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Chapter 1






As the sun was beginning to peak over
the horizon, Morgan let herself in through the back door of the
market. After the trouble with Ian, the shop owners had offered her
a position that kept her safely inside. Walking alone still made
her nervous, so she was grateful for the offer. Having stored her
lunch and jacket in the back room, she checked her reflection in
the mirror before beginning her work.

Her black hair was very fine and the
least bit of breeze made her look like she’d been through a
windstorm. The eyes looking back at her were blue-gray at the
moment. Depending on her mood, they changed from a definite gray to
bright blue. Before the market opened for the day, they had to
ready the displays, dust the shelves, sweep the floor, and make
sure the till was ready for business. Grabbing the broom from the
closet, she set to work.

The market was owned by a husband and
wife, Mr. and Mrs. Kennoway. In their late fifties, they were open
and friendly to friends and customers alike.

“Good morning, Morgan,” she
heard Mrs. Kennoway call as she came in through the back. “How is
life treating you today?”

With her salt and pepper hair pulled
back in a bun, the plump lady with laugh lines and brown eyes
dumped all her bags on the table in back with a thump.

“Fine, ma’am,” Moran
answered.

“That’s all right then. I
worry about you sometimes.”

“I’ll be fine, Mrs.
Kennoway. Really, I will.”

“I’m sure you will, but
things have been awfully tough on you since you came
here.”

“Yes, well, you have to
take life as it comes. Don’t worry.”

Mr. Kennoway came in soon after and
unlocked the front door, ready for business. He was a portly, jolly
man, with gray hair, bright blue eyes, and an easy
laugh.

Their daily customers were soon
arriving to buy morning snacks, with mothers shopping for fruit and
vegetables for dinner, and an odd assortment of other folks
browsing for something different from their usual fare.

As it neared lunchtime, she took over
the till while her boss went to have lunch with his wife. They were
so cute, she thought, even after all the years they’d been
together. What must it be like? She doubted she’d ever
know.

“Excuse me, Miss,” she
heard from a deep, resonant voice close to her.

She jumped, as her head whipped around
to locate its owner.

“It’s Morgan, isn’t it?”
the young man asked. Tall, with sandy brown hair, and twinkling
green eyes, his smile was warm and inviting.

“Um, yes. Sorry. I was
daydreaming. Can I help you?”

There was something familiar about
him, but it took her a moment to figure it out. Back on that
dreadful day when Ian had attacked her, the man standing before her
had come to her rescue.

“You came to help me,” she
stated flatly.

“Well, yes, but I don’t
think we’ve ever been properly introduced. James Ferguson. My
family owns the lumberyard.”

“I’m Morgan Delaney—but I
guess you already know that.”

“Yeah. I’m taking a break
from work and thought I’d grab something to snack on. What would
you suggest?”

Morgan showed him the fresh golden
fruits, which had recently come into season.

“I’ll take a couple of
these,” he said with a smile.

Morgan quoted the price, accepted his
payment, and put the fruit into a sack.

“Here you are. I had one
yesterday. I know you’ll enjoy them.”

“Morgan, would you come
have a cup of tea or something with me later? When do you take a
break?” he asked.

“Oh, no. I’m sorry. I can’t
today. I’ve got a few things to catch up on. But thank
you.”

“Another day, perhaps,” he
said. “Thanks for the suggestion,” he added, raising the sack in
her direction.

Morgan was shaking as she slumped back
onto the stool behind the counter. She wasn’t ready to go out with
anyone yet, but why was she so very upset?

“Morgan? Is something
wrong?” Mrs. Kennoway asked.

“No, I was talking with
James Ferguson. He came in for some fruit. I think I need more
sleep.”

“Did you have breakfast
this morning?”

“Yes. Coffee, and toast
with jam. It’s what I usually have.”

“It’s time you had some
lunch, young lady. Take yourself into the back room and take your
break.”

Morgan slowly ate the lunch she’d
brought. It wasn’t much—she didn’t usually eat much—just an apple,
some cheese, and some bread. After finishing her meal, she made a
cup of tea before going back to work.

“You look a little better,”
Mrs. Kennoway told her. “Did James say something to upset you? He’s
usually such a polite boy.”

This “polite boy” had to be a little
older than she was Morgan thought, and she was
twenty-five.

“No, he was nice enough,”
she answered, looking down at her hands on the counter.

“Well, then why won’t you
look up and tell me about it?” the older woman asked.

Meeting her gaze, Morgan flushed. How
could she tell this sweet lady that the idea of going anywhere with
a guy scared her to death?

“He asked me out for
lunch,” she said, embarrassed and exasperated all at
once.

“And what did you
say?”

“I told him I would be busy
all afternoon.”

“You needn’t stay in here
all day. A break for lunch might have done you some
good.”

“I can’t. I just can’t,”
said, nearly in tears.

“You poor girl. You’ll have
to take the first step sometime. I know his father and mother.
James is a good boy. He’d do you no harm.”

“I know. I’ll think about
it, if he asks again.”

A few days later, James came back to
the market. It was earlier in the day, but his excuse was the same.
Could she suggest something for a snack? What was good
today?

He chose some pears and a little
cheese before he walked back to pay for his items.

“Could I coax you out of
here for lunch today?” he asked. How could his eyes have so much
sparkle? And that smile was so warm and inviting.

