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  Chapter One


Anagburn Manor, Bonnybridge, Scotland - 1815 
Happiness and melancholy lingered within Arabella MacGregor’s heart. Oh, she was overjoyed that Uncle Aiden had fallen in love and married Rose, the former Dowager Countess of Bentley. However, as much as Arabella enjoyed the wedding celebration, her disappointment lay in the fact that none of the bachelors in attendance had given her any further consideration or attention beyond a polite greeting when they arrived. 
Why didn’t any of them wish to engage her in conversation in the way Camden Breckenridge was conversing with Rhona Murry? They were so focused on each other that they barely acknowledged anyone else? Arabella wasn’t so unattractive, was she? Or was Uncle Aiden correct in that no man would be interested in her because she preferred golfing and falcons to any other genteel entertainments?
Well, if that was the case, she’d rather do without those men anyway. Besides, falcons were much preferable to be around. They didn’t order her about. 
“Who is that?” Sheena, her younger cousin, asked as she reached Arabella.
Arabella glanced around. “Who is who?”
“The man who just arrived. He’s speakin’ with Davina.” Sheena pointed to her older sister who was standing at the entrance leading from the ballroom to the terrace.
Goodness. She’d thought Camden was handsome, but the man who stood with Davina put every other fellow at the wedding to shame.
“Who do ye believe he is?” Sheena asked.
“Instead of wonderin’, I believe I will find out for myself.” With that, Arabella picked up the hem of her skirts, walked past Camden and Rhona, whom she completely ignored, and made her way toward her cousin and the very handsome stranger.

      [image: image-placeholder]Nobody at Grant Manor had warned Lord Gideon Trent that he’d be walking in on a wedding celebration at Anagburn Manor. However, this wasn’t like any wedding breakfast he’d ever attended. It more resembled a picnic or house party. Tables were loaded with food, families sat beneath trees or on blankets and some guests played croquet. 
Though he spotted a few Trents among the guests, he had not seen John or Elizabeth since he arrived. 
Why were they attending a wedding when their stepmother had been kidnapped? Shouldn’t they be looking for her? Unless she’d been found. If that were the case, this had been a wasted trip.
A lovely brunette with dark brown eyes approached. “May I help ye?” 
“I need to speak with Mr. John Trent,” he announced. “I was told he would be here.”
“And ye are?”
He bowed quickly. “Lord Gideon Trent.” 
Her dark eyebrows rose in an instant reaction. “There are more of ye? I thought all the Trents were here.”
“A distant, distant relative, I assure you.” He chuckled. 
“It’s a pleasure to make yer acquaintance.” She dropped into a quick curtsey. “I am Miss Davina MacGregor.”
“I happened to be in the area when I learned my cousins were here, and I do need a word with John, if it is convenient.” He couldn’t very well tell her the truth, though he’d like to find John so he could address the reason he’d been sent north and then be gone. “I apologize. I did not realize I would be interrupting a celebration.”
Miss MacGregor grinned. “My uncle, Aiden MacGregor married Rose Trent today.”
Gideon blinked, Rose Trent as in Lady Bentley? The woman who had been kidnapped almost a month ago and now she’d just married some Scot? How the blazes had that occurred? 
“Did ye come to help rescue her?” Miss MacGregor whispered the question.
So, this young woman knew of Lady Bentley’s kidnapping, but Gideon was not ready to reveal what he knew of the matter. “I am certain that I do not know what you mean.”
“Ye are a poor liar, Lord Gideon.” She laughed. “But Rose is no longer in need of rescuin’ and is quiet happy with her circumstances.”
He was a very good liar. Or had been at one time, but as he’d put his former professions behind him, Gideon no longer schooled his features as he once had. “If you do not mind, I would rather confirm your observation with my cousins.” 
“Of course.” She smiled. “But how did ye even ken…?” As she trailed off, her dark eyes grew wide. “Ye received the letter, dinna ye?”
