woman. And now, you’d take me into a wide social world? Buying that dress! What do you want to do, show me off as the harlot I’ve become!”


  She didn’t want to cry, though the tears were still there.


  Joshua saw her distress, at last understanding its source. “I should have considered this before,” he said. “And I apologize for it Fiona McTavish. There’s only one apt solution to resolve it.” Joshua had already made up his mind on the ride from town, he had only to announce it to her.


  Fiona’s heart was sinking fast, knowing it was over, all the rapture of these months, all the fine bliss. It was never meant to last. She’d be sent to the vicarage, or some worse fate.


  “Look at me, my love, and don’t cry,” the blacksmith said to her kindly. His eyes warmed her, though she was afraid of the message he’d deliver. “What’s past is past. I cannot change that, but we’ll be married within a fortnight, and all this talk will cease.”


  She looked at him in disbelief, until his words finally registered in her head. Married? Had he really said that? Was it possible to lift the scourge of the past away?


  “You mean that sincerely, sir?” she asked.


  “I mean it sincerely, my love,” he confirmed.


  At last she smiled at him, wondering why good fortune continued to shine on her common life.


  Fiona was so overcome by the enormity of Joshua’s announcement at the tavern, she could do little but grin at him happily the rest of the way home.


  In the cottage that night, her mind kept moving toward the picture of herself as this man’s wife. What would that mean, how would it feel. Why did it suddenly make such a difference when they lived like man and wife already? And would she ever really have the respectability that was owed her as Joshua Kane’s wife? Suddenly it seemed that his mysterious past was more important than it had ever been to her.


  For months she’d known that Joshua had secrets. She had always been reluctant to ask about them, afraid that he would put her off and say nothing. If he put her off, then she’d know, she was not important enough to him to tell her these private things. If that happened, it would diminish their relationship in her mind. She’d been determined to wait him out, figuring Joshua would tell her about himself when he was ready. But she couldn’t wait any longer, not after the day’s startling events.


  “You look puzzled, Fi,” Joshua said as he climbed into bed. He watched his lovely bedmate stand before the bedroom mirror and comb out her long red curls. She was always an arousing picture, and especially now, when he had time to really study her, to take in the lovely form of her unclothed body, the small waist and full breasts, and fine wide hips, that might someday bear him children. Now, all he wanted was her lithe arms about his neck, and her affectionate kisses showering his face and neck and chest.


  She was such an eager lover. So rare, that quality in women.


  “Will you come here, lass?” he asked her, feeling the organ between his legs swelling just seeing her. It would be stiff in seconds.


  She turned around, a peculiar look on her face. “Will you tell me, sir, about all this, this bed?” She pointed to the carved mahogany piece with its canopy and its fine linens.


  “What are you asking?” he inquired.


  “We never speak of it. Why you a simple blacksmith have all this finery about you? Why you have crystal in a peasant’s larder? Why in addition to your blacksmith’s garb are there tailored suits in the back of your closet? Why do you speak a finer English… . ?” She could have gone on.


  It was enough to make his erection limp, but it was not at all unexpected. For a naturally curious woman, Fiona had never asked these things before. He found it a sign of good breeding. From where she got that, he had no idea; but he appreciated the way she never pried into his history.


  “Come to bed and I’ll tell you,” he said, opening the sheets for her.


  “No, you’re just aroused, my love. I can see your cock has risen. I want answers, not lovemaking, at least not now.”


  “And you’ll have them. Here. In bed.” He patted the sheets beside him. “Come now, it’s cold in this room, you’ll chill.”


  He was right, it was quite cool, the air bouncing off her bare skin gave her shivers. She climbed in bed next to him and let him warm her with the same lush surrounding arms that were a continual comfort to her whenever she needed that comfort. She felt blessed by that.


  He leaned in to kiss her on the mouth, and she graciously replied with an opened one of her own. It was a lovely feeling generated inside her, that could carry her into a physical ecstasy in mere moments, but she was still anxious for her answers. She pulled off his mouth, and put her hand over his lips. “No more kisses. You promised?” she reminded him sweetly.


  “We’ll make love first.”


  “Then I’ll only make love half-heartedly. I’ve waited long enough. Besides, your reluctance makes me think that either you have something terrible to hide, or that you don’t trust me to know who you really are. If I’m going to be your wife, I have a right to know either way.”


  He chuckled. “You are a smart one, plying me with such good reasons,” he noted, respectful of her intelligence.


  “So …” Her lovely eyes stared up at him, determined to get her way this time.


  “I come from a wealthy family, my love. Several brothers, an arrogant father. Five years ago I tangled with my father, and left. It’s quite simple, nothing sordid, I’m afraid. I suppose I’m like many men that war with their heritage, and frankly, I don’t want mine. I traveled for three years, made my own money, and then came to this county, safely away from my family who live far north of here, on the family estate. I became a blacksmith because I love the animals, I love the heat of the work and I love working hard with my hands.”


  Fiona knew that to be true, she could see him at the forge totally happy with his tasks. He never complained, he never suggested he wanted to do something different. Perhaps because he chose this. It was nothing he was born to do.


  “Does your family know where you are?” she asked.


  “They do. I exchanged letters with my youngest brother Galen two years ago, but we’ve not written since.”


  “And your mother?” she asked.


  “She died before I left home. I never would have left as long as she was alive. I loved her deeply, and when she was gone there was nothing to keep me at Kane Manor. There are just my father and my brothers and their eternal war, and I want nothing of it. That is the god’s honest truth, Fiona. I’m content to be a blacksmith, to be here with you, and live like this with you forever.” It was a sincere declaration and it was the most perfect thing he could say. “Of course, that is, unless you want this blasted heritage of mine?”


  She was curious, but not enthused by the idea. “I wouldn’t know how to be anyone but myself. I couldn’t imagine trying to be some great lady, fitting myself into polite society at some fancy estate. I’m a very common woman, Joshua Kane, and likely to remain so.”


  “Ah, but to me, my love, you’ll always be more a lady than the tittering old bitches that I grew up with. Other than my mother, of course. All mothers may not be saints, but mine was.”


  He believed that to be true; Fiona could see that in eyes she thought might tear they had become so soft.


  There was a remedy for sentiment, when his hand moved between her legs and felt the warmth he’d wanted earlier. Perhaps it was better to make a clean breast of things. She was right about needing to know. Apparently she was satisfied for the moment, considering the way she responded to his touch. Her body jumped alive, as she pulled herself tightly into his arms, as if she couldn’t get enough of him.


  He loved taking her nether mound in his hands, an ample handful, and her reply was always infused with eagerness. He liked feeling every inch of her body, never getting over the way a woman felt, all that softness was like some godly gift to the harder, firmer man.


  Fiona reached for his cock and stroked it so naturally, her hands might have made him shoot on the spot; but she was eager to have him between her legs, moving as he often moved inside her. Joshua was glad she loved his bed so much, he loved her in it with him.


  Fiona needed no more answers than what Joshua had given her. She knew in some small corner of her mind that he had not told her everything, but he had answered her suspicions. He’d given her the bare bones of his life in a clear cut form, and that was enough, at least for the moment. He’d tell her more in time, when she would ask him things she wanted to know about him. And indeed, she wanted to know everything about her intended husband, every piece of his childhood and every feeling that his heart had ever held. She realized opening this huge huge past that she knew so little of him, except the kind of man he was day to day. And yet there was a lifetime to learn of him, a whole lifetime.


  Fiona relaxed in his arms realizing this. Relishing every minute of this intimacy, she held his cock and guided that wonderful hard piece of masculine heat to the opening of her moist cunt. She found more pleasure from the act than she had ever known. This was a not an ordinary romance. This was not at all like she and Jerud. Such a man she had now, a man of principle, of determination, of fire … ..


  With her legs opened wide to receive him, with his body spirited and lively moving on top of her, with her own lusty fires igniting easily, she pressed her groin onto his invading cock.


  “Ah, my love, yesssss,” she was purring in his ear, though she doubted that he heard her. He was cumming, his body jerking hard, so hard it almost hurt inside. It was a powerful hurt, a hurt like being consumed by something far greater than she ever realized.


  As soon as Joshua was finished, his body about to collapse into hers, he pulled off and moved down, his mouth descending on the center of her cunt with lips intended to take her soaring. She cried loudly, bucked and tensed and jerked hard against his mouth, that with a skilled devotion, practiced love on her physical body, as brilliant as the love he practiced on her heart.


  


  Wedding Day


  


  There was a chill to the air, but it wasn’t cold. Fiona did her chores with the animals early, noting that it would be a good day to journey to the chapel where the local priest would bless their marriage. She was about to scurry inside the cottage. Joshua wanted to leave in an hour and she needed to get ready, dressed for him in the new dress he’d had made for her. She wondered if had this planned all along. Not the horrible scene in the town dry goods store, but the marriage, arranging to have the dress made. The timing was incredibly perfect.


  Just as she was headed back toward the kitchen door, she heard the sound of hoof beats suddenly pounding in her ears. She turned abruptly to see three men come riding up the road and turn into the cottage yard.


  “The home of Joshua Kane?” one man looked to her as he inquired. He had a neatly trimmed black beard that stretched from ear to ear. She thought she knew him by his face, though she didn’t know where from. Perhaps he was once a patron at the tavern where she’d worked. People came and went quickly from that place; and the longer she was away from that part of her life, the more the names and faces of those men and women disappeared from her mind.


  “Yes, sir, I’ll fetch him” Fiona said. There was a strangely ominous quality about these three men. They wore riding clothes that reminded her of Mr. Dabenow. The silk at their necks was obvious. And the leather saddles on their animals suggested fine breeding, some upper crust of life. They were not common people like herself.


  “Joshua,” she called loudly, when she entered.


  “What is it girl?” he asked, hearing anxiousness in her voice.


  “Three men to see you,” she announced. She studied his face, but he gave nothing away. Following him into the yard, he was still noncommittal even when it was clear he recognized his visitors.


  “What are you doing here, Nigel?” the blacksmith spoke to the bearded man.


  “This nonsense is over brother. Father died two days ago, you’re the eldest, you have obligations. You can’t spend your life the selfish rogue, will you come home now, or not?”


  Joshua looked at the three men, his expression grim. With grief, or puzzlement? Fiona didn’t know. All she knew was that her heart was beating in her throat, and there was a burning in her stomach so strong she wanted to retch.


  “It will take a week before I can be there,” he told the men calmly.


  “Do we wait to bury him?” the man asked.


  “No. I buried him long ago,” Joshua answered. “Do what you have to do.”


  Fiona had never seen Joshua scowl so darkly.


  “I have your word, you are returning?” Nigel said.


  “You do,” Joshua replied.


  “Then be quick about it, Joshua.” The man made one glance at Fiona, but said nothing. “A week is too long,” he added. The three men kicked up the yard into a whirlwind of dust, as the hoof beats echoed in a cadence to match Fiona’s heavily beating heart.


  Joshua turned to his intended once the men had disappeared.


  “You stand there like a statue, Fiona McTavish, get on with the day. We leave in less than a hour.” His face was so calm, it appeared there was nothing to worry about, though Fiona knew in her heart of hearts that his past had now ridden into their lives, and all the vows and all the words of tender devotion, and the claims to the simple life might now be ground into the dust that Joshua’s past had rudely kicked into her squinting eyes.


  She turned, and fled quickly into the cottage before Joshua had a change of heart.


  




  


  Chapter Seven


  


  The carriage with many of their belongings took them up the road at an easy pace, which should have calmed Joshua Kane’s young bride. Though it did not. Fiona was jittery as a kitten, her heart pounding wildly in her throat, her fingers twisting the brand new lace handkerchief Joshua bought her for the wedding, days before.


  “If you don’t stop that, lass, you’ll rip it to shreds,” her husband claimed. His voice sounded stern, but he was smiling broadly.


  “It is no concern for you, my love, but it is to me, that I’m all of a sudden changing my whole life, not just being your wife, but now the wife of some landed gentlemen.”


  “Relax that worried brow of yours, you are as fine as any lady that I know.” He’d told her that a dozen times in the days since their marriage, when she would come crying to him that she couldn’t face a society that she knew so little about. He comforted her with loving arms, kisses to her furrowed brow and lips, and soothing talk to set her fears at ease.


  Fiona was barely pacified. Ah, those moments in his arms, when she felt his strength flow into her and believed that nothing could daunt her; but he could hardly keep her in his arms all day and night. When she was by herself keeping the cottage clean and warm food on his table, and especially packing things to take to her new home, her fears would rage like angry lions inside her. Her heart would skip beats, and her anxiousness would get the better of her. Perhaps it was too good to be true that she could have this fine lusty husband of hers without prices to pay. She’d been lifted from a peasant woman’s life, into this one she’d never dreamed of, given a warm and welcoming cottage, and easier days than she ever expected. She couldn’t imagine a life better. Now another change, this fine grand life of a landed gentlewoman, she couldn’t even fathom, having never been in contact with men and women of such great wealth.


  The tedious ride to Joshua’s family estate seemed endless, though the countryside on the way was beautiful. The air was crisp when they left the cottage early in the morning, though by noon time it was becoming warm, and that warmth just frazzled her more.


  There were endless green rolling hills, dotted with trees, and near the villages small cottages. Throughout this northern county there were large estates which Fiona couldn’t even see from the road. She knew they were there, by the enormous stone entrances and gates that had the most forbidding look to them. She wondered why people would find a need to protect themselves with such ominous barriers. What made them think so grandly of themselves?


  Fiona McTavish had a proud side herself, given a bit of arrogance from her now dead father. He’d told her, even as he knew he was dying, “never let the world demean you, never let your spark die, never allow fate to claim you. You have a hand in your fate, don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” It was difficult to know what her father meant when he told her this, because to that point, her life was untested. Now, it was the time to remember such things and recall the spirit in which her father gave her this advice. He’d given her little, but at least that much. And now, she had the distinct feeling, that she would have to cling to these words for strength, as her life took on this new challenge.


  In mid afternoon, as Fiona was sleepily resting her head against her husband’s shoulder, she was yanked from her nap, as Joshua turned the horses onto another road. Between two stone pillars, like the others she’d seen on the trip, they made their way beyond them, up a long drive that disappeared some distance beyond into a thick growth of trees.


  “We’re here?” she asked, sleepily.


  “Close,” he replied. His expression was frightfully grim, as it often had been in the last few days when they’d discussed his family estate. She often wondered just why he’d decided to return to this place, if he despised it so. But she hadn’t asked him. There remained a little fear that this change might threaten their relationship. He vowed it would not, and was annoyed that she voiced her fears; so she quit, intending to do nothing to further upset him.


  As the long road wound into the trees, Fiona was able to catch her first glimpses of Joshua’s family home. Fleeting though they were, she could readily see that indeed, her husband came from great landed wealth; she’d never seen such a house, so many windows, and doors, such a wide facade … a steep gabled roof, chimneys and porches, it was the finest home she’d ever seen. But only when they finally broke through the trees and into an open space did the immensity of the place hit her squarely.


  “You are Lord of all this!” she exclaimed.


  “Lord, I am not, ma’am,” he said sternly.


  “But this is your family home?”


  “It is.”


  “My word, it takes my breath away. We’ll live here?”


  “We will.”


  “I never, ever imagined this, Joshua.” She was in tears, overcome not with happiness, but the grandest fear she’d ever had. It was no longer nervous jitters, she was trembling almost violently, so much so, that Joshua stopped the carriage straightway, and put his arm about her.


  “The day is warm, lass, and you’re so cold.”


  “I don’t belong here Joshua. As a servant perhaps, but….”


  “Stop this foolishness,” he snapped at her, shaking her just a little. “You are my wife, you’ll remain at my side, and you’ll stop this rattling on. You are far too strong a woman to let this miserable old house frighten you.”


  Fiona snuffed.