“I don’t know, James. I’m
not particularly social. Maybe another time.”

Not to be deterred, he asked, “What
about dinner after work? You have to eat sometime. We could go to
the little place across the square. It’s small and not crowded, but
the food is good.”

“Maybe not today, but thank
you for asking.”

He seemed really nice, but she was
terrified.

“Are you sure? They have
roast chicken worth killing for.”

“Isn’t that normally worth
dying for?” she asked.

“Yes, but I’m not planning
to die any time soon.”

Even Morgan had to laugh at
this.

“I’m sorry, James. I just
can’t.”

“Oh, well. Can’t blame a
guy for asking. I’ll see you later,” he said as he waved
goodbye.

“Morgan? Was that James
again?”

Great. Now she’d have to explain it
all again.

James became a regular customer and
every time he came in, he asked Morgan to lunch, to dinner, or for
tea. And each time, she gently refused.

About three weeks after she’d first
spoken with him, she looked through the front window and saw him
carrying a tray across the square. With a content nonchalance, and
a warm smile on his face, he seemed happy to be alive.

As she watched, he pushed the market
door open, walked over to one of the tables in the front, and put
down the tray he’d carried in. He turned, smiled brightly at her,
and strode to the counter.

“Now, I’ve brought a pot of
tea, two cups, milk, sweetener, and scones—complete with whipped
honey. Will you join me, Morgan? I scarcely ever bite and I never
draw blood.”

Morgan felt her eyes widen and her
cheeks flush. She stared up into the sparkling green eyes of this
charming man, who was trying so hard to be friendly, while her
mouth hung open with nothing to say.

“Morgan,” she heard from the back. “We
can take care of things while you have some tea. It’s
fine.”

James walked to the end of the counter
and offered her his arm. In a daze, she went over to the table and
slid carefully into the chair he held for her.

“I’m afraid I asked about
you across the way,” he said as he poured tea. “They told me this
was your favorite tea, and that you love scones with
honey.”

The lightly lavender-scented tea was
indeed her favorite and smelled wonderful. There were days when she
would fight for a scone.

“They spoke the truth,” she
told him, still too timid to meet his eyes.

She quietly sipped at the tea he’d
brought and enjoyed the scones. He didn’t press her for
conversation, but every time she glanced up, she saw those green
eyes twinkle and the smile broaden.

As they tidied up the table, he asked,
“So, will you share a meal with me one day?”

“I don’t know, James.
Maybe.”

“Have I done something to
offend you, Morgan?”

“Why do you want to go out
with me?” she demanded in frustration. “There are plenty of girls
in the clan.”

He stared at her for a moment before
he said, “But they don’t have your beautiful smile.”

“No, seriously. Why ask me
out, damaged goods and all, when there are other girls you could
ask? Pretty girls.”

“Damaged goods? You’re not
damaged goods. And you’re a pretty girl. Yes, there are other
pretty girls in the clan, but you have a sparkle they don’t have.
Unless I’m trying to take you out and then you shut down. Now what
do you say?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to
think about it.”

“Tell me where you would
feel comfortable. I’m not fussy. Ask my mother. I’ll eat damned
near anything.”

For some reason, Morgan found this
amusing and began to laugh, something that didn’t happen
often.

“And you’ve got a lovely
laugh, too. You should set it free more often.”

“I’ll think about it,
James. I will.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” he
answered, with a teasing grin on his face. “I’ll talk to you
later.”

















Chapter 2






“James, where have you been
going the past little while?” his father asked when he returned to
the family’s lumberyard.

“Morgan, from Clan Belfort,
works over in the market. I thought I’d see if she’d go out with
me.”

“Morgan? Isn’t she the
one…”

“Yes, Dad, she is. What
difference does that make?”

James wasn’t sure why he was irritated
by his father’s question, but he was.

“No difference. I wanted to
make sure I knew who you meant. You’ve been sweet on her for quite
a while, haven’t you?”

Sighing, he turned to his father.
“Yes, Dad, I have. Since the first time I saw her, filthy and
bloody as she was at the time.”

“And you’re just now
getting around to asking her out?”

“I didn’t want to frighten
her, after what happened. Even now, though she’s friendly enough,
she hasn’t accepted my invitation for lunch. Or dinner. Or tea. Or
anything.”

“Maybe she doesn’t like
you,” his father teased.

“Thanks, Dad. I think she’s
scared. I took tea to her today and we talked a little. She said
she’d think about lunch.”

“How serious are you,
James?” his father asked.

“I’m serious about taking
her to dinner,” he replied hotly. “I’ll have to get to know her
before I’ll know any more, won’t I?”

“Go on then. Get those
trusses put together. The carpenter will pick them up later
today.”

“Right, Dad.”

As he worked on the trusses, his mind
was filled with thoughts of Morgan. She had a beautiful smile, when
she could be coaxed into it. Her straight black hair was cut to
about chin length and drew attention to her face, with its cute
upturned nose and dazzling eyes. When she was happy, those eyes
were an intense shade of blue. But when upset or angry, her eyes
became the color of a loch on a cloudy day.

There was an energy around her which
was nearly visible. It was like diamond dust dancing in a sunbeam.
He thought it was this energy that drew him to her. She was so
small, though, not even reaching his shoulder, like a tiny,
raven-haired pixie with blue-gray eyes.