His family had received the ransom demand intended for Bentley, the dowager’s stepson, which was the only reason Gideon knew about the kidnapping in the first place. Gideon cleared his throat. “We may have received a certain correspondence.” 
“Aye, well it was my foolish brother who delivered it. But it has all worked out well.”
Her brother? The MacGregors had kidnapped Lady Bentley? “Worked out well?” he nearly choked.
“Aye. The two are married, as ye can see, and there is no need to rescue anyone.”
In the few years that he’d worked for the Home Office, Gideon had never come across such a bizarre set of circumstances. “Forgive me if I don’t simply take your word on the matter.”
“Of course. Yer cousins are out there, though I suspect most of them are over by the distillery tastin’ whisky.” She smiled and then led him back to the terrace. 
“Davina, would ye care to introduce me to our new guest?” 
Gideon glanced toward the sweet, lyrical voice and forgot to breathe. Auburn curls framed a delicate face, gentle brow, full lips, and the bluest eyes he’d ever encountered.
“Arabella, this is Lord Gideon Trent, he is searchin’ for John Trent.” Miss MacGregor turned to Gideon. “My cousin, Miss Arabella MacGregor.”
The young woman dipped a quick curtsey as Gideon bowed, unable to take his eyes from her. 
“Would ye be a dear and help Lord Gideon find John?” Miss MacGregor asked her cousin. “I need to speak with the cook.” 
“Of course,” Miss Arabella assured her and then offered her arm to Gideon.






  
  Chapter Two


Lord Gideon was even more handsome up close. Dark hair in contrast to his blue eyes. He stood a head taller than Arabella, with shoulders wide enough to carry a barrel of whisky, if necessary.  
It was a shame that he was English.
“Trent? Are ye another brother?” She didn’t think there were any more and Rose had never mentioned a Gideon.
“Distant cousin.”
Ah, Rose wouldn’t have a reason to mention cousins, she supposed. Yet to Arabella, her cousins were practically her siblings since they all lived under one roof. “I believe they are at the tastin’.” At least that was what she assumed as she hadn’t seen John nor his wife since Uncle Aiden and Rose spoke their vows.
“Your cousin mentioned a distillery.” Humor danced in his azure eyes and Arabella found herself smiling up at him.
“Aye, best whisky in Scotland.” She was proud of the family business when in truth, nobody knew, other than the Grants that they distilled far more than their family needed. A secret enterprise they kept hidden away and smuggled into England. “I’ll be happy to show ye the way.”
As today was a celebration, Uncle Aiden had brought out a barrel that he’d been saving and the excisemen turned a blind eye to the large quantity being sampled. They’d stopped to wish Uncle Aiden well and stayed to sample the whisky themselves. Of course, the excisemen had always suspected her family of smuggling, but they’d yet to catch anyone, nor could they find any proof of the illegal activity. Arabella assumed that the only reason the Gaugers continued to linger today was that they hoped that with each glass of whisky, MacGregor lips would be loosened. And even though many of their guests were partaking, her male relations were not, nor were the Grants, for that matter. None of them could afford to slip and say the wrong thing at the wrong time that would end up seeing them arrested. 
She led Mr. Trent away from the gardens and across the lawn, past the croquet game and then up the small slope to the distillery. Because the family distillery was so small, tables had been set up outside to accommodate the guests. This was where many of the men had gathered and there wasn’t a woman among them, which really hadn’t surprised Arabella in the least. Though, occasionally a few wives had wandered over, they soon returned to the wedding festivities with their husbands in tow.  
“Ah, there’s John,” she said after spotting him at a tall, makeshift bar with her brothers Donovan and Cameron. They were the ones serving the whisky.
Also with them was Lachlan Grant, the Marquess of Brachton, and husband to one of John Trent’s sisters. 
“Lord Gideon,” John called as they drew near. “What brings you to Scotland?”
By the volume of his voice, Arabella estimated that John had partaken of at least five whiskies, if not more. His face was flushed and as it wasn’t an overly warm day, there couldn’t be any other explanation.