  “Wipe your eyes,” he said. Taking her handkerchief from her hands he dabbed them for her. He suddenly smiled. “You know your nose gets red when you cry?”


  “Oh, it does, I must look frightful.”


  His expression soured. “I promise you, all these fears of yours are groundless. Now put on a smile. You don’t even have to say a word, just nod and give them that pleasant grin of yours. They’re all going to fall in love with you because you’re the most beautiful woman in this county. Believe me, I know. It’s why I had to leave here, to find you. There was no one here that could come close to your beauty, or your fire. And besides, they’ll love you because you’re my wife, and no one would cross me on anything so dear.”


  Fiona thought of her father’s words again. Certainly, walking into this house, she could control her fate and she would; even though she’d be quaking in her boots as she did.


  “You might treat this as an adventure,” Joshua added. “Certainly not the worst thing that has ever happened to you. There’ll be lots of new things to keep your mind occupied.”


  His speech complete, Joshua drove the rest of the way to the house, stopping just in front of it. Climbing out, he lifted Fiona down and the two climbed the broad front steps arm and arm, just as the double doors swung open.


  ***


  Fiona sat at one end of an enormous banquet table in the Kane Manor dining room. She felt so small and infinitesimal in this house, everything was on such a grand scale. Looking up, the ceilings in these rooms went on forever, so it appeared. There were paintings there, some fine artist’s handiwork. She wondered who would spend their hours craning their necks to see the voluptuous maidens floating across the heavens of this house, who would have the time to view the rich tapestries on the walls or admire everything that gleamed with polish? Though she was impressed by the enormity and scale of this fine mansion, she also saw beyond the finery, to an inherent shabbiness that comes with lack of care. It didn’t surprise her in a house ruled by men. It had been sometime since a woman’s hand had been within these walls. She thought it strange, three brothers with no wives.


  Though Fiona sat next to her husband at dinner, she was hardly comforted by his nearness; and it appeared that everyone shared her uneasiness. Joshua’s reemergence from self imposed exile was bad enough for the household, but Fiona’s appearance as his wife was a shock that compounded what was surely to be a difficult adjustment.


  Nonetheless, she was reminded by her husband, that this was now her house as well as his; and if he was welcome to rejoin the family, she would be welcome too.


  While the company of five was served their evening meal, Joshua listened to his brothers recount certain matters of estate business they thought important for him to know, and unimportant enough to share even with his wife in the room. These tedious details were more than Fiona cared to hear about; and while she looked attentive, her mind was in a cloud all its own, putting the brief pieces of information Joshua had told her about his three brothers with their faces, and distinct personalities.


  Brother Nigel, the second oldest had been the head of the house until Joshua’s arrival; but he was quick to relinquish the task, quick to bring Joshua back to the estate once his father died. He was a man of rough tastes, without diplomacy and manners to take on a position of leadership for such a grand home and its holdings. He preferred the out of doors and working the land, managing the field workers and the stables; but he had no desire to keep accounts, or run the daily business that was fraught with decisions.


  Galen, the youngest brother, was sensitive and good-natured. He liked books, and according to Joshua, if he had his way, he’d have been a teacher in a local school. But their father had shunned such an occupation for one of his children, absolutely forbidding it. Galen had taken to his studies and wrote as a scholar, though his gifts were never appreciated by the elder Mr. Kane. The young man’s looks reflected his studious manner, much more delicate and refined looking than his brothers; he had the build, the face and the temperament of a true aristocrat, though he had the smile of a gentle lover. Fiona liked him the moment she first saw him, witnessing the blushing expression on his face when he gazed at her, as if he was looking at some fragrant angel.


  And then, there was Lowell. The third and middle brother was a dark mystery to Fiona. His eyes were cunning, his hair a wild version of Joshua’s and Nigel’s, but curly and unruly. Unlike them, he was clean shaven so his smile stood out distinctly on his face. And what a smile it was, tainted with artful designs Fiona couldn’t quite comprehend, or trust. Lowell eyed her scrupulously, almost as if he was disrobing her the way he stared at her through dinner, saying nothing, but scrutinizing the bodice of her dress for sometime, and then making a distinct line with his eyes, right up her neck to her face and mouth. It reminded her of men who’d eye her in the tavern, their thoughts too lusty to be discussed in public conversation. They were the type to whisper to her in back hallways or behind the tavern, making advances no decent woman would ever accept. His gaze made her shiver nervously, so she looked away, keeping her eye fixed on her husband.


  To quell her gnawing fears, she rested her hand on Joshua’s firm thigh beneath the table, where she began a gentle massage.


  “Fiona, you say you’re from the South, what kept you engaged before you met my brother?” Lowell’s voice suddenly rang out over the others, addressing her quite out of the blue, so that she jerked, startled.


  “I was a barmaid,” she said.


  “Ahhh! Noble profession,” he observed.


  “Are you mocking me, sir?” Fiona asked, eyeing him directly.


  “Please take no offense,” he replied, with a delicious smirk on his face. But the insult was already made, meant to go straight her heart.


  She nodded at the man, and turned back to Joshua.


  “And what was it that made my brother fall in love with you?” he went on. “Perhaps your earthy wholesomeness?”


  “Lowell, keep your peace, brother, she’s just arrived here. She hardly deserves your inquisition,” Joshua said. He rose from the table, pulling Fiona up with him, and with a brusque nod to his brothers, he gathered his wife to his side and they left the room.


  


  Joshua noticed Fiona’s sigh of relief once they’d left the dining room. It was his wish that she avoid his brothers altogether; but as long as they were living in his father’s house, that would be impossible.


  Without a word, Joshua led her up the sweeping staircase in the front hall, directing her to their room. It had been a awkward arrival from the start. The servants, not aware of Joshua’s return or his new bride were embarrassed to inform the new master of the house that his room had not yet been prepared. They’d scurried all afternoon to make it ready for them, promising him that it would be complete after the evening meal. Opening the door, he was glad to see that it was.


  Fiona’s first glance at her new bedroom shocked her so much, she forgot all the things that she’d planned to say to Joshua about their disquieting dinner.


  “It’s magnificent, my darling. I thought our bedroom at the cottage was paradise, but this is heaven. Such beautiful things!” She spotted the finely carved mantle over the fireplace, fine porcelain figurines, tapestries on the walls, thick plush rugs beneath her feet. She dropped down to the soft floor. “Oh, let me take off my shoes and walk on this,” she said excitedly. “It feels like a cloud.” Removing her tiny boots, she let her toes be tickled by the cushioned fabric.


  At one end of the room there were long broad windows that looked out to the front of the house. Now it was too dark to see well outside; but she thought of morning, how the sun would come in the windows and warm her. Letting her eyes rove further, she saw that the furniture was of dark mahogany and very masculine, except for one delicate chair and table near the windows, which without knowing why, she suspected belonged to her.


  “This is mine?” she said, touching the well polished wood with her fingertips.


  “It is,” Joshua said, looking pleased with her pleasure.


  And the bed, like the one in the cottage, was enormous, though this one was so much finer yet.


  “I don’t know how I’ll make love on this, it’s so, so … . oh my, I have no words . .”


  “You don’t know how?” Joshua asked, his eyes sparkling. “Shall I show you?” he asked, motioning her to him.


  Fiona blushed. Not normally shy with him, she looked as if she had the whole world watching her.


  “Come here, I’ll have you now.” The command in his resonate voice made the most curious tingling sensation between her thighs. No longer a blacksmith, her lover and husband was a man of power, and authority. She would do well to go to him.


  “I hope you’ll find the room adequate for you, Mrs. Kane,” he said, looking down into her eyes, his dark ones glimmering that perfect carnal passion that made her heart skip excitedly, and her loins pulse with an animal kind of fury driving them. One hand around her torso, one at her crotch, he lifted her to the tall bed, and quickly fell upon her. He took the buttons of her dress one by one with swift fingers for such huge hands. Opening the bodice wide, he pushed the silk beneath away, and her two breasts spilled out, the well defined flesh no longer confined, his hand could massage them willfully, with a touch so profound that it made her gasp.


  “This will not change,” he vowed, as his mouth descended on one pink nipple, his lips taking it between them, a gentle sucking made it tighten into a perfect bud. He repeated the process with the second nipple, till both were hard and throbbing, the sensation going straight between her legs.


  He worked his way down her bodice further, letting loose all the buttons, drawing the material away, so she was wearing just a little slip of cloth which he easily dispensed with. “I like you naked, Fiona, and passionate with me.” She needed no further invitation; she wanted to be with him, with her body moving in his. So much raw tension needed to be released, she could lose herself, letting go all the anxiousness that fed the hours between leaving her cottage, and coming to his godawful place… godawful, except this room, this glorious room, and this glorious bed, this haven of her own in her strange new home.


  Fiona could feel the pulsing at her thighs, desire mounting, ever on the increase with every gesture of arousal, every touch of his hand across her thighs and between them, through her hair, over her breasts, and down her gently moving belly.


  When he moved down to kiss her there he smelled the sweet perfume of her body. He parted her legs so that he could give her plump cunt a firm squeeze.


  “Ah yes, my love, hold me there.” And he held her tight at her pubic mound, then let his fingers slip lower into the wetness that was flowing. He worked his way into her center, slipping easily inside the hole, even as his mouth descended on her lips above. From above and below, those twin openings abounded with a great burning fire. Feeling a burst of energy, of life-force drawing him in, he replaced his fingers with his erect penis, forcing it deep into that encircling energy.


  “Ah, my love, Fiona.” He rocked with her in his arms, beginning a long sensuous thrusting, that played with all her most sensitive places.


  “Ah, oh yes, pleeeeees more,” her tender cry continued, and his body massaged hers into a fine orgasm that rose slowly and exploded quietly, not like something raw or wicked, not as startling as it was sometimes with him, but peacefully. Joshua’s seemed as peaceful in its finale. It was a good ending for them both, for a day too filled with agitation for either one to enjoy, the perfect way to end a harrowing day, and begin their life in their new home.


  


  As they lay together in the midst of the rumpled sheets, Fiona played with his limp cock. “It looks so sweet like this,” she said happily. “Do you suppose that we could do this again, right away?” she asked, “I could use it a half dozen more times tonight.” She was sounding more lighthearted, but she was serious.


  “You’ll wear me out, lass,” he said, making her come to his lips with hers, so he could kiss her.


  “But I deserve it, after everything I’ve been through.”


  “Has the day been so horrible?”


  She looked coy, trying to smother a whole host of things she could say. It was not the time, so she decided. “Oh darling, the day has been perfect,” she said, “especially now.” Her eyes glimmered for him, bathing him in the sensuous light that would always engage him so he could think of nothing but her.


  He smiled at her, but pulled away. “I would stay, my love, but my brothers call.”


  “Oh, no,” she groaned.


  “I will return and screw you blind.” He gave her a lascivious grin. “You arrange our things, get settled. This is your room, you may do anything that you want with it. I’ll be up to see you later.”


  She didn’t like his leaving her so soon, but then, he wasn’t that far off, and he would be back.


  


  Beginning a more thorough inspection, Fiona acquainted herself with the lovely room, toying with its fine expensive pieces, feeling the fabrics, the velvet, the lace, the embroidery, the heaviness of the tapestry, the delicacy of frills. It was the blend of luxury that had faded some, the velvet not so bright, worn a little, the lace broken in places and not so crisp, the embroidery frayed in spots, some woman’s fine handiwork used thoroughly. She liked it better that way, slightly worn by years of use. She liked the fragrance of these old things.


  Putting away a few personal items in the bureau drawers, and the large wardrobe on the wall, she sat in the delicate chair thinking how pretty it made her feel. It may not have been as comfortable as the one before the fireplace at the cottage, but it would do.


  Though Fiona was tired, she wasn’t able to sleep without Joshua there. And it was far too early anyway. Dressing again, so she was presentable, she left the room. Tiptoeing through the upstairs hallway, she was amazed by the very size of the long corridor; though she was too shy to peek in the rooms, afraid she’d find one of the brothers. That would embarrass her beyond belief. Deciding to go downstairs, she retraced the steps she’d taken with Joshua earlier. It was still hard to get her bearings in the enormous house, but listening for the sound of voices, she followed them to just outside one parlor. The door ajar, she could hear Joshua and his brothers talking inside, strangely reminiscent of men’s conversations she ignored in the tavern just months ago. It seemed even men of breeding talked so drearily. She had learned to half listen to most conversations of the sort, picking up useful pieces of information, disregarding everything else. They were talking about crops and horses and other such tngs, and Fiona was about to walk away.


  “So, brother, how did you make this choice of wives?” Lowell’s voice rose above the others, making a startling turn in the conversation. She wondered if he knew she was listening, though there was no way she could be seen from where she stood.


  “I love her, Lowell, that should be reason enough,” she heard Joshua reply.


  “But a peasant girl?”


  “The term peasant is demeaning and unnecessary.”


  “And why do you care anyway, Lowell?” Galen interjected.


  “I say, if she’s beautiful, and she is,” Nigel added, “then let him be. The only man in this house that would have cared about her family history is now dead.”


  “I would think, Joshua,” Lowell began again, “that you would have more consideration for her.”


  “And how’s that?” Joshua asked.


  “The gossips and bitties will eat her alive. One party, and she wilt like an uprooted flower. You take such beauty away from its nurturing soil and expect it to survive. I vow, my brother, she will shrivel in this place.”


  “I find your assumptions vulgar,” Joshua retorted. And I’ll trust you’ll not make them known to Fi. She’s nervous enough in this place, without thinking that my brothers find her lacking in some way.”


  “Oh, I doubt she’s lacking in any way that matters,” Lowell purred. “But I say, just enjoy her in her own element. I’m sure it would be much more fun anyway, being the whoring bastard that you are.”


  “Lowell enough!”


  He laughed wickedly. “Ah brother, you may be the patriarch of this place, by default of course, since none of us would have it, but you will not be ordering me to do anything. I just worry that your poor bride will find herself treading water in our world, hardly able to keep her head about her.”


  “You leave my bride to me,” Joshua said. “And I daresay leave her alone.”


  “You mean keep my hands off?” he asked.


  Fiona wished that she could see her husband’s expression, but it was clear it was devastating, the way Lowell gave him a swift apology.


  “Sorry Josh, no desire to offend you.”


  


  It was a startling conversation that would take some moments to digest. Did they truly think her an inappropriate choice for her husband, and what of the “gossips and bitties” that Lowell spoke of; it reminded her too much of that hurtful occasion when gossiping women had scared her out of the general merchandise store. But she had little time to ponder this information, when she heard the men stir. Afraid they might be leaving the room, she turned quickly to return upstairs, unfortunately upending a vase that was sitting beside the doorway. The clatter was too much to cover up, and while she was on the floor trying to put the lovely piece back in place, she suddenly found herself looking up into Lowell’s devious eyes.


  “A problem, dear, couldn’t get close enough to the door to hear?”


  Joshua pushed his way beyond him, and helped Fiona to her feet.


  “I was afraid to disturb you, hearing your private conversation, I was about to return to our room.” She answered it all truthfully, and Joshua believed her.


  “Don’t worry, luv,” he said with an arm about her waist. “You go upstairs and I’ll join you shortly.” He cast a seductive gleam her way, as she gave him a little wave. Lowell standing just behind him, added his own provocative beaming smile that would have unnerved her, if it had been him alone.


  She didn’t like the man. Not one bit.


  ***


  When Joshua returned to his room that night, he was surprised to see that Fiona hadn’t unpacked her bags, indeed, it looked as if she was re-packing her things into the trunk that lay on the floor of their room.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “I’m planning to leave,” Fiona announced, that oft defiant spirit in her was appearing once more.


  “What? We’ve just arrived,” he replied astounded.


  “I want to leave. I know I’m going to hate it here.” She spoke with every ounce of resolve she could muster.


  “You can’t know that so soon.”


  “Your brothers hate me.”