Later in the week, he took tea over
for Morgan again. He didn’t ask her out. Tea at the market was
enough to let her know he was serious and not a threat. He
continued his lunchtime treat two or three times a week for a
couple weeks before he ever mentioned going out again.






****






It was nice to have tea with James.
Morgan could feel some of her tension easing away when she was near
him. After all, he was charming and friendly, and had quite a sense
of humor. She had laughed more during the past few weeks than she
could ever remember having done before.

And he had the cutest
dimples.

It was a lovely day outside, so he’d
carried one of the tables and the chairs outside for their treat.
He was easy to talk to, so long as he stayed away from the whole
dinner thing. He must have given up, as he’d not mentioned it for
quite a while.

She’d told him she would think about
it, and she had. If he asked again, they could at least discuss it
before she refused.

“Now, Morgan, about dinner
one evening. I’m serious about taking you out. I know you’re
probably nervous, but I’ll make sure you’re all right. Nothing will
happen to you while you’re with me.”

“I have thought about it,
and I might consider it, if you let me pay may own way.”

“I will not. I won’t ask a
lady out for dinner and make her pay for it.”

“That’s the only way I will
go.”

“But, why?”

“If I pay for my own meal,
there will be no further expectations,” she explained.

He looked confused for a moment and
then asked, “Expectations? I’m asking you to dinner, not to marry
me. It’s just dinner.”

“No, I won’t be in your
debt. I’ll pay my way. And you’re right. It will be just dinner,”
she said firmly.

“I’m missing something. I
would like to take you out to eat with me, sit and talk, and then
walk you back home. What expectations are you talking about? I have
no further expectations.”

With a sigh, Morgan replied, “James, I
won’t sleep with you in exchange for the meal.”

“Bloody hell!” he
exclaimed. “What kind of man do you think I am?”

“The usual sort; the ‘I’ve
bought dinner and drinks so how about a little fun’
sort.”

“I don’t know what kind of
men you’re used to, Morgan, but when I said dinner, I meant dinner.
And I don’t ask a lady to dinner and let her pay for it. Maybe the
men in Clan Belfort have been brought up differently, but I’ve been
taught how to treat a lady by my dad and my First Lord.”

“So if we go out, you won’t
let me pay my way?”

“Absolutely not! It’s not
done,” he explained.

“I don’t know, James. You
seem nice, but I’m not sure.”

“Tell you what. This
afternoon, after work, I’ll come by and we can go for a walk around
the square. There will be people all around, so you’ll be safe. We
can walk past the restaurant and take a look through the
window.”

He made it sound so simple. A walk
around the square. But what strings were attached?

“Strings? What strings?
We’ll go for a walk and then go our separate ways, unless you’ll
let me walk you home.”

“I don’t know,” she said
yet again. “Come by and I’ll see how I feel after work. I’m not
promising anything.”

“Good,” he said with a
smile. “I’ll see you after work.”

He left whistling a little tune and
the sunshine picked out the golden streaks in his hair. Maybe it
would be all right, just once.

“Morgan,” she heard Mrs.
Kennoway call.

“Yes?”

“When are you going to put
the poor lad out of his misery?”

“What are you talking
about?”

“Come now. The boy’s trying
so hard to impress you. If you do not intend to go out with him,
then say so and be done with it. If you want to go with him, then
for heaven’s sake let him know.”

“Mrs. Kennoway, I’m not
sure I can go out with him,” she explained. “I’m afraid of what
might happen.”

“What? You’ll have a nice
time and a good meal?” the woman asked. “I’ve known him his whole
life. You’ll come to no harm from him. He has no reason to fear the
First Lord. His dad will get to him first if there’s any
trouble.”

As closing time neared, she became
increasingly nervous. It must have shown on her face.

“Morgan, whatever is wrong?
Calm down.”

“I can’t do it. I can’t go
for a walk with him. The very thought is making me a nervous
wreck.”

“I’ll tell you what. You go
for a walk and I’ll sit out front and have a cup of tea, so I can
keep an eye on you. Would that make you feel better?”

Morgan thought for a moment. If she
knew Mrs. Kennoway was watching, how could anything go
wrong?

“I suppose. I’ll
try.”






****






James finished helping his father
close for the day and said he’d been along soon. With a wave to the
others, he strolled down the street and around the corner to the
market. Mr. and Mrs. Kennoway sat outside with tea and biscuits,
enjoying the lovely day.

“Is Morgan still here?” he
asked.

“She’s getting her things
together. She’ll be right out,” Mrs. Kennoway assured
him.

A few minutes later, she came through
the door, shoulders hunched, and arms crossed in front of
her.

“Good evening, Morgan. Are
you ready to stretch your legs?”

“Sure, but only for a
minute. I should get home before too long.”

“That’s fine,” he said
offering her his arm. Her touch was light as a feather. He thought
force of habit led her to take his arm. And once she had, she
wouldn’t insult him by jerking away.

“Which way do you want to
go?”

“If we go this way,” she
said motioning anti-clockwise around the square, “it’ll be closer
to the house.”

“Then we’ll go this
way.”

After she threw a nervous glance back
at the Kennoway’s, they started off at an easy pace. He drew her
out with light conversation, and heard her laugh once about halfway
around the square. Several of the shops had sales posted, so they
stopped to look.