Lord Gideon nodded to John and then Brachton but did not answer the question.
“Donovan, Cameron, may I introduce Lord Gideon Trent.”
Her brother’s eyes widened. 
“Another one?” Donovan asked.
“Cousins,” Brachton answered.
“Distant.” John hiccoughed. “Verra distant.”
Donovan laughed. “Now he’s even soundin’ Scottish. Pour more down his gullet and we might turn him into one of us.”
“I doona think he needs anymore,” Brachton laughed but there was an edge of seriousness in his tone.
John leaned over the makeshift bar toward Donovan. “His family got the letter.”
Arabella’s heart nearly stopped, and she shot a look to Brachton as Donovan and Cameron stiffened. There was only one letter he could be speaking of—the ransom demand sent when Rose had been kidnapped. It had been delivered to the wrong Trents. Now she knew who had received it. 
However, this was not something any of them wished to discuss again, and especially not where anyone could overhear. Fears of Uncle Aiden being arrested and tried for the kidnapping of Rose should be behind them. But what if it wasn’t? Was Lord Gideon here to cause trouble? 
“Come along, John.” Lachlan stepped forward and put an arm around his brother-in-law’s shoulders. “Let’s find our wives, shall we?”
Arabella cast a glance at Cameron before she nodded to the whisky. All she could do was pray that it slowed her pulse enough so her heart wouldn’t beat right out of her chest. 
How many other people knew about the kidnapping? It ended well with marriage, but it could have just as easily ended with her uncle, brothers and cousins swinging from the gallows.
Her throat tightened just thinking about it. 
Donovan motioned for Lord Gideon to come closer. “Is that why ye’re here?” Because you got the letter.
“In a manner of speaking,” Lord Gideon answered quietly. 
Cameron poured a wee bit of whisky into a glass and slid it to Arabella.
She grabbed it, tipped it back and downed it in one swallow. Of course, there wasn’t all that much. Not the same amount the men were being served, but she welcomed the burn at the back of her throat until the taste registered in her mind. It took only a moment before she shoved the glass back at her brother. “Why are ye servin’ me Grant whisky?”
Donovan, the oldest, grinned and held out a hand to his brother. Cameron placed a five-pound note in his palm.
Lord Gideon glanced at her, his blue eyes wide and his jaw lax. 
He probably wasn’t used to seeing a lass partake of anything other than sips of wine. Not that she’d ever drank whisky in the presence of anyone other than her brothers, but this was not an ordinary circumstance.
“Arabella can tell who produced which whisky in one sip. With ours, she can name the year it was distilled,” Cameron announced proudly. 
“Maybe I had better sample some myself,” Lord Gideon said after a moment, still staring at her.
It wasn’t well done of her to drink as she had in front of a gentleman, but it wasn’t as if she were trying to impress him. He was English and would soon be leaving anyway.
“I will sample the MacGregor cask, now, thank ye.” How dare her brothers serve her Grant whisky when they knew she was flustered by John’s announcement? Especially since none of them would be able to relax until Lord Gideon was gone and no harm was done.  

      [image: image-placeholder]Gideon wasn’t certain there was enough whisky for him to recover from the shock of this miss downing not one but two glasses of the stuff. It didn’t matter that there was barely enough for a swallow in each—she was a miss drinking whisky! 
It was his experience that when someone drank like Miss Arabella had, they were panicked and feared a truth being learned or consequences of one’s actions. 
“You can relax, Miss Arabella,” he offered quietly.
Her eyes widened. “I am verra relaxed.”
Gideon just lifted an eyebrow in challenge. 
“Are ye goin’ to arrest my uncle?” she demanded in a whisper. The lilt of her voice was as smooth as the whisky on his tongue.
“Why?”
Her blue eyes narrowed him. “Then ye doona ken?”
He laughed. “I believe I have worked it out for myself, but it is no concern of mine. If Bentley wished for an arrest, he would have seen it done and would have never allowed his stepmother to marry her captor. Though, I’m surprised the groom survived beyond a day given Bentley’s reaction to the letter.”