  “They do not.”


  “The way Lowell looks at me.”


  “He’s harmless, and you’re completely over re-acting.”


  “I am not,” her eyes flashed wildly, her temper getting the better of her.


  “I’m warning you,” Joshua glared at her, hoping that this little snit would end without an incident. “You’re staying, Mrs. Kane, and I’ll have no more of that. Unpack your things and we’ll get to bed.


  Fiona refused to answer, but gave him a glaring look as she stomped to the other side of the room and begin taking things from the wardrobe.


  “Fiona,” he barked. “Come back here.”


  “I will not!” she snapped, her foul mood truly taking charge.


  “You’ll unpack your things now!” his voice was rising as his anger grew.


  “You can’t make me stay here,” she replied, her voice was rising too.


  Fiery eyes, meeting fiery eyes, Fiona was exploding with rage, and just as Joshua moved toward her, she picked up a small figurine from the table beside her and threw it toward her husband. Though she missed him completely, the piece crashing in a million pieces on the floor behind him, Joshua responded, moving to her side far faster than she believed he could. Grabbing her arms, he pulled her to the bed. When he sat, she went briskly over his lap, her skirt thrown high over her head, he began spanking her bottom hard and fast with the palm of his hand.


  “Stop it, you bastard!” she roared as her feet kicked and she tried wriggling away for all she was worth.


  “I will not!” Joshua roared back. “You’re going to learn to control yourself or you’ll find yourself over my lap at lot, my fair lass.”


  His hand was positively ruthless, smacking her jiggling rear cheeks with such a furious intent, she couldn’t help the wails and cries that were sure to be heard through the walls of the grand estate.


  “Yeawww! Please ouch! No more!” she roared and roared again when her husband refused to stop.


  At least three dozen sharp smacks prevailed until at last he eased up. He was waiting to see if she would calm, but twisting fiercely against his grasp, Joshua renewed his resolve and smacked her bottom once more, this time making sure that all the fire was out of her angry protests. Unfortunately, his purpose was not accomplished until Fiona’s entire bottom was scarlet and hot to touch. She was only subdued because she was so exhausted, her anger still not completely spent, so he decided seeing the insolent look in her sharp eyes.


  “I’m warning you, Fi. Don’t start again,” he warned.


  Having pushed her from his lap, she stood in front of him, while he glared at her with a passionate eye. She looked much like a petulant child that was about to storm again. Though seeing her sigh, he decided that perhaps the worst was over. “Now, my love,” he spoke sternly to curtail any further argument, “you will be reasonable, is that understood?”


  “Yes,” she replied meekly.


  “And none of this leaving here. Why you’ve hardly tried it.” He was being as kind as he knew how, and still deliver his message.


  “I’m sorry,” she replied. Second by second she was easing off. Rubbing her bottom with her hand, she was certain that this spanking was the very worst he’d ever given her—with his hand, indeed. It hurt all the more because of that.


  “I know you’re sorry,” Joshua nodded. And then seeing the mournful weary look in her soft yielding eyes, replacing all the spit and fire, he gathered her into his arms and held her, stroking her wild hair with a much kinder hand.


  “I think you’re just tired from the trip,” he said. “And yes, that was an unfortunate conversation you heard, but Lowell will adjust to our marriage. I promise you that. This house can hardly be more of a challenge than working at the Tavern. It’s certainly far more comfortable.”


  Fiona snuffed, and grabbed his handkerchief from his pocket to wipe her eyes. “But did you have to spank me so hard?” she inquired, looking genuinely hurt.


  “Has it knocked some sense into you?” he asked.


  “Well … I suppose. I’m just afraid that your brothers heard the whole thing and I’ll have even more to fear from them.”


  “Hush,” he said, as he hand reached up and caressed her face. “These walls are thicker than you think, and even if they did hear something, they’ll keep their thoughts to themselves, or they’ll have me to answer to.”


  His tone reassured her. She couldn’t be mad at him anymore, the way he looked at her. Still, she wasn’t convinced that her adjustment into this new home would be any smoother than its rocky start.


  The one saving grace of their nasty quarrel, Joshua was moved to love her again with such a generous spirit, that she knew she didn’t want to leave even if this house proved as dire as she feared. Swept up in his arms, with the provocative fire of the spanking still lingering in her loins, they christened their marriage bed with a fine night of making love that made her sleep peacefully until morning.


  ***


  Fiona put her annoyance and disquieting fear aside. Though the next two days at the estate, she fared no better. Dinners were a disaster with all the brothers at hand. For the most part Nigel ignored her, and sweet Galen was kind enough to attempt pleasant conversation; but Lowell was simply reprehensible with continued jibes and insidious barbs that cut through her attempts at composure.


  Not once, however, did she show her discontent to Joshua. As much as she wanted blast out at the horrid blackguard of a brother, she kept her tongue. Didn’t gentlewomen keep their tongues? Didn’t they refuse to be ruffled by the lowest kind of talk? Didn’t they turn a deaf ear to the sounds of scoundrel’s voices that would dissuade them from their virtue? She considered Lowell her great challenge and she intended to triumph!


  To ensure her resolve, she was determined to act the lady in all situations, and prove to this man her worth to be in this house at her husband’s side. In that regard, she refused to allow Joshua’s hands to rove her body while they were in the presence of his brothers, or the household staff. They would conduct themselves as the lord and lady of the manor, and only be lovers behind their bedroom door.


  Unfortunately, this situation led to days of near celibacy, since Joshua’s long hours reviewing the estate, and discussing accounts took him long into the evenings, long after Fiona was asleep in bed. There could be no stolen moments in some compromising places, so each night the “lord and master” climbed in next to his dozing wife, deciding to let her sleep. Just once in the first days, Fiona woke from her slumber, and snuggling next to Joshua’s warm body, they had a quick sexual release before they fell back asleep.


  This circumstance left her wanting. She was woman of passion, now so muted, she wondered if they’d ever have time for each other the way they used to.


  




  


  Chapter Eight


  


  While Joshua spent his days taking charge of his estate, Fiona spent her first ones acquainting herself with her new home. She roved about the mansion, spending hours in rooms that were rarely used, where dust settled, and years of disuse had made them smell old and decayed. She could see right away, that the task of cleaning them was useless, for there was no legitimate purpose for so much space for so few people, especially when the Kane brothers were unlikely to take wives, and open the home to the grand lifestyle it once enjoyed.


  Other than exploring the house, which she seemed at liberty to do, Fiona walked the estate grounds, happy for the exercise. Joshua’s only command was that she stay with in sight of the house, so she wouldn’t lose her way home. Fiona also spent much time in the kitchen with the cook, Mrs. McCready. A jovial graying woman of nearly sixty, she was a great source of family information, any simple question about the estate or one of the brothers would send her into a long diatribe that was likely to skip time periods and even people, as the woman recounted her memories for the lovely new mistress of Kane Manor. She took it upon herself to instruct Fiona about the entire Kane history, knowing full well that Joshua was not the kind of man to give a young wife the details she would want about the family she’d married into.


  Fiona learned that Kane Manor had once been filled with a rich social life. At the helm of the fine estate was Joshua’s grandmother, a woman of robust and yet gracious manners, who enjoyed her living filled with fancy dress balls, long summer houseparties, and dozens of people enjoying the splendid ambiance that Kane Manor was noted for. Her daughter-in-law, Joshua’s mother, Priscilla Kane, was her opposite, a recluse. Once the elder Mrs. Kane died, the social life at the estate diminished noticeably, after a while dwindling away altogether while Priscilla Kane pursued a life far different than the world expected of her.


  Priscilla enjoyed books and fine artwork, not social gatherings. Though she fashioned herself an artist and dabbled with oils, she would fly off in tantrums destroying her work because it was not perfect. Her preoccupation with her own pursuits, which not only left Kane Manor socially bereft, left her boys to their own devices. There was no question that she doted on Joshua, her eldest, and on Galen the youngest child, and the one most like herself. The other two boys were clearly their father’s children.


  The elder Mr. Kane was rarely discussed. Though Fiona had already gathered that Joshua cared nothing for the man. The other brothers endured him at best, and none seemed at all upset over his passing. Certainly the whole staff of servants breathed a collective sigh of relief at his death.


  Fiona managed to pass her time the first week enjoying her explorations and talks with the cook, but she’d soon seen all she needed to of empty rooms, and could only take so many of Mrs. McCready’s stories in one sitting. As far as walking the grounds, she liked this pursuit best, but she really hoped to have Joshua join her. To her dismay he always seemed preoccupied.


  


  As for family gatherings at the dinner hour, she looked forward to them because Joshua was there; but as the days passed, Lowell continued his rude whispered comments which made her dread dinner as much as look forward to it. Unable to stop Lowell’s untoward remarks, she grit her teeth and sat as demurely as she could at her husband’s side, trying to keep her attention away from the foppish man.


  On a few occasions, Fiona even began helping to serve the meal, as was appropriate for the mistress of the house. One night as her husband talked business with Nigel, she went from place to place, offering to fill bowls with steaming mutton soup.


  “Ah, back to old tricks, I see,” Lowell whispered quietly, as Fiona leaned over him, ladling broth into his dish.


  “You should hold your tongue,” she was bold enough to say in return, as she pulled the ladle from Lowell’s bowl.


  “You hold your tongue with my brother? Or does it serve him well?” His lips were practically at her ear as he spoke.


  “Lowell,” she gave him a warning tone as she backed off.


  “Ah, do my jibes hit their mark?” His hand was where it shouldn’t have been, on her thigh. She jerked away.


  “Would you like some more, sir,” she asked him politely, while she held back her mounting rage.


  “I would rather taste the salty tang between your fine breasts,” he murmured, looking straight at her bosom and the cleavage revealed by the low-cut bodice of her dress.


  Without thinking, Fiona set the ladle down, and slapped the rude man’s face with a vigorous wallop. “Mr. Kane, you are no gentleman!” she roared at him. The slap and the roar shocked her husband from the conversation with Nigel. “You are a bloody ass, a foul mouthed bastard, and I’ll thank you to keep your tongue in check, and your hands to yourself, or you shall find this boiling soup poured in your lap!”


  All eyes turned to Fiona, and then Lowell.


  While Lowell nursed his smarting face, a smirk of satisfaction broke out on Joshua’s face. Fiona was bewildered by the expression, but it was soon clear that he was laughing at his brother’s unexpected woe. Galen grinned as Galen would, and even Nigel snickered seeing his annoying sibling put in his place.


  “I think I’ve had enough of you all,” Fiona blurted out, and giving a brisk and rather defiant curtsy, she left the room.


  


  “You are distressed, my dear,” Joshua said as he strode into the kitchen, where Fiona sat with the cook, drinking a mug of tea to calm her.


  “Indeed I am,” she snapped.


  “You belong at the table with me,” he said kindly.


  “But not with that bastard brother of yours.” Her green eyes flared again.


  “He’s harmless, Fi, but I’ve chastised him thoroughly, and he’ll apologize. Won’t you rejoin us?”


  “No,” she barked her peeved reply.


  “As you wish,” he replied, and he returned to the dining room.


  “You’ll get used to ‘im, ma’am,” the cook told her.


  “I’m sure I will.”


  “Did ‘im good to have his face feel a little righteous wrath. I hope he’s sore for days. That old boy gets fresh with all the young ones. I’ve trouble keeping maids for his randy attitude.”


  “I can’t believe that he would do this under his own brother’s nose.”


  “Ah, but if I know Joshua well, he’ll have his brother’s nose bloodied soon.”


  “I wouldn’t like that. I lost a future husband battling over my honor. I want none of that from my husband, least of all with his brother. There’s nothing to be gained by such wars. I’d just like that scoundrel to hold his tongue.”


  The cook smiled at her. She rather liked the feisty young redhead, she’d brought a bit of spark and life into the otherwise dreary household.


  ***


  Later that evening, Fiona strolled the garden by herself, thinking of the fate that had propelled her into a home so fine and vile at the same time. It should be a safer place to live than the rude village where she’d grown up; though she was beginning to think that there were no safe places, anywhere. She’d have to remain on guard, even if she did have a mighty man of a husband that would protect her.


  “You plan to remain outside all night, my love?” She heard Joshua’s voice behind her.


  “It’s a peaceful evening, sir,” she said turning around.


  “I am sorry for the scuffle with my brother.”


  “I handled it,” she said.


  “And very well, I might add.”


  “You’re upset with me?”


  “Good god no! I should have warned you about Lowell. He has too little to do. I’ll have to find some worthy work for him. Something outside the estate. But believe me, he’s harmless.”


  “That’s what Mrs. McCready says.”


  “And you don’t believe her.”


  “I have met many men, sir. I know all the types to take advantage of women. I’m sure that I can take care of myself with Lowell, but I’m not certain that he’s harmless.”


  “I wouldn’t worry, with the kind of mettle you showed him tonight, he’ll back off. You’ve already bested him once, when he knows he can’t get away with his torments, he’ll tire of it. He hates to look like a fool.”


  “I hope you’re right, because I vow, Joshua; I will dump boiling soup on his lap, and I’ll not care one bit if I burn him.” By the moon above, he could see the fire flash in her eyes.


  “You are a haughty wench,” Joshua said, in complete admiration. He was glad to see the spitfire return. His wife had been far too subdued since they’d arrived at the estate, as if she’d been walking on eggs.


  “So lass, shall we walk more, or go inside?” he asked her.


  She was beginning to feel a surge of warmth return to her, the warmth that came from Joshua to her, the warmth that fired her between the thighs, that created a fountain of delicious desires that she’d spend hours and hours enjoying at the cottage, when he’d taught her of love.


  “I suppose, it’s time to go in. It is a little chilly.” She was hardly chilled at all, the night was rather warm for the time of year, but she was ready to be warmed by more than just the weather.


  Arm in arm the two entered the house at the kitchen, which was left tidied and polished was after dinner. And empty as well, Mrs. McCready no doubt in her room humming songs and patching linens to spend her evening hours.


  “So, Fiona, are you happy here?” Joshua said, as he stopped her midway through the kitchen, and leaned her against the heavy kitchen table. He pressed his loins to hers and looked down into her face. In the dim light, she could see his eyes gleaming, knowing he had more than just her happiness on his mind, she could feel his cock as he rubbed himself against her.


  She thought a moment of his question. How to answer? Placate him with a “I just love it here, darling?” or tell him the truth, “I’d rather be home, at our cottage.” Or was there something in between that would communicate her feelings in more explicit detail?


  “Frankly, my love, I don’t like it here at all,” she finally said, opting for an enormous dose of the truth.


  He backed off and stared at her shocked. “My heavens why not?”


  “Don’t get me wrong, sir. It’s beautiful, more luxury than I have a right to know. But for me, your humble peasant wife, it’s bloody boring.”


  “Boring?”


  “Yes. There’s nothing for me to do, except embroider, and talk with Mrs. McCready about the meals and walk through the gardens. I am used to work, hard work. I don’t know if I could ever get used to the idleness. I feel wasted and useless.”


  “So, you want me to put you to work scrubbing the floors?” Joshua asked, amused.


  “I’d be happier, I’m sure,” she assured him.


  “But my wife cannot do such things,” Joshua reminded her, and he was quite serious.


  “Your wife, your wife, your wife. Perhaps I’d be better off being just your whore, while you remain a blacksmith. Perhaps we’d have more fun,” she said saucily. She pulled out from under his pressing weight, and sauntered around the table, swishing her behind ever so deliberately. She flipped her red hair with flick of her hand, a gesture he always found captivating.


  Fiona herself was thinking how much she wanted Joshua’s hands on her, how she wished for just one ounce of the passion that she knew with him at the cottage. She ached inside for his hard cock to impale her. She could beg for it, though she suspected this tease would do.


  And just as she figured, Joshua responded easily to her ploy. He loved her swaying rear, the swish of her skirt, and the sly smile that accompanied that movement as she glanced back at him and tossed her hair again.