The restaurant was about three
quarters of the way around, and was nearly out of view of the
market. The huge fountain in the middle of the square, while
beautiful, did take up some space. As they came up to the windows
of the restaurant, he felt her begin to tremble.

“Morgan, is anything
wrong?” he asked.

“I’m kind of nervous,” she
said in a whisper.

She pulled her arms back in front of
her and bowed her head, as tears began to spill onto her
cheeks.

“Oh, no, Morgan,” he said
quietly. “Come on. What can I do?”

She stood in the middle of the walk
and sobbed, shaking as though she’d fall if a stiff breeze came
along. Not knowing what else to do, he put an arm around her
shoulders and helped her to the building. At least there she could
lean against the wall.

“James, please don’t touch
me,” she pleaded.

Removing his arm from around her, he
felt completely useless as she held her face in her hands and
continued to cry.

Soon, she slid down the wall and
collapsed on the boardwalk. He had to do something, if only he knew
what. She shouldn’t object to him sitting with her, he
thought.

Across the square, he saw the
Kennoway’s watching, concerned but not ready to
interfere.

“Morgan, please let me
help. I don’t understand the demons you’re fighting, but I’ll
gladly help you slay them.”

She turned her tear-streaked face
toward him and must have seen something there she could trust.
Curling toward him, she buried her face on his chest, grasped his
shirt tightly in one tiny fist, and continued to sob.

Cautiously putting one arm around her,
he stroked her hair, which smelled of jasmine, and spoke quietly,
telling her she would be all right. He would let nothing happen to
her.

James had no idea how long they sat
there, but eventually her tears began to subside. As if suddenly
discovering where she was, she pulled away from him and looked up
into his face.

“I’m sorry, James. I’m so
sorry…” getting more upset by the second.

“You’ve no reason to be
sorry. You were frightened. Anyone would have done the
same.”

“I’ve mangled your shirt,”
she said quietly.

“It was full of sawdust
anyway,” he said with what he hoped was a friendly smile. “Are you
ready to go home?”

James pried himself off the walk
before helping Morgan to her feet.

“What must you think of me?
I told you I was damaged.”

“Morgan,” he said turning
to face her. Placing his hands on her shoulders, he bent down to
look into her eyes. “You are not damaged. You’ve been hurt, but
you’ll heal. And I’ll help, if you’ll let me.”

She looked like she wanted to believe
him, but couldn’t go quite that far. After a moment, she nodded and
turned to go home, her arm tightly through his, as if for
support.

At the door, she turned, looked up at
him and said, “Thank you, James. I’m sorry I’m so much
trouble.”

“If it means I get to spend
time with you, I’ll take the trouble with it.”

She smiled, said good night, and
closed the door. He heard at least two locks slide home after she
did.

There was some serious trouble in this
young lady’s background, something more than Ian McConnough. How
could anyone harm such a sweet, such a tiny little girl? All right,
she wasn’t a little girl, but she was tiny. She didn’t even reach
his shoulder.

Coming up to the market again, on his
way home, Mrs. Kennoway called to him.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Is Morgan all
right?”

“I think so. I’m not
actually sure.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know. She was
fine, we were talking, and all of a sudden she began to tremble and
then to cry. I’ve no idea what started it, and I’m not sure what
brought it to an end.”

“I would say you had
something to do with the end, James. I was watching, you
know.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he
said.

“Go on home with you. Your
mum’s probably wondering where you are.”

Taking his leave, he hurried back
around the corner and up the street to the family home. And all the
way his thoughts were on the tiny girl with big blue eyes. He
wondered what he could do to help.

















Chapter 3






Morgan wasn’t sure whether she hoped
James came by the market or not the next day. What must he think of
her? They had been having a nice walk until she saw they were
nearly out of sight of the Kennoway’s market. Some deep fear seized
her and she couldn’t control her reactions.

James had stayed with her, even then.
And when she looked up and saw his worry and concern, the need for
comfort drew her to him. His strong arms held her close, as he
whispered that she would be all right. Nothing could hurt her with
him there.

He’d probably never come around again.
Why would he come back to her, when there were so many other girls
in the clan, without all the problems she had?

The morning was busy in the market.
Everyone had been waiting for the new crop of apples to come in,
and the harvest had been bountiful.

“Hello, beautiful,” she
heard behind her.

“James?” She couldn’t
believe he was there.

“I hear the new apples are
in. Come help me pick some out.”

“What did you call me?” It
had taken a minute for it to register.

“Beautiful. When I looked
through the window, you had a warm smile on your face, with your
eyes blue and sparkling. Have you never been called beautiful
before?”

“No. Never.”

“Well, then, it’s about
time, isn’t it?”

How could anyone have a smile that
inviting?

“About the apples,” she
reminded him, getting her mind back on track.

“Yes. The apples. I need
two or three for snacks and lunch, and my mother asked me to bring
some home for her, too. I’m hoping for an apple tart.”

They spent nearly ten minutes talking
and choosing apples before they got back to the counter.

“All right. Is this
everything?” she asked him. She could feel her smile widen as she
looked into his eyes.

“Actually, it isn’t, but
I’m not sure if I’ll be able to find what I’m looking for here,” he
replied.

“What are you looking
for?”