Miss Arabella gulped and slid her glass across the table, and her brother dutifully poured a bit more into it. 
Were all Scots like this or just this family?
This time she sipped, as if savoring the amber liquid.
“Arabella MacGregor,” a man barked.
She quickly handed her glass back to Donovan. 
“Are ye drinkin’ whisky?”
Gideon turned to find a gentleman with shoulder length brownish hair walking toward them. A raven-haired lady on his arm.
“T’was simply a celebration drink, Uncle Aiden.” 
Gideon lifted another eyebrow. Miss Arabella drank whisky, which he found fascinating, but she just as easily lied, which he found disconcerting.
“Doona lie to me, lass,” he barked. “I heard of Lord Gideon’s arrival, and I know what ye feared. If it wasna my weddin’ and I wasna in such a fine mood, I’d send ye to yer room.”
Her blue eyes widened, and Gideon stiffened. Sent to her room? He’d assumed Miss Arabella was out of the schoolroom. She certainly behaved and looked older than a young miss. 
“Aiden…” the lady on his arm warned in a low tone. “Arabella is no longer a child, and if I recall, you were trying to find her a husband only a fortnight ago.”
At that, Miss Arabella’s face began to blossom into a color not so different than her lovely auburn curls. The blush made the delicate freckles across her nose and cheeks more prominent, which Gideon found absolutely adorable. Ladies in London, or anywhere in Society, did their best to hide their freckles, and never let the sun upon their face for fear of these blemishes as he’d heard them called.
Today the sun was bright, the weather warm, and Miss Arabella did not have a bonnet in sight. She was certainly refreshing, especially in comparison to the misses his sister had introduced him to in London.
And, really, should he be concerned with the lie? It was a defensive one to keep from getting into trouble, no different from something Gideon might have done when he was younger. There was just something in a parent or guardian’s tone that could cause a ward or child to make up an excuse to stave off punishment. Gideon should know, he’d invented many reasons for his actions in his youth. And like Mr. MacGregor, his mother had seen through every single one of them.
The dark-haired woman smiled at him. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Gideon. I’ve heard of your family, of course, but was never given the opportunity to meet anyone. My former husband wasn’t open to the idea.” 
As the man was Aiden, the woman on his arm must be the recently kidnapped Lady Bentley.
“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance Lady Be…”
“She is now MacGregor,” her husband interrupted as he cast a censoring glance at Miss Arabella before addressing Gideon. “I can promise ye that my nieces doona usually behave in such an unladylike manner, such as drinkin’ whisky.” 
Cameron snorted and turned away.
Gideon understood MacGregor wanting his niece to be seen in the best light, but the fact that she drank the whisky without a reaction to the strong liquid was proof that she was very well-acquainted with spirits.
“Arabella, do you know what Davina is about?” Mrs. MacGregor asked.
“Nay. Why?”
“She’s disappeared and someone overheard her muttering something about bluebells.” Mrs. MacGregor frowned as if she were perplexed. 
“She’s probably decided to court Ian Grant before another lass snatches him up.” 
What kind of place was Scotland where misses drank whisky and courted men? 
“Arabella, ye should return to our guests and assist Davina,” Mr. MacGregor suggested, though his harsh tone conveyed more of an order. “Ye shouldna have been here where the men are tryin’ to relax.”
She pursed her lips, then gave a nod. “It was a pleasure meetin’ ye, Lord Gideon, and I hope ye enjoy yer visit.” 
It was all he could do not to follow but it would be rude to do so, and it wouldn’t do to have Mr. MacGregor notice Gideon’s interest in his niece, especially when Gideon wasn’t certain where that interest might lead or if it was simply a passing fancy.
Instead, he finished the whisky in his glass. “I apologize for the intrusion. Thank you for the hospitality, but I will be on my way.” 
“Nay, stay.” MacGregor clapped him on the back. “It’s a celebration.”
“Very well,” Gideon said after a moment, though it felt odd. He was a stranger even if his distant cousins were here. 