  “Ah, but Fiona, you are my whore,” he laughed, deliciously. He followed behind her, attempting to fondle rear, though she would not be easily claimed. He spanked her ass with a good stroke, and she slipped from his outstretched hands. Opening the pantry door, she dashed inside, and slammed the door in his face. She was giggling with a little childish glee. When he pushed his way inside, seconds later, he had her cornered at the far end of the shelf lined room.


  “You think you could get away from me?” he asked with a jubilant grin.


  “Perhaps I want to,” she teased.


  “Then you wouldn’t have led me into this tight space.”


  She tried to escape under his arm, and she almost did, the move taking him by surprise, and her sleight form easily scampering away; but he grabbed for her skirt and caught a handful in his fist. “Oh no, you don’t.” He laid another brisk whack on her bottom, then pulled her up close to him, a hand going under the hem, so that he could find real flesh underneath. He made his way inside until he could feel the soft cheeks of her ass, and the lovely places where they parted, and he could slip a hand inside.


  “Ooo, you have my cunt,” she purred to him. “You shouldn’t be doing this now. Not here.”


  “But I’d do it to my whore, is that not who you are?”


  “But in the kitchen?”


  “We did it in the kitchen at the cottage. Besides, this is the pantry,” he argued, intending to win this battle.


  “But sir, there were never people around.”


  “Do I care? I am the master of this house, I’ll take my wife, excuse me, my whore, any where I want to.”


  “But Mrs. McCready …” she tried another useless protest.


  “Let Mrs. McCready listen and enjoy, the old lady could use the excitement.”


  He was not going to be dissuaded, and she was hardly resisting. Pushing her to the end of the room, against the table, he raised her skirt so that he could see her legs and thighs, and raising the skirts higher still, he found the target of his designs, her sweet womanhood, bare as bare could be.


  “As I thought, no underwear?”


  “It was hot today,” she told him.


  “How scandalous! Ladies of great breeding would never do this.”


  “I never told you I was a lady of great breeding. And now that I’m living in this house, I find good breeding has nothing to do with living here, nor does it have anything to do with your wealth and position.”


  “Ah, so you’re learning, my love.”


  He finally grabbed for the top of her dress, loosening all the ties, he shoved it down, baring her entire body, naked there in the pantry.


  He sat her on the table and laying her back against the hard surface, he spread her thighs and shoved his erection inside her.


  “Oh yes!” she gasped when the thrust hit bottom, sending a tingling pain everywhere.


  “You lusty one,” he purred happily, and jerking in and out, he pummeled her deeply.


  “Ah no, my love,” she groaned.


  Her cries only inspired him, and he held her hips as he pressed himself deeply into her rich warm interior.


  So full. It seemed days since she’d had this much attention or satisfaction. Days since she’d allowed him to attack her with the spontaneous zeal that turned a simple moment into a bawdy sexual brawl. “You’re a scandalous man.” She was smiling as she spoke with her head flung back, abandoning the tedious and stilted virtue that she’d adopted since she entered her husband’s grand house.


  “Thank god there’s still a ribald wench in you, lass.” He grunted, grabbing her hips with his rough hands so he could thrust deeper still. He roared with a muted howl, only making the most modest of allowances for the fact that they were screwing in the kitchen pantry.


  Joshua was declaring his mastery in the house, one last piece of sovereignty that no one would deny him. This interlude with his commoner wife was his declaration of supreme command, his return, and a complete return it was.


  “Ah, ah, ah, ah,” she was gasping with the most beautiful sound, the most beautiful look of sheer emptiness on her face, as if she was seeing angels or devils perhaps; whatever it was, it delighted her. Joshua could feel the swell of her belly as she was releasing pent-up lust; her hips bucked against his crotch, and then shivered madly as the orgasm claimed her.


  To the rhythm of her pulsing cunt, he thrust again and again, until all his masculine power flowed into her; and she gratefully received, with first a snicker and then a giggle, as she watched the bizarre way his scowl contorted into an expression of jubilant release.


  


  “You won’t have trouble being the harlot with me again?” he asked her as he leaned over her reclining body. He saw the sweat on her skin, and bent down to taste the salty flavor of her breasts.


  “Here in the house?” she asked back.


  “Anywhere.”


  “I am trying so to be a lady,” she reminded, even as he was pulling from her warm wet cavern.


  “You be yourself, nothing else, or I’ll take you over my lap and redden your bottom again,” he warned her with a smile.


  This time, his playful warning teased her. “I suppose with your brothers and all these servants looking on?” she mused aloud.


  “Perhaps I should,” he mocked her, while he gave her bottom a pleasant slap.


  “Maybe you should do that more often, just for fun?” she said.


  “Perhaps so,” he agreed. And he pulled her up to him and held her. She was glad to have the warmth of his arms around her, the heat from his chest transmitted to her body, warming her warm breasts till they throbbed hot. She knew they have each other again before the night was out; there was too much passion still within her. She’d demand it of him, and he would respond. Joshua was likely right. It was better to be herself, than put on useless airs, that only made her feel washed up and pinched.


  “You come to bed with me tonight, Joshua, and make love to me again,” Fiona said, nuzzling against his neck. “Don’t talk to your brothers, love, they’ve claimed enough of your time.”


  “I will, lass,” he said. “And perhaps I’ll spank you too, until you howl.” He pulled her clothes up to cover her breasts, and pushed her skirt down to cover her privates. Making her decent enough, he picked her up in his arms, and carried her out of the pantry, up the back stairs to their room. Fiona giggling all the way.


  




  


  Chapter Nine


  


  Days later, Joshua pulled Fiona from bed much earlier than she was used to getting up.


  “Out now, lazy one, you’ve stayed in bed much too long.” He was sounding kind, but very firm.


  “What?” she looked up at his bearded face with its mischievous eyes staring into hers. “Ah, come back to bed,” she said, a reminder of the lust that had driven them the night before. It was returning with a potent hunger raised again by just seeing his face.


  “No, not now,” he affirmed. Tugging at her arm, he pulled her from the bed. Though she was resisting, he pulled anyway.


  “What are you doing to me?”


  “Making you work,” he explained.


  “Work? How? What?”


  She was naked, and quite provocative looking, though for a change Joshua refused to pay attention to her jiggling breasts and shimmering thighs. Instead, he drew a dress from her closet: a work dress she’d not worn since she left the cottage. Slipping it over her head, he even buttoned it for her.


  “Why my old dress?” she asked, still bewildered by her husband’s strange behavior. “For what?”


  “Curing your boredom,” he said.


  Her eyes widened in curiosity. “And how are you going to do that?”


  “Inspiration, the stars, perhaps my dreams reminded me, lass. The perfect thing to keep you happy here, and out of my hair.”


  “Out of your hair, I bother you so?”


  “You make my life worth all this trouble I’m enduring here, but you need something to make yours worthwhile too. So this is for both of us.”


  “And tell me, sir, what is it?”


  He refused to answer her directly. Finding her shoes, he sat her down on her chair, and the kneeling at her feet, he slipped each one into the tiny footwear and laced them. Taking her by the hand again, he lead her down the stairs and out back door of the house.


  “Where are we going?”


  His smile was generous, his eyes twinkled with merriment. “This, my love, is a magical place,” he said with as much magic in his expression as in the allusion that he teased her with. She followed him into the garden, through familiar paths she’d walked several times since she arrived at the estate. And then, without warning, he disappeared into the depths of an enormous hedge that lined the pathway.


  “Where’d you go?” she exclaimed, as if her eyes were playing tricks on her.


  Joshua’s hand reached out and tugged at her, pulling her into the hedge with him, into an unseen, and overgrown entrance to yet another small garden beyond.


  Breaking free of the scratchy bush, Fiona dusted herself off, and then stared in wonder.


  Joshua was right. It was a magical place, like some fairy land, even though it required the eye to see beyond the lush foliage and arms of the thick vines that entangled it, to a place that had once been an enchanting and well kept retreat.


  Circumscribed by the enormous hedge, it was a private place, and cool, much cooler than the formal garden on the other side, that was now bathed in sunlight. It would be a couple of hours before the sun would reach inside these walls.


  The garden floor was covered with the undergrowth that had gone wild, but on close inspection, it appeared there was a brick pathway that circled its perimeter. Much of the faded red clay was broken by moss, bursting through the cracks, displaying the most delicate white and lavender flowers amid the tiniest of green leaves.


  There had once been cultivated rosebushes that were now uncultivated and growing freely, their thorny branches entwining like savage lovers, spreading everywhere. The roses surrounded a fountain in the middle of the garden. Fiona could just barely see a gray statue rising from the center, and though the marble was now caked with grime, the form still took the most splendid shape: the nude body of a woman with her hands upstretched as if she was reaching for heaven, or perhaps posing for her lover. A delicate smile could still be seen on her dainty face. Her aquiline nose depicted an aristocratic bearing, and downcast eyes revealed her humility as she exposed so much of her physical treasures. Like most statues of the naked female body, her attributes were perfectly formed from her breasts to the soft swell of her belly, to her firm thighs and the crotch that was left uncovered by even the merest figleaf design. Fiona suspected that viewing the other side of the piece, she’d find the woman’s rounded rea would be as accurately depicted.


  The young redhead could have looked at it for hours, were she given the time. She could study the face, and the perfection, and note the similarities between her own sensuous form and this fine lady’s. It didn’t escape her, that the hair on this maiden was not tied into some severe bun behind her head, or even classically piled atop her head; but was left loose, so that it dangled in curls about her face and down her back, very much the way Fiona often liked to wear hers. A fashion that her husband dearly loved.


  “What do you think?” Joshua asked.


  “I think this place must be the garden of pure carnal passion. Such an earthy quality.” Fiona’s loins were engaged as much as her curiosity. There was more to explore, but it would take some time, time to get beyond the bushy thorns and creeping wisteria and ivy. The task of doing so would be arduous, for she wouldn’t want to tear away the beautiful flowering vines, at least three kinds she could distinctly make out. She would protect them as she pruned them back.


  There was a particular fragrance that hung in the air … remarkable for its delicacy, it seemed each breath she took suggested another form of plant life with its own distinct aroma.


  This was one teeming jungle of sensation, that to touch or smell or look at required concentration, and an openness to detect, not just what was on the surface, but what was underneath. Only after some moments of careful scrutiny, did Fiona realize that encircling the fountain were stone creatures, little wood nymphs, or fairies perhaps. The architect of this place had a whimsical sense of humor as well as a libidinous appetite for sensuality.


  “It was my mother’s garden,” Joshua said.


  “Oh, my,” Fiona gasped. This was far more an entrance into that woman’s character than anything that had been said of her by Joshua, or Mrs. McCready, or the brothers. “And she created this?”


  “It was a pleasure she could enjoy out doors, though she had a gardener of her own, especially hired to keep the place well groomed. I’m afraid that it looks nothing like the way she had it. So wild, it’s rather lusty, almost savage, don’t you think?”


  “I would agree.”


  “It’s yours, Fiona, if you want it. I know how you love flowers, the out of doors, and I thought perhaps it could use your touch. Though I don’t expect you to do the heavy work with those thorny vines. You can direct the gardener, Mr. Stubbs, to take care of them as you see fit.”


  “I think I’d rather do it myself,” Fiona said, in a very dreamlike way. That was the effect this place was having on her, assaulting her with such powerful messages of erotic sensuality.


  “Whatever you wish, lass,” he answered.


  “Strange that this is secluded. I know your mother was a bit of a recluse, but certainly she might have wanted to share this with other people?”


  “I understand that once it was just another corner of the larger estate gardens,” Joshua told her. “But when my father saw what she’d done with the statuary she commissioned, he was so offended by it, he swore he would tear the whole thing apart. But, it was one thing about which she turned out to be more adamant than he; and instead of destroying it, she had the hedge enclose it. I think she liked it better this way anyway. As far as my father was concerned, out of his sight, it was no longer his concern; and he made sure that the opening to it was concealed so well, that people walking by wouldn’t easily realize that there was something on the other side.”


  “I hope you won’t feel that way, Joshua,” Fiona responded. “I rather like the thought of entertaining you within these green walls.” There was wicked look on her face, and Joshua smiled, as she walked further into the interior of the overgrown haven.


  Joshua stood back from her, and watched her fascinated green eyes move from place to place, looking as if her mind was furiously working already. She belonged here as wild as it was, as untamed and earthy and sensuous. He suspected that his common wife would be more at home than even his mother had been. Priscilla Kane had been a woman too interested in perfection to allow nature to do the work it did best, giving the place a sumptuous and carnal appeal it now held.


  “So, you could spend some time here, Mrs. Kane, and not find yourself bored?”


  She turned to her husband and smiled. “You know me well, Joshua,” she said.


  “I do. I’m so glad that I thought of it. Hidden away, I’d almost forgotten. The gardener has completely neglected the place, and I’m afraid without a woman’s hand to rescue it, it would be gone completely unfit for any kind of restoration in a few more years.


  She was quiet, unlike the sometimes talkative wife he was used to. She would get this way when she was overcome with thoughts and feelings too weighty for her to understand. This time however, Joshua hoped that her silence was a positive sign, this happenstance one that would delight her, not confuse, as she’d been so many times in their short time together. He suspected by the winsome smile on her lips that she was pleased. He would know soon how much, by the enthusiasm that she would put into reclaiming this garden for herself.


  ***


  Fiona adored the garden and the work.


  For six days following the unveiling of his mother’s private sanctuary, she slaved away within its untamed walls, taming the wildness into something she could manage.


  She insisted on wearing pants several days, when the hardest work needed to be undertaken, and Joshua managed to find some of Galen’s old clothes for her to wear.


  “My, how you excite me,” he said, when he first saw her in them. He eyed the way the garment fit tightly over her round bottom. He massaged her there, and in the crotch, rather pleased he could do it so easily, without having to fool with long billowing skirts and her bloomers—when she wore them. He even smacked her bottom several times, while Fiona responded with a tawdry come-on, her bottom beckoning him for more.


  Happy to comply with her wishes, a few more smacks laid on, and they might have stopped there and made love, and yet, Fiona finally wiggled away from him. She had other purposes in mind. “You’ll have to hold off your lust, my dear husband, unless you plan to come take me in the garden. I have much work to do, and I don’t have the time to make love.”


  “Seems you were provoking that one,” he reminded her.


  “Perhaps, but now it’s to work.”


  Joshua smirked at her, pleased to see her so happily engaged at last. Giving her a gentle kiss on the lips, and a finishing spank on her bottom, he left her to her tasks, realizing he was more free to pursue the business that was claiming so much of his own time.


  


  Fiona emerged each day tired from her task, scratched and bedraggled, but with a smile on her face. Even after washing herself for dinner and changing into presentable clothes, she looked more earthy, her complexion healthier, even it if was not as ladylike. In a house of men, the men appreciated her fresh robust attitude.


  “Do I get an invitation to your fresh air boudoir?” Lowell asked her after dinner one day.


  “I’ve no plans to invite a crowd to tea, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “Then it could be tea for the two of us.”


  “I’d think you’d have learned your lesson already,” she answered snappily as she walked off.


  Lowell hadn’t changed, it was unlikely he ever would, but for the time being she was content to take Mrs. McCready’s and Joshua’s advice to ignore his annoying advances.


  


  Some weeks after Fiona began working on the garden, Joshua announced his plans for the a short trip. “Three perhaps four days, I’ll be gone. You should have enough to keep you happy here?”


  “I cannot stay here by myself,” Fiona immediately protested, jumping up from a small bush she’d been carefully pruning.


  “Sure you can,” he assured her.


  “No, I can’t,” she replied, her protest more adamant. “You’ll have to take me with you.”


  “Is that a demand? Mrs. Kane.”


  “I would say so,” she replied. A sudden haughty turn of her head, she thought the matter was finished and she went back to her work.