“A pretty girl to have
lunch with me tomorrow.”

“James, wasn’t last night
enough trouble for you?” she asked wearily.

“I don’t remember any
trouble, Morgan, only a lovely lady frightened and
crying.”

“I don’t know,” she
answered.

“I’ll be back after work.
We can try that walk again and see how it goes. And you can decide
on lunch. Deal?”

He wanted to go for another walk? With
her? The boy must be mad.

“If you insist. Come by and
I’ll see how I feel.”

“Great! Thanks for the
apples.”

Morgan watched him until he
disappeared, wondering what had possessed him to choose
her.

“Morgan? Was that James?”
Mrs. Kennoway asked.

“Yes, ma’am. He came in for
some apples.”

“And for what
else?”

“He wants to go for a walk
this evening and has asked about lunch again.”

“What did you tell him?”
The woman was persistent.

“He’s coming by after work,
and I’ll see about the walk. I’m not sure about lunch, though,”
Morgan answered.

Striding into the main shop from the
back room, Mrs. Kennoway put her hands on her hips and looked
Morgan in the eye.

“And what’s wrong with
lunch?”

“He won’t let me pay my own
way,” she explained.

“I should hope not. I’m
sure his father taught him better than that. Why would you pay your
own way?”

“I don’t want any
misunderstandings. If I pay for my lunch, then we’re even. It’s
only lunch, not lunch and afters.”

“Morgan Delaney! Where do
you get such notions? No decent young man would even suggest such a
thing. Especially James Ferguson.”

“I’ve had it happen before.
And I won’t let it happen again, if it means never going out
again.”

“Do something for me,
Morgan. Accept James’ offer for lunch. If there’s any more
expected, you come to me. And if not, perhaps you could take him up
on dinner one evening.”

“Maybe. I’ll think about
it.”

Morgan couldn’t help thinking about
it. James was in her thoughts all afternoon. She was looking
forward to seeing him again in the evening, in spite of
herself.

“Here you are,” he said, as
she came out of the store. Mrs. Kennoway sat at the table sipping
her tea.

“So it seems,” she
answered.

“Now, which way shall we go
today? Shall we try the same route again, or something
different?”

“Maybe the same route. With
a little luck, maybe we’ll make it all the way around.”






****

Offering Morgan his arm, they set off
at a nice, slow stroll. He hoped to stretch the walk as long as
possible, without any of yesterday’s upsets.

“How were the apples?”
Morgan asked.

“Wonderful. Sweet enough to
eat, but tart enough to tease,” he answered with a gleam in his
eyes. “I never could stand apples that are all sweet and mushy.
Give me a slightly sour apple any day.”

He saw a smile before Morgan dropped
her eyes to the boardwalk.

“Have you lost something?”
he asked.

“No. Why?”

“You keep looking at the
ground, like there’s something there to find.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. I’m kind of
shy,” she said, softly.

“Well, if you’re searching
for coins, you’ll not find any. I’ve already looked,” he
teased.

She glanced up at him, eyes bright,
and a smile on her face once again.

“You said your family owns
the lumber yard. What do you do there?” she asked

“Anything Dad needs doing.
Cut lumber to length for customers, put trusses together and the
like. And I’m learning how to run the place, since it’ll be mine
one day. I would rather just work there, though,” he
confided.

“Do you get along with your
dad?”

“Mostly. We have our days,
like everyone else, but, yeah, he’s all right. How about…” As he
realized what he was about to ask, he stopped abruptly. Of course
she had no family here. And who knew what she’d left behind in her
own clan?

“How about what?” Of course
she picked up on it.

“Nothing. Sometimes my
mouth doesn’t know when to stop.”

“I see. Does it often do
this?”

“Often enough. You’ve heard
the expression to put your foot in your mouth?”

“Um, yes.

“In my case, it is often
necessary to open my mouth and change feet.”

He heard a delightful musical sound as
Morgan began to laugh. Her laugh was infectious, but she seldom
ever used it.

“Laughing at me, are
you?”

“Not exactly at you,” she
told him. “Just at the mental image of the gymnastics
implied.”

He supposed it was a rather humorous
picture. As he looked up, he saw they had nearly reached the spot
where the problems began the day before. Morgan hadn’t yet taken
note of it. How could he distract her?

“Gymnastics? No, I could
never do gymnastics. The closest I come to that is dancing. And I
have two left feet.”

“Two left feet? Don’t be
silly,” she said, her eyes deepening into a beautiful shade of
blue.

“Really. Let me show you.”
He reached for her right hand with his left and swung around to
face her. “How about a waltz?”

Morgan’s mouth opened as she stared at
him, but it was too late. He had already begun their dance past the
restaurant.

“James! We can’t dance down
the walk,” she said in amazement, though following his
lead.

“Why not? There’s no law
against it.”

“No, but everyone is
watching. What will people think?”

“That we’re
happy?”

“That we’re
insane!”

“Same thing,” he countered.
With the market once again in view, he twirled her away from him
and back to his side. With a comical bow, he added, “As milady
wishes. A nice, dignified stroll to take the air.” Standing
straight, shoulders back, and with a most serious look on his face,
he altered his pace to match his statement.

“You are
incorrigible.”

“So I’m told. Frequently,”
he added. “But it did make you smile.”

“Well, maybe.”