However, he would not mind coming to know a most intriguing miss with hair that reminded him of a Cornish sunrise.






  
  Chapter Three


“Orderin’ me to my room like I’m a child,” Arabella grumbled as she kicked a stone out of the path. 
It was a shame that Lord Gideon was English. Not only was he handsome as the devil, but he seemed pleasant to be around, especially now that she knew that he wasn’t going to see her family arrested. Much more pleasant than any of the men in Bonnybridge. 
But she hadn’t exactly left the best impression. English gentlemen wanted ladies for wives, not whisky drinking lasses.
Arabella shook her head. Just because they’d spent a few moments together didn’t mean he had any interest in her. Lord Gideon was simply being polite as he was a guest in their home. She’d only made the leap because of Uncle Aiden and Rose’s wedding and because Uncle Aiden had forced her into making a list of suitable husbands not long ago because he wanted to see her settled.
Besides, she was only ten and nine and there was no rush to find a groom of her own. In time, she’d find the perfect husband, and it could come when she least expected it, as it had with her uncle. 
Normally, Arabella was the most positive of her family and there was always a bright spot in any bad situation, but outside of the happiness for her uncle and Rose, Arabella couldn’t hold onto the joy for herself. Each of the men who had been on her potential husband list were engaged in conversations with other misses and had barely glanced at her. 
Was she really so unfit to be considered for a wife?
Oh! Who needed them anyway? Next spring, or maybe sooner, she’d talk Uncle Aiden into letting her, Sheena and Davina go to Edinburgh. Surely, she’d meet someone there. Someone refined and intelligent, and kind, as well as handsome. Someone far superior to the men in Bonnybridge and she’d marry one of them. Surely, there was someone for her. And if he happened to be the Scottish version of Lord Gideon, all the better.
Of course, she didn’t really know Lord Gideon, but now that she knew what type of gentleman resided beyond her small world of Bonnybridge, Arabella was quite anxious to travel to Edinburgh.
Where had Davina and Sheena run off to? She didn’t see either of them anywhere. Further, all the wedding guests seemed quite content. It was as if nobody needed her, and Arabella didn’t welcome the loneliness that crept inside. It was nothing like she’d experienced before. Why should she be lonely or feel like something was missing? Her life was full, yet she longed for something else. Someone just for her. 
Arabella paused in her steps and looked around. They’d all marry in time, her brothers and cousins. Would they all move away? How many years did they have before they were separated?
Tightness developed in Arabella’s chest. Of course, she’d known that one day it would happen, but Arabella wasn’t ready for her world to be altered so permanently. And what if the men in Edinburgh found her as lacking as the men in Bonnybridge? Then where would she be? The maiden aunt, on the shelf, and living with her Uncle Aiden and Rose for the rest of her life.
Oh, she couldn’t have that. Not at all. Though, Arabella had no intention of settling just to be a wife, perhaps she shouldn’t be so picky either. Or maybe she should make a better effort to be more ladylike. Rose had tried to teach her to embroider, but until now, Arabella hadn’t realized how important such a task could be. No man wanted a woman who tasted whisky over one who was docile and content to stitch.
Not that she’d change herself, but there were things that she could improve upon, and she might just find that she enjoyed sitting while quietly, pushing a needle through a piece of material.
As the guests didn’t need her attention and her family clearly wasn’t seeking her out, Arabella knew who did require her care and slipped away to make her way to the small cottage beyond the stables.

      [image: image-placeholder]Gideon only drank one more glass of whisky. He had no intention of becoming inebriated, especially since most of those in attendance were strangers. Not that he’d been drunk often. He never liked the feeling of not being in complete control of his faculties. If anything, he was cautious in all things, which alcohol reduced.
What he would like to do was pull himself away from his host and nephews to locate Miss Arabella one more time. He’d barely had a chance to talk with her, and this was a celebration with dancing.
Perhaps he’d imbibed a bit too much because he normally hated to dance.