  Joshua was not at all persuaded to anything. “Seems to me you’re acting a bit too big for your man’s britches,” he snapped.


  Fiona turned about and glared at him.


  “Perhaps it’s time I took them down and reminded you who’s the lord and master here.”


  “Lord and master, ha!” she barked. “Husband yes, but master no!”


  “We’ll see about that, Mrs. Kane,” he bellowed.


  She was too fast for him. Anticipating his move, she dashed to the other side of the garden, away from his swift move, and was about to exit the garden through the doorway, when he grabbed her and hauled her back. Wasting no time Joshua tore into her britches, removing them so swiftly from her hips that she was too stunned to mount any defense. Finding a foot long stick lying on a bench was exactly what he needed, he walloped Fiona’s rear with a good dozen sharp smacks.


  “Ouch! You bastard! Stop that now!”


  “Don’t call be bastard, wench. Lord and master, to you!”


  “You foolish man, to think I’ll call you that!” she bellowed, even as the stick continued to inflame her bottom with repeated blows.


  “Say it, Fi!” he ordered.


  “I’ll not!” she snapped.


  “Say it,” he insisted. The wood piece snapped hard, the sting atrocious. If this was war, Fiona wasn’t sure she would win, but she’d certainly try. “Say it,” Joshua repeated, punctuating the order with another smack.


  “I will not!” she said again. Joshua proceeded to smack her ass a dozen times, each laid on with such ferocity that the burning heat rose briskly.


  “Call me lord and master, wench, and your trial will cease,” Joshua vowed.


  Smack!


  “Say it, Fi!”


  “Never!”


  Joshua responded with another smack, and then peppered her bottom with an unceasing bevy of thunderous whacks.


  This would never end! Fiona realized.


  “All right you, ass, you “lord and masterly” ass!” she finally snapped.


  And true to his word, Joshua stopped the spanking.


  “I can’t say you’re very contrite, or that you meant what you said,” Joshua announced.


  “I’m not contrite, and I didn’t mean what I said,” she agreed, not one ounce of defiance had left her manner.


  “But you said it,” he taunted her, even as he lovingly pulled her close. “Lord and master, I will be.” He laughed at her, while she was still eyeing him wickedly.


  “You just wanted to get inside my pants, didn’t you? Admit it?” Fiona swore.


  “Of course I did, I’ve been wanting that since I first saw your lovely ass end sway before me like a harlot!”


  “Don’t you dare call me harlot,” Fiona snapped.


  “Calm down, calm down, my love. I was just joking, just as you were when you called me bastard.”


  “How do you know I was joking,” she retorted.


  “Might I remind you, lass, your bottom is still bare and I have this paddle in my hand. I wouldn’t mind keeping your ass red for an hour!”


  Looking at him, she smiled chagrined. “You’re really leaving?” she asked, her playful expression turning sorrowful.


  “I have to go.”


  “I’ll miss you,” she replied. For all the playfulness of their little battle, she still worried about his absence. She wasn’t feeling comfortable about being alone at the estate. Certainly there was nothing that would happen to her, but he was the rock on which she leaned. And the loneliness seemed to descend on her even while he was still at her side.


  “You can bear it, lass. You’ve far more courage than you sometimes pretend.”


  “But why can’t I go with you?” she tried one last time, but Joshua quickly shot that idea down with a scowling expression.


  “There are some places women are not welcome, and others like your garden where they are. You keep to your own pursuits, and I’ll be back before you even miss me.”


  ***


  Joshua was nearly right, except for missing her husband in bed at night, she was content enough to enjoy the work on the garden, and the other few things that kept her from discontented boredom.


  On the second day of Joshua’s trip, she donned her britches and went to the garden as usual, slipping inside the opening in the hedge and finding herself instantly warmed by the sight before her. Much of the more difficult work was complete, the roses returned to their proper places, the vines clipped back and disentangled, except where she liked the effect of their wildness. She was going to have to scrub the sculptures clean of the dirt and grit that appeared to be welded into the very stone. It might take some time, but she planned to chip it away and smooth the surfaces, so she could bring out the exquisite features that made the pieces so stunning. The little fairy sprites were almost like little children, their smiles needing the attention of an attentive mother. It made her think of having children herself, though she wondered at her barren body, wondered that it had been quite sometime since she’d been making love regularly to Joshua, and there was no child yet in her womb.


  On this day, Fiona was working about a stone bench on the far side of the hidden garden, something that it had take days to even find for the undergrowth had covered it. On hands and knees, she worked on cleaning out around it, her bottom bobbing in the breeze, she thought undetected.


  She wiggled about and squirmed in closer to get behind the stone, which was crumbling on one side. Hoping that it could be salvaged with a new leg, she was inspecting the back leg, not realizing as she did, her bottom was being thoroughly inspected by an admirer.


  The man stood to one side of the garden, almost hidden by an arbor that Fiona was erecting at the gate. Without being readily noticed he could see her upper thighs covered in Galen’s pants fitting quite tightly about them. He could see how the crotch of the pants was riding up her rear crack between her bottom cheeks. He could just imagine his hands fondling her there, taking liberties to go between her legs, and caress her still lower. He would like to strip her of the pants altogether, and plant himself in a wet moist hole.


  How to have her was a constant thought battering Lowell’s brain. With his brother gone for three days, hopefully more, he planned to take advantage of the moment.


  When Fiona finally sat back on her haunches, and breathed a deep weary sigh, it was time to announce his presence lest he annoy her with surprise.


  “Fiona,” he called softly.


  She was startled and jumped a little looking in his direction. “What are you doing here?” she asked him.


  “Initiating a truce?” he said with a pleasant grin.


  She was immediately suspicious of the suggestion.


  “Since we live in the same house, and will likely for sometime, I thought perhaps we should bury our differences.”


  “We have no differences, sir. You’ve been a boorish ass to me, made comments I’ll never entertain, and I’ll not tolerate it. So, I’d appreciate your leaving me to my work.” She maintained a haughty proud bearing, even while he continued a pleasant smile.


  “You’re right, Fiona, I’ve been very bad. Please forgive me?” He raised his eyebrows attempting to look chagrined. “It’s been sometime since we’ve had the advantage of one so beautiful in this house. I daresay, not since mother was gracing our table with her presence.”


  As much as she was suspect of his motives, Fiona found herself softening just a little at the man’s overt ploy to lay her fears and angers to rest. Perhaps she could tolerate him for an innocent conversation.


  “Why don’t you find a wife for yourself, Lowell?” she asked. “Certainly your good looks and your position would be sought after by many women.” She meant the question seriously.


  “Ah, I cannot think of giving myself to just one woman my whole life.”


  “Then take a mistress on the side. You could even change them with the season, and keep your need for variety taken care of.” She didn’t even try to hide her sarcasm.


  “You think I would demean a wife so?”


  “I think you’d have no problem with it. After all, it’s done all the time in these grand circles, is it not? Then you would not need to make indecent advances at your brother’s unwilling wife.”


  “Again, Fiona, I apologize for my behavior.”


  She continued to eye him suspiciously. “Please don’t be upset that I don’t believe you.”


  He nodded, ever maintaining his sweetness and gentlemanly bearing. “I understand your reluctance to rest your fears, Mrs. Kane. But be assured that I am sincere.” He nodded to punctuate his vow. “I’ll leave you be,” he said, and turning away, Fiona watched as the man slipped out of the opening in the hedge.


  She was certain his purpose for the visit was only to appease her aggravation, so he could make further advances. She had seen men like him work their duplicity with young women. The tavern had hosted many such men with cunning ways of talking to unsuspecting women. She’d been taken in by some, before Jerud had claimed her with his sincerity. And now, she was quite certain Lowell was doing nothing but being the scoundrel in a different guise.


  


  In the following days, Fiona found Lowell continued with his changed behavior, not one unkind word, not one pointed comment, not one degrading reference to her former station in life. He was almost pleasant to be around. Certainly more pleasant than the other brothers, with Nigel constantly grumbling and out of sorts, and Galen off in his own world. If he could be trusted, Lowell would be far better company for her than the others.


  It was an uneasy truce he’d initiated, but a truce nonetheless.


  


  When Joshua came back, he was delighted to find his wife so happy, and so well occupied. The garden was taking shape in the most amazing way. As he gazed at her progress he was impressed by her natural inclinations with foliage and flowers. She had a unique sense of beauty, though that didn’t surprise him, considering her own startling loveliness.


  “You’ll be happy to note, that even Lowell and I are getting along,” she said, when the two retired to their bedroom his first night back. “He actually apologized to me for his earlier rudeness.”


  “He did now?” Joshua looked at her surprised.


  “Should I be suspicious?” she asked.


  “No, not all, just grateful. Lowell hardly ever apologizes to anyone, for anything. Perhaps you’ve had the same good effect on him, that you’ve had on the rest of the estate.”


  “Oh, how’s that?” she asked.


  “It’s been a banner season, crops doing well, the animals strong and healthy. We’ll have some good profits.”


  “That’s wonderful! So I suppose you’re glad you’ve returned here?”


  “I am,” he said, yet there was a little reluctance in his answer. “Sometimes Fi, I miss the cottage. Do you?” he asked.


  “Oh, heavens yes. It was our little haven, just you and me.”


  “Well, this is our haven now, and your garden. We’ll certainly have to use it well tonight, since I’ll be gone tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow!” she exclaimed, this was the first she’d heard of another trip.


  “I’m afraid so, and this one will be at least a week. You think you can live without me that long?” he asked.


  “Oh! No! I’m sure I can’t!” She sat down on the bed with a petulant pout on her face. She crossed her arms and looked at him sideways, very unhappily.


  “Fiona, these are small prices to pay. I’ll be home soon and then for good, at least for a while,” he tried to assure her.


  “I don’t like this part of our life,” she told him adamantly, her brow furrowed.


  Joshua moved slowly toward her, not planning to spend his one night home fighting with her. He sat down on the bed beside her, and pulled her close to him, and then on his lap. “Do you like this part of our lives?” he asked. He was pulling at the ties of her blouse, so that it opened and her breasts would spill out.


  “You’re changing the subject,” she said, a little annoyed.


  “And if I don’t we’ll argue all night and miss the opportunity to use this bed as it is intended.” He said no more, but buried his face between her breasts and planted dozens of kisses across her flesh. She resisted the advance at first, but it was beginning to have such an effect on her, that she couldn’t help squealing with delight, and at least for the moment, she forgot his impending trip.


  




  


  Chapter Ten


  


  It was six days into Joshua’s trip, and he should have been coming home the next day. But a messenger arrived to let the household know that Joshua would be delayed another week. Fiona hated the thought. Her body was bursting with need, she’d even had to pleasure herself in the wee hours, when she awoke too aroused to sleep at all. She’d slipped her fingers between her legs, finding her cunt alive with a need, that a few brisk rubs of her fingers brought to a climax, while her mind burned with thoughts of her husband suddenly coming home to her in the middle of the night, and taking her away for a lusty ride on his cock.


  The need to pleasure herself however, only made her more irritated with Joshua. His earlier attentiveness to her physical needs had made her used to him satisfying her daily. She didn’t know how she could stand it without him much longer. Certainly, what she could do to herself was not at all as good having a ripe hot erection between her legs. The reality of his absence was making her fiercely angry.


  


  “Are you a little piqued, Mrs. Kane?”


  Fiona heard Lowell’s voice behind her, as she was pruning the rosebushes in her garden.


  “How did you guess?” Fiona said. Strangely, Lowell was the only brother that was paying much attention to her at all, and strangely he’d noticed her irritated mood.


  “It is not hard to see the change in your lovely face,” he said. He was drawing close to her, as she stood up and looked him in the eye.


  “I have no reason to be unhappy, Lowell, but I do miss my husband.”


  “Certainly,” he agreed, readily. “A woman of your passions would find it difficult to be without what I’m sure is a constant pleasure to you.”


  Fiona was uncertain how to take the man’s comment. It was missing the jibing tone that characterized his early remarks to her. And the way he stood so close, he was almost comforting.


  “My Fi, it looks like you’ve been wallowing in the dirt again,” Lowell added, picking up a lock of her red hair in his hand, noting the dirt caked at the end.


  “I guess I have,” she said.


  He was standing far too close for comfort, and he didn’t let her hair go, but gently caressed it as he might caress her cheek.


  She found herself nervous and flustered. It was a dangerous feeling racing through her. She turned away quickly. “I’ll be fine, Lowell. I just have to get used to my Joshua’s absence.


  “I doubt there would be way you could get used to that,” he said flatly. “But if I can keep you company … “


  “Thank you for the thought. I’ll just have to try.” The lonely sulking redhead went back to toying with the rosebush.


  


  Fiona’s rage was not appeased by time, something all too dark was welling within her. She ate with it, slept with it, and managed to get through the next few days, still feeling abandoned and loveless with Joshua gone.


  One evening, Fiona found herself in the back hallway of the house, simply pacing the floor. When it was dark, the garden could be no comfort and the monotony of the evenings was more than she could stand. She stared out the window at the estate grounds, bathed in moonlight, a starry canopy making the night hardly seem like night at all. It was the kind of sky she would like to enjoy with Joshua at her side. Though it only made her more angry that he was not at her side.


  But then, before she was even aware of it, Fiona felt a hand on her waist, a warm and comforting hand; and without having to turn around she recognized its owner, Lowell, by his distinctive brand of tobacco and soap.


  She jumped, though the hand stayed fast, and then she felt his lips descend on her neck. His breath, the wetness of his mouth, and then tender hands that were gently moving about her waist and her breasts.


  “Oh please, no, you mustn’t,” she begged him. But he didn’t reply. Instead, turning her around she was in his arms, as his mouth was descending on her mouth, and opening it wide for a rapturous kiss.


  The kiss was so unlike Joshua’s, though it was no less avid; his hands traversed places his hands never should have been. And yet, for the longest time she was not pushing him away. The physical closeness was so endearing, so unexpected, it all seemed so innocent perhaps. That was what she told herself the first instant of their passion, when her body seemed to take charge and her lips kissed him in return, and her hands reached out to surrounded him willingly.


  He was reaching into the bodice of her dress, fondling a breast, about to pull it free. She felt his hand on her nipple, pinching it between his fingers ever so slightly. Just the hint of pain suddenly startled her.


  She came to her senses and pushed him way.


  “No! I will not!” she vowed, and she fled quickly to her room.


  There was the trace of a smirk on Lowell’s face, the last thing that she saw. Had he done this deliberately to dishonor her, to prove that she was nothing but some common floozy, unworthy of her husband? That smirk, that awful smirk. How could he! How could he think that she would succumb to such a trick! And yet, she was all too close to giving in. She shook her head. No. No. She never would, she had to be certain of that. But despite the way her mind argued for her virtue, she still had that doubt.


  Her loins were hot, which made it all the worse; and she had to hold herself back from toying with the hard bud between her inner lips, as thoughts of Lowell’s fine caresses played furiously in her head.


  Allowing herself to feel guilt instead of pleasure, she cried herself to sleep that night, thinking of the indiscretion.


  ***


  From that night on, Fiona refused to speak to Lowell as long as Joshua was gone. She made certain that she was not alone where he could sneak up on her unannounced. She went so far as to invite Mr. Stubbs into her garden to work with her, until Joshua returned. All the while, her days were spent filled with anxiety and regret.


  When Joshua came home at last, it was unexpectedly, during their evening meal. She’d rushed to the door to greet him when she heard his voice. It was her hope that they would simply dash upstairs to be alone in each other’s arms.


  After a long lingering kiss, he pushed her back. “Ah, I can see what you need, lass, but first, I’m starved. It looks as if it’s a good time to come home.” He smelled the stew at the table and taking her hand, they walked into the dining room together and took their chairs.