“Ah. There it is again, the
illusive creature. You should let it out more often, before it dies
from lack of attention.”

“Are you ever serious?” she
asked.

“Only when it is absolutely
necessary. And here we are, back at the market.”

With no tears, he thought.

Mrs. Kennoway chuckled as they came up
to her table. “I’m glad to see you enjoying yourself, Morgan. I
don’t believe, in all the time you’ve worked here, I’d ever heard
you laugh before you met James. It’s good to hear it.”

“He’s such a clown,” Morgan
insisted.

“I need to get to the
house. Are you walking her home, James?”

“Yes, ma’am, if she’ll be
seen with me for that far.”

“If you’ll promise to
behave,” Morgan cautioned.

“I always behave, in one
manner or another.”

“Fine, let’s get on then,”
Morgan said, shaking her head.

With no need for distractions, the
walk to her place was friendly, but relatively quiet. At her door,
he turned to her and asked, “What have you decided about
lunch?”

“Oh, James. Are you sure I
can’t pay for my own meal?”

“No, you can’t. I would
never be able to face my dad if he heard I’d made you pay your own
way. And trust me, he’d hear.”

“But you’re not making me
pay my way. I’m offering. Insisting.”

“It doesn’t matter. I can’t
accept it. I’ve invited you to lunch. With me. You can’t pay for
it. It isn’t right,” he insisted.

She searched his face for a long
moment. “Maybe once. Only once, and then we’ll see.”

“Tomorrow?”

“All right, James.
Tomorrow.” She turned to go up the stairs and into the
house.

“I won’t leave until I hear
the locks,” he told her. “I’m taking no chances.”

“Thank you, James,” she
said, with another little smile.

The door closed behind her and the
locks shot home. Good. She’d be safe now, anyway.

James turned and took the back way
home, whistling as he went. Finally, Morgan had agreed to have
lunch with him. It had made his day.






****






Morgan dropped her bag by the door and
slumped wearily into an old, comfortable chair. What had she done?
Had she made a date with James? For lunch?

She couldn’t go. Why had she said she
would? It was too much, too soon. It would probably always be too
soon. After her experiences, she was completely off men. Not that
she fancied women either, she thought. But men always had ulterior
motives. One lunch led to another, and then dinner, and after
dinner. Eventually, they all wanted the same thing.

And she was having none of it. When
she was younger, she’d dreamed of having a strong, handsome, loving
man, who could make her laugh, and who would take care of her. As
she grew older, she slowly realized such a man didn’t exist. Not in
her world.

Her family was always in strife. Her
father and mother argued all the time, and when he’d had a pint or
ten, her father used them all for punching practice.

One of her uncles always tried to get
her alone, so he could grope her and maybe get the chance to “break
her in.” She’d managed to avoid that, somehow. When she knew he
would be at the house, she found somewhere else to be. Once she’d
finished school, she used work as an excuse and prayed for a way
out.

When First Lord Jareth came to Clan
Belfort, she’d jumped at the chance to leave. She’d been one of the
first volunteers. Her family had been livid when they’d found out,
but there was nothing they could do. She’d made her escape. She
thought her mother understood.

Things had been looking up, until Ian
found her. And then the whole sordid affair began, which saw her in
court testifying against her would be rapist, and which landed her
here in the market and afraid to have lunch with James, the
handsome man with green eyes and dimples. If it weren’t for those
dimples…

She couldn’t decide if being alone or
being in a crowd was worse. She was afraid either way, except with
James. For some reason, he made her feel safe. Well, as safe as she
ever felt. She couldn’t believe she’d accepted his comforting arm
around her in front of the restaurant last night. She’d needed
someone to lean on, and he’d cared enough to help.

Maybe lunch, one lunch, would be all
right. Maybe he was different.

















Chapter 4


“James, is there something
special today I don’t know about?” his father asked when he arrived
at the lumber yard.

“Why do you
ask?”

“The extra shirt in your
work tote,” his father answered.

“Oh. Yes, there is. Morgan
has agreed to come to lunch today. Depending on the morning, I
thought a fresh shirt might be a good idea.”

“Maybe she likes sawdust,”
his father teased.

“Very funny,
Dad.”

“It’s about time you found
someone who’d have you. You’ll be what, thirty this year? And still
single.”

“Lay off, Dad. She’s only
agreed to lunch.” His father could be so irritating when he
chose.

“Come on, Jamie,” his
father said with a grin. “Certainly you inherited a little of the
Ferguson charm.”

The morning was busy, with a lot of
cutting and sanding, so by lunchtime he was covered in sawdust.
Slipping his dusty shirt off, he used the hand pump out back to
wash the dust from his hair and face. The cold water felt good
after the busy morning.

By the time he got back inside, he was
dry enough for the fresh shirt. Looking at his reflection in the
mirror, he combed his unruly hair into a semblance of order and
strode back out into the sunshine.

Reaching the square, he turned toward
the market to see if Morgan was ready for lunch. As he looked
through the window, he saw her huddled behind the counter, while a
young man nearly his size leaned across the barrier shouting at
her.

James opened the door and stormed
in.


****


Morgan hadn’t quite figured out what
to do about lunch. She’d told James she would go with him, but the
closer lunchtime approached, the more nervous she became. The
Kennoway’s had gone out early for a quick lunch, so she had the
store to herself.