Frowning, Gideon excused himself and went in search of the auburn-haired miss.
His steps were sure, and the horizon didn’t sway so Gideon became more confident that he was as sober as he had been when he arrived, then strolled back past the games on the lawn, through the picnickers, those dancing on the terrace, and those walking in the garden, but Miss Arabella was nowhere to be found.
Had she gone inside?
Perhaps. And if she had, she’d return soon.
Time passed as he waited, but she never emerged from the manor. Frowning, he set off to explore the grounds. He’d seen guests wander in different directions so perhaps there were other activities of which he wasn’t yet aware. Certainly she hadn’t retreated from her uncle’s wedding celebration.
Beyond the distillery and through a thin shelter of trees lay a long expanse of green. He narrowed his eyes. Was that a golf course? He knew the Scots enjoyed their golf, but it wasn’t a sport he’d ever tried. A few men were standing, gesturing and talking, but Gideon couldn’t make out their words. As it was highly unlikely that Miss Arabella would have an interest in golf or the course, he walked further, coming to another field. In the distance, targets had been placed against bales of hay and the guests were taking turns in an archery match. That he had done, several times, but as he did not spot an auburn-haired miss amongst the guests, he continued on, finally coming to a set of stables. 
Frowning, he checked inside and noted several horses, but no Miss Arabella, not that he expected to find her in here either. 
What the blazes was in that whisky? He’d never gone out of his way to find any miss before, yet he’d practically walked the MacGregor estate in search of her, even into the stables. This was not the behavior of a gentleman, especially a guest of strangers, and completely out of Gideon’s character.
Gideon did a slow turn outside of the stables and then determined the direction of the gardens, which should lead him back to the terrace, where he’d remain, or possibly take his leave.  
With his decision made, Gideon continued past the stables and a small barn, believing he would come out at the far end of the gardens when he spotted the pale green dress Miss Arabella had been wearing earlier and followed to catch a better glimpse of her. As he rounded the corner, she was entering a two-story, stone cottage. 
He started forward but paused. Should he follow her? What if she was meeting someone? 
Or, was this a dowager house of sorts and Arabella was visiting an older woman? 
Should he wait for her to come back out, or should he investigate?
He should return to the wedding. 
No. He should leave Anagburn and find an inn for the night, then return to England. What Miss Arabella was about was none of his concern. 
With that in mind, he stalked around the cottage and back toward the manor. However, a glance to his left had him stopping once again. The back side of the cottage had more windows than the front, but that wasn’t what surprised him. It was the narrow bars, where glass should be, that drew his attention, like a jail of some sort.
Is this where they had kept Lady Bentley after the kidnapping and did MacGregor have a habit of imprisoning people? 
And what exactly was Miss Arabella’s involvement?
Was it possible they had other prisoners that nobody knew of?
Gideon strode forward to glance inside. If someone else was being held, should he free them? Ask MacGregor about them, or find another Trent to ask their opinion?
Taking in the room, Gideon strained to make out any type of figure of a person, but it seemed the vast room was empty. There weren’t even any walls and only pillars to support the roof. On the opposite side was a wooden structure with a door, but Miss Arabella was nowhere inside.
What the blazes was this and why was she even here if they weren’t holding another captive? At least, he thought she was here. This was the building she entered, but it was as if she’d disappeared.
Retracing his steps, Gideon returned to the entry and opened the door.
“Are ye daft?” she cried as he stepped inside. “Close the door.”
He yanked it shut behind him, and Gideon found himself in a small enclosure with Miss Arabella. The door in front of her was the one he’d viewed from the window. 
What manner of place was this and why was she here? 
He did another slow turn. Just inside the door was a table with several pairs of long leather gloves and a leather apron, just like she was wearing right now, and on the back wall, hanging on some pegs were sturdy, worn coats. In her right hand was a bucket which held small pieces of raw meat.
It took a moment before Gideon realized that he wasn’t in a cottage or jail of sorts, but a mews!  At least, that was what he assumed. He’d visited a similar structure before, but that building had been taller and rounder, and the lord flew his falcons inside for exercise when they couldn’t be taken out to hunt.