  The meal was strange from beginning to end; there was so much to tell her husband, and sly looks from Lowell to avert. She had no idea what the horrible man was thinking, but she’d not have him return to his surly ways and hint to Joshua about her grand mistake. As quickly as she could after dinner, she claimed her husband for herself and dragged him to their room.


  


  “Out with it!” Joshua said, when they were finally alone.


  “Out with what?” she asked, wondering why he would assume she had something to tell.


  “I can see the worry all over you, lass. You were nervous and snappy at dinner. There’s something bothering you, is there not?”


  Fiona had no idea how to tell him her tale of woe, how to frame that horrid event in the upper hallway. But she was certain by Lowell’s odd looks that she’d better bear this news to him herself, before his brother’s well placed remarks would reveal her crime.


  “I fear you know me much too well,” she said.


  “And well, I should,” he said, staring at her. “Out with it.”


  She bit her lip, but that did no good, “I’m afraid, sir, I have something to confess.”


  “What is that?”


  “Your absence weighed on me heavily, my darling, I missed you so.”


  “Yes. But that’s hardly a confession,” Joshua said. He was sitting on the bed, pulling off his boots, and reaching out to bring his wife close to him, but she pulled back out of his reach. He looked at her sternly, realizing that there was more to this revelation.


  “I was thinking, I told you before that Lowell and I were getting along better. I don’t know what happened, sir, but the other night, I was pacing the hallway, thinking of you and how much I was missing you, especially in bed. And all of a sudden, I found myself in Lowell’s arms, his mouth planted on my lips, and his hands pressing their advantage.”


  “You what!” there was an instantaneous anger across his brow. “Is this true!”


  “He was kissing me,” she said, in a halting tone. Her boldness moments ago was fading away watching the reaction that was brewing in him. “I swear, I did not ask for it, but it just happened. I’m afraid he’ll tell you I encouraged him. And I admit, at first I found his hands welcome. Just his arms were so warm. I thought he was some comfort with you gone, but never in that way. When he pushed hard to seduce me … no, not seduce … when he tried to unclothe me, I pushed him away. I vow that’s all that happened.” She was in tears seeing her husband’s face, afraid that all the love she was looking forward to that night would be withdrawn, perhaps withdrawn forever.


  His look was devastating, filled with indignation and anger in such quantity that Fiona had no idea what he might do with it. “I swear, I did not ask for it!” she repeated, a little more loudly than before. She didn’t want to look or sound guilty, after all it was Lowell that had advanced on her.


  “And did you feel some passion well in you?” he asked.


  “Passion yes, only because I was thinking of you so strongly. But desire for Lowell, no! I did not!” she charged.


  “And I can be assured of that?”


  “It startled me at first, and I couldn’t react. But once I came to my senses, I pushed him away, and ran.”


  His eyes were dark, snapping wickedly. She’d never seen him so angry.


  “You don’t believe me, you think I’m the whore that Lowell thinks I am, but I am not,” she declared adamantly. “And I will not have you thinking that about me.” She was overcome by her own emotion, and finding no way she could continue to look into her husband’s angry face, she turned and fled the room, not stopping until she was out the back door and dashing rapidly to her garden.


  


  The garden was cool, as was the night. Fiona was chilled with no shawl about her shoulders, though her anger would keep her warm enough. Of that, she had an abundance.


  She sat on the crumbling bench, held up on one corner by a block of wood the gardener had brought until a new stone piece could be found to fit there. It was quiet, there was the sound of crickets and little more.


  After a time, and it seemed a very long time, she heard someone moving into the garden with her, though she couldn’t see who it was until they were upon her.


  It was Joshua.


  There was still the same dark scowl on his face, as when she’d fled the house, though at least half the fury was gone. What remained was simple darkness, and a nameless feeling transmitted from him to her.


  Joshua pulled his wife to her feet, feeling the same deep pulsing within her that was in his own loins. He pressed his lips over hers and demanded a wide open kiss. He tore at the top of her dress, she could hear the rip of the fabric as his strong hands dispensed with the garment so he could have her, one breast in each hand, squeezing them firmly.


  Ah, ah no,” her little cry escaped her lips.


  One yank, and her whole dress was at her feet in a soft pile, and she was naked, having worn nothing else.


  “You anger me more running off as you did than what happened with my brother. For that, lass you will pay dearly. Perhaps then you’ll absolve yourself of the guilt you bear.”


  She could barely see that Joshua was undoing his broad leather belt, for the very reason she most feared. She deserved the strapping he’d give her, first for her indiscretion and then for her cowardice in not facing him, and still she trembled as she watched him draw the leather from his pants and double it in his hands.


  Pulling her along with him to the bench, he flung her over his broad lap and brought the belt down hard against her naked bottom. Swift strokes followed hitting in the center of her ass cheeks, the result a blistering heat that made her eyes quickly burn with tears as harshly as the fury of pain in her posterior burned her.


  “It pains me most, lass, after all our trials, that you would still believe that I think of you as a loose unworthy woman.”


  Spurred by his words, Joshua laid the leather against her flesh with greater zeal.


  “You hear me now, luv, there’s no thought like that in my mind. Do you understand?”


  Fiona failed to answer and the belt landed even more fiercely with a fury that made her shriek.


  “You understand?” Joshua barked at her.


  “Yessir,” she cried out at last.


  “And there’ll be no more simpering, or worry about you?”


  The belt cracked harshly again.


  “No sir! Oh, my god, please stop!” she cried. The bite was so remarkable, she knew she couldn’t take another blow.


  “I’ll stop when I think you’ve finally gotten this through your stubborn mind!” Joshua blared. He paused briefly, then he smacked her hard again, another half dozen raising such a pain, that Fiona could do nothing but sob.


  “I won’t hear of you demeaning yourself the way you have. Not again, lass, never!” he swore. “You understand?”


  “Yessir.”


  “I’ll do this again, I swear. You hear me?”


  “Yessir.”


  The belt snapped hard again, so that Fiona thought the whole would hear her cries. The ferocious pace and Joshua’s anger reigned down on her until at last he wore himself out and his wife as well.


  Finished, he let the belt drop to the ground so that Fiona could hear the clatter of the buckle against the stone.


  Immediately, his hands were all over her, penetrating her everywhere, claiming her with ruthless intention. He pulled at her cunt, pinched her nipples, kneaded her sore bum roughly, then surrounded her with his arms as he drew her into his lap so they were sitting face to face. Two hands fixed on her ass, pulled the two sides apart as he held her to him. She could feel his pulsing cock under his clothes. He was hurting her in a strange way, because it was hurt that felt good. With her arms going around him, she fondled his body with every once of the fervor he was using on her.


  They rose to their feet together, his own britches disappearing next, and his thick cock was shoved between her legs, not inside her to begin with, but there to taunt her.


  Then, he flipped her around, so that she was bent over, her palms resting on the stone. He pressed the head of his penis at her cunt door and shoved hard. Reaching around he held her breasts in his hands as he thrust back and forth inside her anxious excited body. A thrill like lightening was shooting through her, the sensations were so rough, and yet welcome. She would have allowed this for hours if that was what he wanted, but it was only a short time, because he was burning hot with need. However, rather than spew his cum in her cunt, he pulled out of her, turned her around as he pushed her down between his legs on the cold hard ground and offered her his thick prick, a welcome-home gift, that she gratefully lapped with an earnest tongue, until it shot his seed into her face where it dribbled down her chin, to her breasts.


  When Joshua caught her eyes in the moonlight, he saw the tears.


  Only then was his anger truly fading; and seeing her wretched expression laced with an anger of her own, he pulled Fiona from the ground and encircled her with his arms.


  “Now have you paid for your moment of foolery?” he asked.


  “I believe so, since you’ve righteously punished me.”


  “Indeed. I hate to do that, but your guilt begged for it. Seems sometimes it would eat you alive.”


  “I hated every second of it, Joshua. But perhaps it was worth it to bring us together again. And I promise … “


  “Hush!” He placed his hand over her lips. “I should never have trusted him, Fi, can you forgive me for allowing this to happen?”


  “Forgive you?” she asked. Still thinking that it was Joshua that needed to forgive her.


  “Can you?”


  “I never thought it was necessary, but if you can forgive me…”


  “We were both foolish to trust this place,” Joshua said. “But be certain it will not happen again, Lowell will not bother you ever. You are mine, lass, and no other’s.”


  “I’ve not wanted anyone else, I swear.”


  


  Joshua believed her and she him, and by the looks of Lowell’s face the next day, his younger brother would believe him too.


  Joshua spent the rest of the night pleasuring all of Fiona’s unpleasured places. He vowed not to miss even one, especially her well punished ass, that he smacked at regular intervals so it throbbed with sensation long into their lovemaking, as Joshua made certain that the lesson of the night had been learned by heart.


  And later still, while Fiona lay back in the downy comfort of their bed, he made sure that his wife would not be left wanting, her passionate needs should never be ignored. He knew that for certain.


  




  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  The summer remained a good time for Fiona, with her garden to quell her anxieties, keep her busy and provide a luscious place to spend a private afternoon with Joshua. It made the estate almost tolerable. Only when there were gray days, and the rain pelted the ground was she unhappy. Even then, Fiona would sometimes slip off to the secluded spot; Joshua more than once found his wife coming in the house dripping wet, after she’d spent a hour or two letting the cool summer rain douse her.


  “You’re foolish girl,” he said in a distinct warning tone, listening to her sneeze after one such excursion.


  “I’m perfectly all right,” she vowed to him. “If I don’t have my garden for a day, I’ll surly die here.”


  “What will we do with you in winter?” Joshua wondered aloud, even as he walked off, not hearing a reply from her. It was a serious concern for them both. Once the weather turned, there would be few days she’d be able to enjoy the out of doors. As the fall of the year was approaching fast, the winds shifting wildly on some days, it was becoming increasingly dreary for Fiona.


  


  Coming in from outside one afternoon, Fiona was surprised to see her husband discussing plans for a meal with Mrs. McCready.


  “We must have beef and fowl . . and fish as well. The finest quality, you’ll order it special as we used to?”


  “Yes, sir,” she replied, the cook’s eyes lighting proudly with the news of such plans.


  “What are you doing, my darling?” Fiona asked, bewildered.


  “A harvest feast. Something of a tradition in this house. I think it would be a fine plan, considering the coming season. You’ll meet some other people, perhaps create a friend or two, who might help you endure the coming winter.”


  “I have no desire for any friend but you,” Fiona swore to him. “Please don’t do this for me.”


  “That’s fine.” He wouldn’t argue with her, she’d been adamant with him about entertaining outsiders in the home. “But there will still be a feast.”


  “How many do you expect?” Mrs. McCready asked.


  “Thirty, perhaps more. Nigel and I will create the guest list and let you know.”


  Fiona dashed upstairs when the plans became too much for her to listen to. She knew nothing of such events, they frightened her as much as long faced fancy women frightened her. She even took her meal in her room that night, refusing to go down to the dining room when the upstairs maid was sent to fetch her.


  When Joshua arrived in her room, shortly after the maid announced Mrs. Kane’s plans, he was clearly annoyed with her.


  “I’m not allowed to act like a gentle lady and take my meal in my room?” she asked.


  “No,” he replied evenly.


  “And why not?”


  “I don’t plan on our having arguments I know nothing of, you’re obviously upset.”


  “I am. You know how I feel about entertaining guests.”


  “You sound more like my mother every day,” Joshua said, “and you are not her. I don’t want you to become the recluse she was.”


  “That’s not my plan. And this has nothing to do with your mother. I simply do not plan to attend your little fest. I want nothing to do with it.”


  “Fiona, that’s ridiculous. You will attend, and that’s that. And I’d be surprised that you didn’t have the time of your life. There will be fine food and wine and dancing. You’ll love it. Do I need to strap your ass to make my point?” His eyes narrowed as he spoke. He was in one of those moods where he planned to have his way, and there was no use arguing with him.


  “No sir,” she answered.


  “Good, then I’ll have the tailor come and make you a new dress.”


  “I don’t want a new dress!” she sputtered.


  “You’ll have one anyway, and you’ll wear it!” he vowed.


  Their eyes were sparking back and forth as the lighthearted conflagration began.


  “You’ll dress me up like some fine prissy woman, with a high fancy collar and lace all over the place!” She screwed up her nose at the very thought.


  “Oh no! Not for you. This will be a regular ball gown, something scandalous, cut so low that your breasts will pop from the bodice. It will be tight at the waist, and there will be a great wide skirt, and you’ll go naked underneath, except for the stockings.”


  “So you’d have me dress like a brazen hussy!” she said.


  “Yes, and I’ll take you off into the pantry again, at the height of the festivities and screw you till you scream and all the guests will hear,” he gesticulated wildly. He was trying to make her laugh, she could see the by the merry expression in his eyes.


  She eyed him furtively, his playful mood beginning to put a crack in her indignation. “So, you promise you’ll do that? Raise my skirt in the pantry and poke me with that rod of yours? Right in the midst of the festivities?”


  “I will,” he assured her.


  “And you’ll run your hand along my breast right in front of our guests?”


  “If that is what you wish. I’ll even bend down and kiss the white flesh and leave you flushed.


  “You’d be that forward with me in public?”


  “I’d screw you in public and not care.”


  “Oh, but I would!” she looked at him shocked, even though it was all a meaningful tease.


  “So you will be the grandest young matron at my feast. You’ll look like the handmaiden of the devil to the men, though you will be as pure as heaven as my wife. I can think of nothing I would prefer.”


  “You are a bawdy man, Joshua.” She shook her head, feeling less angry with him. All this lusty talk was arousing her, a wild surge of passion claiming her loins. She stood and walked to where he stood, and without announcing her intentions, she unbuttoned his pants and pushed them down. Her hands went to his crotch and his rising prick. “You can take me now,” she insisted, and with a curious smirk on her lips. She pulled him by his prick to the bed, where she climbed on hands and knees, swaying her ass lewdly before his eyes.


  He hardly had to be encouraged to take her. She was getting very wise about herself and her needs. A woman so forward would be shunned by many men, but not Joshua. He liked her this way, and he could count on her to be this bold, at least once a week. It saved him the need to seduce her.


  He was constantly seduced by her, it was pleasant to know that just the energy that passed between them, seduced her too, so much so that she wouldn’t wait for him to advance on her properly.


  ***


  By the time the day of Joshua’s grand feast arrived, Fiona had resigned herself to the event. She was still not happy with it, not happy that there would be forty fancy dressed people descending on her home, and so much commotion that she wouldn’t know what to do.


  “All you have to do is smile, and look for some lovely young woman like yourself to call a friend, if you like. You’ll have no problem winning over either women or men with that beautiful smile of yours,” Joshua told her one last time. He’d spent most of the last few weeks, reassuring her, though she was hardly reassured at all.


  After three hours of preparation that afternoon, Fiona was at last ready for the evening. The upstairs maid had helped the girl alleviating her anxiety with her cheery tone.


  Fiona bathed until her skin felt like flower petals, and smelled the same. There was not one inch that she hadn’t covered with rich cream. It took some time for the two young women to put her hair into a worthy fashion. Fiona couldn’t make her unruly locks behave, they seemed to have a mind of their own, adamant to fall about her face in sensuous curls that made her soft face look softer yet. On a sudden inspiration, she pinned flowers in her hair to match her dress, the maid thinking she looked ravishing, and not at all inappropriate.


  “I think Master Kane will find you perfect. And your bodice, so white,” she looked envious, seeing Fiona’s heaving breasts pushed tightly into the upper part of the dress, so that indeed her nipples practically popped out, though they didn’t. The maid doused her with powder to soak up the perspiration, and stood back to eye her again.


  “I’m so nervous. This is the thing I’ve dreaded most,” she exclaimed woefully. “Even now, even though I promised Joshua that I’d be there, I’d rather climb to the very top attic of this house and hide until all the carriages are gone.”


  “Ah, ma’am, you’ll do fine. You certainly don’t do yourself justice. You’re so beautiful, and whether you believe it or not you always act so confident.”