As she waited for them to return, a
young man she’d seen once or twice came into the market. Striding
straight to the counter, his eyes swept from her eyes downward and
then back again before he said anything.

“Well, you are a pretty
little tart, aren’t you?” he said, sneering.

“Can I help you with
something?” she asked.

“Yeah. You can stay away
from the Brannach men for a start. There are plenty of girls from
the clan for them to date without you lot chasing after
them.”

The tirade grew from there, with him
accusing her and the other Belfort girls of stealing the Brannach
men from the clan girls and thinning the Brannach blood. Before
long he was leaning over the counter, shouting at her to stay away
from James.

The next thing she knew, James was
there, talking to Matthew.

“Is there a problem,
Matthew?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’d say there is,”
the other man sneered.

“Maybe we can discuss it
another time. I’ve persuaded Morgan to come have lunch.”

“Persuaded her?” the other
man asked in disbelief. “You don’t persuade her sort. You tell her
what she’s going to do and see that she does it.”

“Listen, asshole,” James
said. “You need to leave right now, and you need to leave Morgan
alone. If you ever bother her again I’ll beat you to hell and
gone.”

“You can’t tell me what to
do. It’s not your market,” the man said.

“No, but I can,” Mrs.
Kennoway said from the door. “Get out, Matthew. I don’t want to see
your face in my store again.”

Matthew started to say something and
thought better of it. Still sneering, he turned and stalked out the
door.

Now that the confrontation was over,
Morgan crumpled onto the stool behind the counter and began to sob.
Soon, she felt strong arms around her, holding her
close.

“Morgan, please don’t cry.
It’s over,” James told her. “It’ll be all right. I’m
here.”

She usually didn’t like to be touched
when she felt this way, but she clung to James and
sobbed.

“This is getting to be a
habit,” she finally managed, trying to rein in the tears. “I’ve
mangled another one of your shirts.”

“Not to worry. It’ll be
fine,” he said, smiling.

“What was all that about?”
Mrs. Kennoway asked.

“He was warning me off
dating the Brannach men. It seems I’ll weaken the bloodline or
something.”

“What a ridiculous idea,”
Mrs. Kennoway said sternly. “You watch out for him and his friends.
I’ll report this. If it happens again, make sure you do the same.
We won’t tolerate that behavior around here.”

“Shall we have some lunch,
now that the entertainment is finished?” James asked.

“I don’t know,” Morgan
said. “I’m kind of upset.”

“Now, Morgan,” Mrs.
Kennoway began, “you go with James and have something to eat. You
know you’ll be ill later if you don’t get something inside
you.”

“And nobody is going to
bother you with me around,” James added.

“All right. Let me wash my
face first. I must look a sight.”

“You certainly do—a
beautiful sight, as always,” James said with a grin.

“Incorrigible.”

Morgan hadn’t thought she could eat
after Matthew’s angry confrontation, but James coaxed her into some
soup and a sandwich. Once she tasted the soup, her stomach
convinced her that eating was a wonderful idea.

Over tea, James became serious. “Has
Matthew been in before?”

“No, not in the market.
I’ve seen him around a few times, but never spoke to
him.”

“I don’t want to worry you,
but he was one of Ian’s old gang. I had thought the example set by
First Lord Jareth would have put an end to this.”

“James, I don’t know what
to do. I can’t hide at home all the time, or in the market. I have
to go out sometimes,” Morgan said.

“I doubt any of them will
be up early enough to harass you on your way to the market. I’ll
walk you home after work. And if you need to go shopping or
anything, let me know. I’ll go with you.”

“That’s a lot of trouble,
James. I’ll work something out,” she answered.

“It’s no trouble and
there’s nothing to work out, Morgan. I’ll take care of
you.”

Looking up into those troubled green
eyes, she knew he would keep his word.

“Thank you, James,” she
said, nearly in a whisper. “I don’t know how to repay
you.”

“There’s always dinner,” he
said, his eyes suddenly bright with humor.

“I’ll think about it,” she
said, shaking her head. Would the man never let it go?

James was a good as his word. Every
day he came to the market at closing time to walk her home. And
several days of the week he came in to buy something to eat and
talk with her around lunchtime.

She had finally agreed to another
lunch date, and this time there was no disturbance. Perhaps Ian’s
old friends had finally understood the message. She hoped they had
anyway. She couldn’t keep James tied up every single night because
something might happen.

One night about three weeks after the
incident in the market, James asked about dinner again.

“I do appreciate the
invitation, James,” she told him. “I’m not sure I’m ready to go out
in the evening.”

“It doesn’t have to be a
late dinner. We could go right after the market closes for the day.
You could still be home before it was fully dark out.”

“Maybe.”

A few days later, while they were
walking around the square, a young man named Adam, confronted them
in the street.

“I see you’re still trying
to get a little action from this Belfort slut,” he said.

James reached in front of Morgan and
gently pushed her behind him.

“Adam, you were an arrogant
bastard in school, you’re still an arrogant bastard, and you’ll be
an arrogant bastard when they put you in your grave,” James told
him.

“Yeah, well you’re going to
see what comes of keeping company with this piece of work, if you
don’t watch out,” Adam retorted.

“If you don’t leave Morgan
alone, you’ll learn a something about the Ferguson temper. Get
lost.”