  “Yes, while I’m quaking in these shoes. Which are too tight. I’m sure that my feet will be aching in minutes. He says he’s going to teach me to dance. I can’t even fathom how awkward that’s going to be.”


  The poor girl had no way to handle all of Fiona’s objections, but she was patient. And when their work was done, the mistress of Kane Manor looked as if she was heaven sent, from the creamy bodice, to the pale green dress to match her eyes, to the untamed flower bedecked red hair that framed her sparkling face.


  


  At the stroke of seven, as Joshua had instructed, Fiona left the bedroom to join him downstairs. Already there were quite a few people milling about the entry. She stared down at them, finding her knees beginning to shake; she was afraid she’d stumble down the stairs.


  Luckily, she saw Joshua exactly where he said he would be. Gazing up at her, there was a welcome smile. Fixing her eyes on him, she took the stairs slowly, with a smile on her face, not realizing that all eyes below were transfixed by the extraordinary woman that descended to take her husband’s arm.


  “You take my breath, lass,” he said as he leaned in and kissed her cheek.


  She’d never seen Joshua look quite so fancy in his formal suit, his long hair freshly combed and pulled back, his beard trimmed. He was as stunning a sight to her as she was to him.


  Looking around at their guests, she nodded, exactly as he’d told her to; and then feeling a little giddy about the whole silly thing, she leaned into Joshua’s ear and whispered, “I’m wearing no underwear, just as you said.”


  He laughed, realizing the joke was only to dispense her fears.


  On his arm, Mrs. Kane strolled into the sitting room and continued to greet the guests, each quite impressed by Joshua Kane’s common but very beautiful wife.


  


  Once they sat down to dinner, Fiona thought that at least for the moment, she was safe. Seeing the goblet of wine poured for her, she quickly picked it up, and downed the entire glass in one gulp, thinking it might settle her frayed nerves. However, when replacing her goblet by her plate, she looked up to see that there were a least a dozen pairs of eyes gazing at her, including Joshua’s. Her own eyes widened in apprehension.


  Joshua quickly motioned to the valet at his side. After whispering some message to the man, Fiona’s glass was discreetly refilled. Once done, Joshua stood to begin the toast.


  This ritual was unknown to her, at least in the formal version practiced in Kane Manor. Toasts in the taverns were bawdy moments, where liquor flowed and no one cared about who drank what when. Fiona blushed through the entire act, knowing that her impulsive drinking had broken the proper etiquette of the ceremony. Joshua wouldn’t care, but it was hardly the impression that she wanted to make on their guests.


  Chagrined, Fiona was quiet the remainder of the meal, afraid to even say a word. And yet, as the meal was nearly over, with Fiona thinking that she might at last be able to relax, her second mishap occurred when her nervous clumsy hands knocked her wine glass, so the front of the beautiful green dress was doused with the liquid.


  “Oh, my word!” she exclaimed. She was lightheaded afraid that she had drunk far to much to behave soberly.


  She might have recouped with Joshua’s reassuring hand on hers, but a whispered voice far down the table seemed to rise above the din, “She’s not raised well, I hear.” The sentiment instantly stuck a raw nerve in Joshua’s young wife, and she tried to bolt the table. Instead, she felt her husband’s firm hand on her arm, keeping her from the hasty exit. Looking at him, his stern expression bore into her and kept her in her place. Though, it did not keep the tears from forming in her eyes.


  After a few flustered moments, the conversation continued, though Fiona was certain that all the whispered words around the table had to do with their host’s inept bride.


  “ … her hair, have you ever seen anything like it … those flowers … the dress is beautiful, but immodest, and now ruined … there are stories that she was raped, and Joshua rescued her … little good sense there … I hear she wears britches and works with the gardener like a servant …


  The tittering voices claimed her mind, her heart was pounding as rapidly as her head; the fierce desire to flee had not left her, though Joshua’s intimidating eye prevented her from making a move.


  When she happened to gaze down the table, her blurred vision suddenly cleared, and Lowell Kane’s visage came distinctly into view, a horrid smirk breaking out on his gloating face. She felt completely undone, knowing that it was her abominable brother-in-law that had planted these noxious rumors about the room of guests.


  With Joshua speaking to someone on his other side, not suspecting that she would try to leave, Fiona quietly slipped from her chair and moved rapidly to the doorway of the dining room, her husband not noticing her absence until he saw the green dress disappearing on the other side of the door. From the doorway to the dining room, Fiona raced up the staircase to the second floor, and hurriedly made her way to their bedroom. Then, thinking Joshua would surely follow her, she dashed passed the door and climbed another flight of stairs to the third floor, and yet another flight to the attic.


  


  Fiona had been in this room once before, the dusty old place filled with cast off things. It had perhaps been the most fascinating room in the entire house, and she’d wanted to inspect it further, but had not taken the time to do so. Now, it was hardly time for inspections; all she wanted was peace, a place of solitude away from the crazy crowded life in the rooms below. She slumped down into an old broken chair, the dust flying around her, then settling in again, as if she was as much a cast-off as the other things in this cast-off place. She wanted nothing more than to disappear into the walls and woodwork and the atmosphere of decay, letting herself wither into nothingness. The darkness surrounding her was welcome, and she closed her eyes to rest, hoping the pounding in her head and heart would go away.


  


  It was some time before Joshua found her, and by the time he made the trek upstairs, he was furious with her flight.


  “If you couldn’t stand it, Fi, the bedroom should have sufficed for comfort,” he said.


  “I didn’t want to be found.”


  “You foolish girl, you know I’d have looked for you until I did. Now, I’ve left our guests far too long. If you want to remain up here, and I suppose I can’t force you to go back with me … “


  “Never!” she shouted.


  “Well then, stay here, and when you hear all the carriages have left, you can creep back like a timid mouse, and perhaps then we’ll talk.”


  “You are angry with me, aren’t you?”


  “Passionately, but at least I know you’re all right.” That comment almost sounded kind, and the expression on his face—what she could see in the light from the candle in his hand—was not as angry as it might have been.


  ***


  Fiona did not easily recuperate from the catastrophe of Joshua’s grand feast. For three days, she nursed her broken ego, refusing to leave their bedroom for any reason. She ate slept and cried, and little else. They certainly did not make love and in fact, that very night, Fiona asked that her husband find somewhere else to sleep besides their bed—something he only agreed to because he was himself so angry with his wife and the unfortunate end to his harvest feast. Joshua slept in an adjoining room, and continued to do so for two more nights.


  On the fourth day however, he decided that this mourning period was over. Before eight that morning, he came into their room, and dragged her from the bed.


  “What are you doing to me?” she asked.


  “You’re not going to remain in this room another day, if I have to lock you out.”


  “Stop it!” she shouted, wrenching away from his tight grasp.


  “I swear, Fi, I’ll not tolerate this mood of yours. It’s not like you and it’s going to end. The dinner was unfortunate, but hardly the end of the world. You are making far too much of it, and this avoidance of me is ruining the peace we’ve had between us. Besides you look a mess,” he added, seeing that she’d not bathed, her hair was a stringy mass of tangles and her eyes looked horribly puffy from having cried so much.


  “I can’t go down there,” she cried at him.


  “Good god, lass, the guests have left and my brothers are off to their own devices.”


  “Oh, yes, and Lowell will not greet me with some self-satisfied smirk?”


  “Lowell will behave himself with you, or he’ll feel my fist across his jaw again.”


  Fiona tried to catch her breath, but all the horror of that one night seemed to surge in her again. “Stop it now!” she shouted at Joshua. “I will not be responsible for this unwholesome difficulty with your brother.”


  “You are not responsible for it, Lowell is. The bastard has been a troublemaker all his life. You’re not going to change him, or prevent him from acting like a boor.”


  “But I cannot stand living here anymore. I want to leave!”


  “That’s enough!” he shouted, taking her roughly by the arm. His hand went down briskly on her bottom, with a ferocity he only saved for his most angry moments. A dozen good pelting smacks and he stopped.


  “You understand me?”


  She flashed him a nasty scowl, which only infuriated him more; and his hand came down again. He let loose with a wild reign of smacks before he stopped again. The pain was instantaneous, delivering its message well.


  “You’re going on like a child of six. You’ll get up now,” he ordered, “and if nothing else eat your breakfast in the kitchen and spend sometime in your garden. It’s a lovely day, and you’re looking much too pale.”


  “But look at me,” she said, falling limply against the bed.


  “Yes, look at you. Better get yourself cleaned up. But mind you,” he said, as he was going to leave. “You be down in a half hour, or I’ll come up and get you. And you won’t like that.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “I think you can guess,” he advised her, “if my hand was not enough, there are other ways to make my point.” He grabbed for his belt to remind her what he could do with the dreadful thing. Seeing that she heard him clearly, he stormed out. She didn’t like his edict, but she saw little choice; she wasn’t about to tangle with that belt on her bottom, as sore as it already was.


  


  A rocky silence reigned between them, and no one, including Lowell had the courage to cross the frustrated and angry Mrs. Kane. For the next several days, she took her meals in the kitchen and spent every available hour in the garden, though by then, there was little to do to tend the place. It was as tame as it would be, the greater part of the work was over. It was simply there for her to enjoy, even if the enjoyment was clouded by everything else that had happened.


  At night, Fiona was unmoved to sexual things. Even when Joshua moved back into the bed, she rebuffed his advances, turning a cold shoulder to him. “I can’t make love with you, Joshua, I’m still too upset. I have no feeling for it at all. In fact, the thought of it makes me sick to my stomach. Please, please take your hands off of me.” She truly did think she was about to retch.


  “This cannot go on,” Joshua told her bluntly, a week after the unfortunate dinner.


  “I’m sorry, Joshua, I’m just in no mood.”


  “Perhaps I’ll have the doctor look at you,” he suggested.


  “This is my soul, sir, not my body. I know that.”


  “Then we must cure your soul.”


  


  They left the conversation incomplete. Fiona had begun to think that this whole charade at Kane Manor was useless. She didn’t belong in this place. She could make a fine gardener here, but as far as she was concerned, that was her only useful purpose. She hardly had what was necessary to be the wife of a landed gentlemen. What a crude twist of fate to have come this far with the man she loved, only to know that it could never work out between them. There was too much distance to bridge between their worlds. Though he’d been comfortable as a bachelor, he was also comfortable as lord of this manor. Yet she could never make up the difference between their disparate lives the way he had.


  Her future was an ever present quandary burning at her soul and heart; and she could do nothing until she had things straight in her mind and deep inside. She refused to act at all, until she was completely sure of herself.


  


  It was a full ten days after her miserable ordeal when she made her final announcement.


  “I’m leaving, Joshua,” she told him, as she watched her husband dressing for the day.


  “You’re what?” he asked.


  “I’m leaving,” she repeated.


  “Leave? Where?” he was still bewildered by the declaration.


  “I’m not sure, but I do not plan to live in this house. I don’t belong, I never will.”


  “I see that you are not happy, the feast and these first months here have not been easy. But you are not setting a foot outside this house,” he countered, looking her squarely in the eye. His voice was beginning to rise.


  “Please be calm, my love. Getting angry will not help, and it will not change my mind. I can’t stay here, and continue to make a fool of myself. I can’t stand the women who look at me with their judgmental eyes, and their wagging tongues. I see no reason to put up with that for the rest of my days, even for love.”


  “Those women are pack of harlots, Fiona. You cannot pay attention them.”


  “You’re not the one that was whispered about. My past will not let me go. Never!”


  “So, is this all your constant stew has brought you? Is this the conclusion from your mind’s battle that has consumed you all these days?”


  “I won’t go through the humiliation again,” she vowed.


  “You don’t have to go through any humiliation. You ignore those people, you don’t let them defeat you. We never have to have them in our home again.”


  “That’s easy for you to swear now, but I know there will be another time, another feast, either here or in one of their fancy homes, and I will feel their eyes on me again.”


  “Fiona, you have lost all your senses. And I promise you, you’re going no where. If I have to punish you, and lock you in your room, I will.” His eyes flashed, daring her to say another word.


  “I WILL NOT STAY,” she swore again. “I’ll go when you’re not looking. I will!”


  “You’re behaving like a willful child. Shall I treat you as one, thrash your bottom and send you to bed without your supper?” he asked. The thought amused him, and his anger seemed to soften at her silliness and their battle.


  “You wouldn’t dare,” she said, half expecting him to upend her and paddle her bottom.


  “Do you wish to challenge me, Mrs. Kane?”


  She stomped her foot, which only made Joshua laugh.


  There were tears in her eyes but she refused to shed them. She bolted toward the door instead. And Joshua was after her in a split second.


  “You’re going no where, little lamb,” he said grabbing for her arm. He held her so tightly she knew there was no escape, though she fought him hard as if there was.


  “Please, Joshua, let me go,” she pleaded, as she kicked not caring that she hit his shins with her tiny boots.


  “I’m afraid you’re leaving me no choice,” Joshua told her at last.


  Moving back to the bed, he sat down and brought his struggling wife over his lap and raised her skirt. His hand came down to do what his words could not, and he spanked her hard with a firm and certain rhythm. Though she continued to kick and scream in reply to the paddling, he refused to stop until Fiona finally let go of the awful stew that brewed inside her.


  “Please, let me go,” she pleaded passionately, but Joshua was determined and unwavering. And Fiona, so much more confused and distressed than her husband, finally relinquished her chaotic fight, with tears streaming down her cheeks in a veritable flood. They were the first that had really felt good to her, of all the tears she’d shed, and she was now sobbing uncontrollably.


  “I will not let you go!” Joshua assured her. “You’re my wife, and you’ll stay with me, and whatever we have to do to weather this storm, we will.” Something in her gave in, as much from exhaustion as anything else, but the surrender was welcome. There was something about the way Joshua was taking charge of her, spanking her, and then pulling her up into his surrounding arms. She was beginning to feel some warmth flow back.


  The feel of Joshua’s warm body next to hers reminded her how she missed the love that was between them. This self imposed celibacy was all a big mistake, she needed his physical closeness as much as she needed anything.


  “Can you forgive me?” she asked.


  “I can, but sometimes I think I should take you to the barn and strap your behind for your foolishness,” he said.


  “You did well enough with your hand,” she reminded him.


  “Did I now?” he considered.


  “You could take me in our bed,” she suggested meekly, thinking how aroused she’d become.


  “Ah, you want me now?”


  “Yes, Joshua, I need you now,” she confirmed.


  “Well, that’s fine, but not until I’m ready for that,” he said.


  She abruptly pulled away. “You’re not ready?” she protested, surprised by this unexpected turn.


  “Yes, my love, you think I’ll let you dictate my desires to me. You hold me off for days, and then expect me to come to you when you want.”


  “But, that’s all been a mistake.”


  “I heartily agree, but there are things between us that must be mended. Even you should sense that.”


  “I thought we could mend them in bed,” she suggested.


  “And we will, but you’ll have the day to wait. I want to take you in my own way. I want to have you so you’ll know who rules you. There will never be any question again.”


  Fiona looked at him with longing eyes, his body was arousing her so, as was her warm bottom; she didn’t think she could wait the long hours of the day, but it seemed she had no choice.


  “Go get dressed,” he said, and with that he shoved her toward the wardrobe, with a warning look in his fierce eyes. “And remember lass, no more ridiculous ideas. You even talk of running away again like some silly child, and I will thrash you, and it won’t be some light spanking. You understand me?”


  She did. Though she could hardly call this last spanking light. She did feel his dictatorial manner get inside her loins, the desire for him greater than it had ever been, even as he was denying her the immediate joy of a reunion. She supposed she deserved it, but she would have a hard time getting through this day, when it was the night that she wanted most.


  ***


  That night she took her dinner in her room, a fact that annoyed her husband for its recent frequency, but when she told him she was preparing for “later”, he was pacified.


  After she nibbled at her plate of food, she dressed for him in a dressing gown he brought back for her from one of his trips. Made of silk and lace, she rarely wore it, and rarely wore it for very long when she did, since Joshua would become immediately aroused and strip her of the garment. Other than the scent of some fine perfume, she was naked underneath.


  It almost seemed like months, not just ten days since they’d been together, an eon perhaps and her throbbing loins were fired, and yet her heart nervous and expectant. Would the magic be lost in the time that had elapsed. It hardly seemed possible, but nonetheless, she was fearful. And even as she was preparing to make love to her husband, excited and aroused, she remained acutely aware of their vast differences, and the awkwardness that their unfortunate separation had created.


  


  It was nearly dark when Joshua entered the room, just the trace of a dying day coming in through the window to cast a curious light on the waiting Fiona. She sat by the window in the lady’s chair, as she liked to call it, staring outside while she tried to quell the anxiety that mounted in her. Her long wait for him to arrive was far too long, in her mind completely unacceptable; and yet she would say nothing to Joshua about it, preferring to be completely happy and compliant when he finally came to her.


  


  When Joshua opened the door, he saw her breathtaking body reclining in a sumptuous pose by the window. He was already anxious to have her, and his loins jolted even more at the sight of her.


  “Fiona,” he said, as he still stood by the door.


  He seemed to shake her from a deep reverie, and only then did she turn her face and look up to him. Fiona could hardly see his face. She wished he’d light a candle, but he did not.


  “Stand up love,” he instructed her.


  Without a second’s hesitation, she did.


  “Take off the dressing gown,” he continued. His voice was very kind, ever so gentle, he seemed to nurture her with words.


  So soon, he wanted her naked so soon? she wondered. But she didn’t let it dissuade her. She pulled at the soft sash, untying the bow, and let the garment fall loose. Still a good ten paces from her husband’s eyes, she shook the dressing gown from her shoulders, and let it drop to the floor as he watched with a most attentive eye.


  The fire burning in the grate was warming the room, and the glow not only warmed the air, it cast shadows on her naked body. The firelight danced about her body giving it a sultry golden hue, and the light from the gentle flames hit her red hair so that it glistened. She stood still and silent, her hands just grazing her thighs, and then she did a half turn, looking toward the fire.


  “It’s a little chilly,” she said, having waited so long for him to approach, only to have him remain where he was in the doorway, unmoving, so taken with her beauty that he didn’t want to destroy the picture before him.


  Hearing her speak, he slowly made his way to her, and let his arms claim her slight form, pick her up and carry her upright to a spot before the fire where she’d be warmer still.


  There in the bright glow, her body shimmered, and he could feel the heat on her skin when he touched her thighs, and bottom, and the softness of her belly. He brought his lips to her mouth and she opened for him, his lips to her neck, and she bent it so he could press them at the very crook where it teased her, sending a wild shiver everywhere. His lips traced a clear line between her breasts, and then he knelt at her feet and let his tongue, teeth and tasting mouth glide over the soft hair on her pubic mound.


  She held his head in her hands and ran her fingers through his thick dark hair. She swayed against his mouth, and its intrusion between her legs. Parting her thighs, he parted her female lips beyond to find the womanly bud, the hard aroused bud at the center.


  “Ah!” she gasped sharply when his tongue flicked it gently. He flicked it again, and again and again, until she was moaning loudly in reply. He continued with one tender tease after another, until he saw her body cringe, and then shudder as a rippling wave of satisfaction swept through her. Though he knew that the climax was complete, he didn’t stop with his tender gestures until every bit of her satisfaction was felt, and he could sense that she was about to collapse on him.


  


  Rising, Joshua lifted her body in his arms and carried her to the bed, where the raging erection between his legs was thrust between her legs, into the warm wet cunt that had just known such satisfaction, and would explode again because of his fierce prodding.


  He held her arms in his hands above her, to either side of her head, so that she could not move them. He wanted her completely yielding, he wanted to demand this from her, take it, claim it, even though it was freely given. In response to the capture, Fiona jerked beneath him, her body becoming more wild with each thrust of his cock. It would seem that this captivity made her so.


  As he continued the spirited probes, he heard the sound of her voice match his. He heard the little whimpers and the cries, and found they rivaled the finest music. But soon, he was too overcome with his own need to listen more; then the passion in him raged hot, and with a great burst of energy, he buried his seed inside her, as she squeezed him with every muscle in that tight place.


  They were exhausted and fell asleep without saying a word. They woke twice more before morning to make love again, but only to fall wordlessly asleep.


  


  When day broke at the estate, there was no sun in the sky to warm Fiona, and no Joshua lying beside her. Going down to breakfast, she found to her great dismay that her husband had left for several days. He had a sudden business trip, he could not prevent.


  




  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  It took Fiona some doing to convince Mr. Stubbs to take her back to the cottage where she and Joshua had spent so many pleasurable months together. She gave the gardener a cheery reason that there were plantings to save before the winter came, and she wanted a few days at the house to make certain that all would be locked up and taken care of before the weather was too bad to make the trip. She also told him that Joshua knew all about this, and he’d be very upset if his employee did not comply with his mistress’s wishes.


  Fiona had become quite friendly with the man over the summer months while he helped her put Priscilla Kane’s garden in order. Yes, it was Fiona’s garden too, but even so, it was never completely hers. And though she knew she’d miss the gentle solitude of that lovely haven, she was as determined to get back to her house, and the garden she’d carefully tended at the cottage.


  “I don’t feel good about this, ma’am. You sure you’re going to be all right here by yourself?” Mr. Stubbs asked her, when he was about to leave.


  “I’ve been by myself many many days, don’t worry of me,” she assured him. “Besides, the master will be here tomorrow, I’m sure.”


  The cottage was dusty, needing a thorough cleaning after so many neglected months. Joshua had arranged for a caretaker, but he had done only the most minimal things to keep the place in order.


  It took most of Fiona’s first morning to get the kitchen scrubbed and cleaned, and once done, she was on to the sitting room and then upstairs. She was determined to have the whole place sparkling like a jewel, just as she remembered it. She loved the hard physical labor, the calming joy of mindless work; she refused to even think of her life, and its difficulties. She even attempted to keep her husband from her mind, though that was difficult considering that this was his house, and the place echoed with memories so rich and full, she was smiling to herself all day long.


  At the end of her first day, Fiona collapsed happily into the bed she’d shared with Joshua, looking forward to a dreamless sleep.


  ***


  “Fiona, Fi,” Joshua called to his wife, when he returned to the estate from his trip days later. “Fiona,” he called out again, having no answer.


  He watched his brother Galen appear from the study, a curious expression on his face.


  “Why Joshua, she’s not here,” he said.


  “Where is she, the garden?” Joshua asked.


  “Why no, you don’t remember? You sent her with the gardener to your little cottage south of here.”


  “Why, yes, Fi’s in that little haven of love where you two practiced your debauchery,” Lowell added, emerging from the study with a wicked gleam in his eye.


  “She’s where?”


  “You didn’t hear us,” Lowell mocked him. “Perhaps the little wife was discontent with being left so brusquely, and only after you two finally patched things up. Then again, maybe you didn’t patch things up at all?” The scorn was wreaking from the man, so that Joshua might have decked him; but he was too worried about his wife to care about Lowell’s ridicule.


  “You say the gardener took her?”


  “Perhaps she finagled the whole thing, but when he returned, he was wholly sincere. The little tart managed to convinced him that this was all your plan,” Lowell said.


  Joshua strode through the house without another thought, and after an angry conversation with Mr. Stubbs, he saddled a fresh horse and was on the road south within the hour.


  ***


  


  Fiona was singing prettily, as she went through the outdoor window boxes, cleaning out the tangled overgrown plants that had graced them all summer long. They were all rather wilted and sad now. She preferred to leave the boxes completely empty, so that they would be ready for spring planting.


  Fiona had to guard against the chill in the air, the approaching autumn was sweeping through valley and its hillsides with a reminder that winter would soon be following. Feeling the chill go deeper still, she was just about to go inside, and grab a shawl to keep her shoulders warm when she heard the sound of hoofbeats at a distance, some traveler coming closer with each second.


  She turned in the yard and looked out toward the road, waiting to see what man she’d find approaching her on horseback, and with a response of joy leaping everywhere within her, she recognized him from far off. It was indeed her husband, her lover, her Joshua.


  


  The horse stopped just inches from her, snorting and pawing at the ground, the spirited animal certainly reflected its master’s awesome face; the scowl that appeared there was appalling.


  There was both relief and anger in her husband’s expression, though all that greeted him was the warmest smile of welcome from Fiona’s bright happy face.


  “Would you like to come inside for some tea?” she offered, and without waiting for an answer, she turned and went inside expecting him to follow.


  He did. He followed her all the way to the kitchen where she’d put the pot of water on the stove.


  “I found everything here as we left it, though it was dreadfully dirty; and it’s taken me these two days to get it in some kind of order. I still have a few more things to do … . “ she was rambling on.


  Joshua’s eyes flared. “Do I thrash you now, lass, or after tea?” His first words were spoken sincerely.


  “And what is the point?” she asked without emotion.


  “I promised I would if you left the estate.”


  “Go ahead, Joshua, but I’ll not leave here. I’ll not go back with you. And there’s no way you’ll make me.”


  “I had thought our last night restored things between us,” Joshua said, angrily. “I find this vanishing, this well planned and devious maneuver totally reprehensible. You deserve a good thrashing and you know it.”


  “Likely I do, sir,” she answered him with fire in her eyes. “And if that’s your judgment, I’ll accept it. But it won’t change my decision. I want to remain here. I’m a barmaid. I married a blacksmith, even though you’re no blacksmith now.”


  “I’m the same man now I’ve always been,” he informed her.


  “That well may be, but that was not the life I wanted, and I’ve given it up. I’ll live here, you there, if that’s necessary. But I won’t go back with you.” The green in her eyes seemed to become more vivid the more she fixed her darting gaze on him.


  “You would deny me my rights as your husband?” he said.


  “As long as you’re here, I’ll deny you nothing. Take me as you like,” she said with a haughty glimmer adding to her defiance.


  Joshua looked at her, admiring that fire, but infuriated by her stubbornness. She was a maddening, aggravating woman when she was like this, but he would not want her to change. Indeed, it had been his mistake to try and change her.


  Moved by a bout of highly charged lust, he picked her up in his arms, and carried her up the stairs, into the grand room where their affair had begun. He held her fast to him even as he stripped away their clothes, and taking his advantage with her, he screwed her rapidly until the burning in his loins was satisfied.


  Withdrawing from her, he pulled off completely, and dressed, while Fiona was still lying in her beautiful nakedness against the rumpled sheets, looking on in wonder. As he walked to the door to leave, he turned only to say, “I’ll be back.” He was down the stairs, and out the front door, before she had the strength to rise.


  ***


  It was two days later before Joshua returned to the cottage. And his young redheaded bride spent those days in the constant fear that he was gone forever. When he finally rode into the cottage yard, she was inside the house, though hearing his approach, she ran to the window to see him.


  This time, there was no anger. There was not a trace of that fierce rage that had so captivated her on their last meeting. Joshua Kane had returned to the man she knew best, even his coat was of a humbler cut than what he commonly wore at the estate. She watched him dismount the horse, and waited anxiously on the other side of the door for him to come inside. When he didn’t, she peered out again to find that he’d gone to the barn with the horse, and was opening the doors to the deserted blacksmith shop. He stood before it for the longest time, just stood there and stared, as if he was making decisions, contemplating something important.


  Too anxious to wait for him to come to her, Fiona wandered out into the yard, and made a cautious journey to join him, as he eyed the cold forge, the bellows, and the ash that remained.


  He sensed her presence, and turning towards her, his face was somber. “We have something to settle, Fiona,” he said.


  “Sir?”


  “My promise to you.”


  “That you’ll thrash my ass?” she asked.


  His eyes glowed darkly, which was all the answer she needed.


  “You defied me, caused me no slight travail. Do you deny you deserve it?”


  “No sir, I do not.”


  “Then let’s be on with it.”


  Fiona followed her husband into the back of the barn. She’d held out hope that she might escape the pain of another confrontation with his strap, but that was obviously not to be. It was Joshua’s way, and perhaps the best way for them to settle things that were rankling at them both. If ever she deserved a thrashing this was the time.


  In the back of barn by the wall there was a long strap hanging there. It was as formidable as his belt, though this time, on this measured, calculated occasion the hanging tool had an ominous quality about it that made Fiona shiver all the more.


  “Bend over the bench,” he ordered, and she complied. “I fear this will not be the last time, my love, for your foolishness is destined to call for such measures. I simply hope that you know the love that comes with the lesson.”


  She did. She knew everything he meant. In their lives, there were things that she needed to do and others that were required of him. This strapping was one of his duties.


  Raising her skirt, Joshua tucked the garment into the waistband, immediately eyeing the ample flesh exposed. Such fine skin, he was thinking as he noticed her trembling legs. Without wasting time, for there was much to do this night, Joshua removed the strap from the wall, took his proper place behind his wife and laid the thing against her waiting ass.


  “Augh!”


  That first laid on, the thrashing commenced. The smack, smack, smack was a measured beat, the leather providing the justice they both demanded as each blow took away a little piece of stubbornness, a little piece of anger, a little of the resentment, and all the many things that would separate them from the marital bliss they often shared.


  Fiona cried, some cries lusty wails as the pain traversed her loins, and everywhere. Her only solace was knowing that after the pain their would be comfort, there would his arms and warm care surrounding her there.


  The smacks continued, until Fiona’s ass was righteously red. He laid them on until her bottom burned bright the exact fierce color that he desired. The smacks continued until that point, but not beyond. On another day, he might have gone longer, just to make sure the lesson had been thoroughly learned, but he had other things on his mind this day too.


  Finished, Joshua returned the strap to its hook on the wall.


  “You’re finished?” Fiona asked meekly, surprised that the thrashing had not gone on longer. She stood up and faced him, looking directly into his sincere eyes.


  “I am,” he told her. “This is for justice, nothing more. I don’t want you thinking that you can get away with this kind of brash behavior, running off the way you did. Telling half-truths to the hired help, why I should thrash you again just thinking of your treachery.”


  “It was reckless,” she admitted, staring into his face. She tried for all she was worth to discern his mood, but it was nearly impossible to read his thoughts and feelings.


  “But, you are a wise woman, Fiona McTavish Kane.” He looked as if he might smile saying so.


  “Am I, Mr. Kane?” she replied confused.


  “Yes you are.” He paused, his mood was clearly lightening as he spoke. “I still need to attend to the business of my family. But you’re right. I’m happier living here, just as you are. It’s warmer, don’t you think, than that damp old house?” He looked her sincerely in the eye, a twinkle rising that she liked so much.


  She smiled.


  “It will be necessary to return to the estate, and as my wife you’ll do so, but this will be our home. And God willing, we’ll raise our children here.” It was Joshua’s turn to smile, a broad one appearing on his face, though it faded for a moment. “You do understand my need, Fiona? I must have you with me, no matter where I am. Here, or in my family home, I need you.”


  “So, I’ll make a compromise,” she said, considering his statement, thinking this was far more than she could ever hope for to make her home here with the man she loved at her side.


  “Yes, you will compromise,” he replied quite sternly. “You have no other choice, or you’ll be answering to the strap again.”


  She gave him a defiant grin, and a flash of wild light in her green eyes. She acknowledged his need, knowing she’d comply. She also knew that this wouldn’t be the last incident to spark a confrontation with the strap or his fierce belt, and thinking how good her bottom presently felt, maybe it wasn’t all that bad!


  “Perhaps then, sir,” Fiona said with a coy grin, “we should be on with making children.” And with a warm smile, she took her husband by the hand, and they walked together to the cottage where they shared a cup of tea before they made their way to bed.
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