“We’ll be seeing you real
soon,” he sneered before pushing past them.

“Morgan, are you all
right?” James asked her.

“No. I don’t think I am,”
she answered honestly. “Why won’t they leave me alone?”

“I know you’re friends with
the First lady. Maybe you should talk to her about
this.”

“I hate to bother Viviane,”
she said. “She has so much to do already, I don’t want to burden
her if it isn’t necessary.”

“Ready to go
home?”

“I don’t know. I’m really
frightened, James,” she said, nearly in tears.

“What were you going to do
this evening?” he asked.

“Nothing special. Tidy up a
little, find something to eat, and maybe read a book. Now I’m not
sure.”

“Now I know I’ve asked
before, but we could go get something to eat. You could have a
little time to calm down and get your nerve back before you go home
alone.”

“I’m not always alone. I
have a house mate who shares the rent with me.”

“Yes, but she’s seeing
someone and hasn’t been home a lot recently.”

This was true. At the rate they were
going, she and her boyfriend would be married after the Gather,
which wasn’t quite two months away.

Searching his eyes, Morgan saw only
concern for her. No hint of anything more. Perhaps it would be all
right.

“I suppose we could have
something to eat. Something simple and inexpensive.”

“I know just the place,”
James said, offering her his arm.

Not too far off the main square, the
Village Eatery specialized in home style meals. James ordered
enough to feed three people and Morgan finally decided on some
chicken and mixed harvest vegetables.

The food was tasty, with enough
seasoning to bring out the flavors, without completely taking over.
The roast chicken was the best she’d ever had.

She’d seldom seen anyone eat with as
much gusto as James. Of course, working with lumber all day did
take some energy, and he was a big guy. He was as tall as the First
Lord. But it was an amusing sight.

As she watched with amazement, she
suddenly giggled, which brought him to a halt in
mid-bite.

“Did I miss something?” he
asked.

“No, James, but it seems
you’ve nearly starved to death between lunch and dinner. How do you
stay in shape?”

“Lumber. Lots of it,” he
replied with a grin. “And I like to hike on my days
off.”

“I used to hike at home,
but I haven’t had the opportunity since I came to Brannach. Things
have been a little chaotic.”

“Would you like to go
sometime? A little company’s always welcome. We could follow one of
the easier tracks up the mountain or walk through the forest.
There’s a lovely loch not too far away, where the wildlife comes
down to drink.”

“It must be wonderful to
watch all the animals come down to the water,” she
mused.

“Anytime you’d like, let me
know. I can probably get my mum to fix us some lunch.”

“Do you always think about
food?” she asked.

“Always.”

“I’ll think about
it.”


****


Thinking it better to get off the
subject, James asked, “What do you do in your spare
time?”

“I do a little
needlework—knitting mostly. For special events I do some
embroidery, if I have enough time in advance.”

“I’d love to see some of
your work,” James told her.

“I’ve started work on a new
scarf for winter. When I’ve finished it, I’ll show it to you. What
do you do besides hike?”

“I play around with some
wood carving. Wood shaping, actually. The Ferguson’s have a way
with wood.”

“A way with wood? What does
that mean?”

“My dad chooses the trees
to cut, because he can tell which ones are ready at the time, and
which ones are suitable for the projects coming up. My granddad can
do that, but he also does shaping.”

“What is shaping? I’ve
never heard of it.”

“It’s like seeing what the
wood wants to be and helping it get there. Part of it is carving.
Part of it is something else. I’d have to show you.”

“Do you ever do gold or
silver inlay in your carvings?” she asked.

“I’ve tried, but it takes
such focus and energy, I usually don’t bother.”

“Maybe I could help,” she
said.

“That would be nice,
Morgan. I didn’t know you did inlay.”

“My mum’s family did some
smithing. It’s kind of a gift, I guess. I find gold and silver,
even copper, easy to coax into what I want. It does take some
energy though.”

They finished dinner, had some more
tea, and got ready to leave.

“Now, James, you must let
me pay for part of this. It’s my fault we came out on the spur of
the moment.”

“Absolutely not! It wasn’t
your fault anyway. It was Adam’s. And you’ll play merry hell
getting anything worthwhile out of him.”

“Really, James. I’m
serious.”

“So am I. And I won’t hear
any more about it,” he said firmly.

Why was she so insistent on paying her
way? What had happened to make her so afraid of accepting even the
smallest of gestures?

The walk back to her place was quiet,
but cozy. Her house mate was still out. All the lights were off and
the door locked. James sensed she was nervous about going
inside.

“Would you feel better if I
went in and made sure everything was in order before you go in?” he
asked.

“Would you?”

“Of course. If you’ll
unlock the door for me, I’ll go check it out. You might come inside
rather than stand on the street alone.”

“I suppose,” she said,
hesitantly.

“Morgan, I won’t hurt you.
This isn’t a ruse to get you alone, or anything of the
sort.”

“I know,” she admitted.
“I’ve had some bad experiences, though.”

“This won’t be one of
them,” he answered.

After checking both up and downstairs,
he told her everything was safe. The back door had been locked and
all the windows as well.

“Nobody home but us,” he
told her.

“Thank you, James,” she
said, her eyes lowered to the floor.

“Now what has you upset?”
Reaching out, he lifted her
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