Gideon stepped back out the door, cracking it only wide enough to slip through and went outside to look in the windows once again, then he slowly smiled. One falcon flew from one perch to another, and another rested higher on a beam. 
He slipped back inside. “Do they hunt?” 
“Aye,” Miss Arabella replied. 
“Why did you yell at me to close the door?” It wasn’t as though the birds could escape. 
“Because, I was just about to open this door to feed the falcons and I canna have them flying out and about with so many guests at Anagburn.”
He took in her lovely appearance from the auburn curls to the pale green gown to the delicate slippers that peeked from beneath the hem, and even though the apron provided cover, it wasn’t sufficient to keep the material from becoming soiled.
“Do you always tend your birds dressed so well?”
Miss Arabella frowned and looked down. “Oh dear, I’d completely forgotten.” Then she latched the inner door. 
“They are yours?” Gideon found himself asking in disbelief.
“Oh, aye,” she answered. “Now they are. They belonged to my father.” She reached into the bucket and pulled out a handful of small pieces of raw meat.
All Gideon could do was blink.
She then opened the door to the mews, her gloved arm straight out and palm up. The two birds immediately flew in her direction and took turns coming to her hand to pluck the meat from her palm. She then tossed the remains into the mews and returned to the small enclosed room.
After she set the bucket on the ground, Miss Arabella turned to him and leaned back against the table. “That should keep them until tomorrow.” She smiled brightly up at Gideon as she slipped the gloves off of her hands and tossed them aside. Miss Arabella then straightened and reached behind her back with both hands. Gideon nearly gulped at the sight of her nearly perfect breasts straining against the bodice of her green gown and ready to spill out.
Miss Arabella frowned and twisted.
“What’s the matter?” he asked
“I’m stuck.” She twisted again and tried to look over her shoulder.
“Let me.” Gideon reached around her to see what the trouble was and noted that her apron strings were caught on a nail and loose board. “Hold still.” He pressed forward to try and release her. He shouldn’t be alone with her and standing this close, but the miss did need his assistance.
“Thank ye,” she murmured. The whisky on her breath mingled with lilacs, if he wasn’t mistaken, along with the earthy scent of the mews had an oddly arousing effect on him.
An unusual miss and far more intriguing than any Gideon had ever encountered previously.
As he worked at that knot, he looked down to find her staring up at him. Their lips barely a breath away.
He shouldn’t…but they were alone, and she was enticing. 
Lowering his head, Gideon brushed his lips against Miss Arabella’s full, crimson ones. She sucked in a breath but did not protest or push him away.
That simple kiss, if it could even be called that, wasn’t enough and soon he forgot the knot and kissed her again, molding his lips to hers and tilting his head for better access. A sigh escaped her and he pressed forward, taking advantage of the part in her lips.
Her delicate hands rested on his shoulders, and she gripped him, as if she wished to hold on as she tentatively kissed him back in the same manner.
“What is the meanin’ of this?” a voice shouted as sunlight flooded into the small entry.
Gideon jumped back as if he’d been scolded and turned to find Donovan MacGregor standing at the entry.






  
  Chapter Four


“Lord Gideon was kind enough to try and help free the knot of my apron,” Arabella rushed to explain. The only problem was she was still stuck, and no amount of struggling was going to loosen the blasted thing. 
Oh, she should have hammered in those nails long ago. She kept meaning to because she was forever catching her clothing and apron on them, but she always forgot to bring a hammer with her to the mews.
“It looked to me like he was kissin’ ye.”
Her face heated because that’s exactly what Lord Gideon had been doing, and it was quite pleasant indeed. 
Nay, far more than pleasant, but she was certain there wasn’t a word in all the world perfect enough to describe the sensation.
“I apologize, Miss Arabella,” Lord Gideon looked down at her. “I should not have kissed you. It was wrong of me and highly improper.”
“Ye shouldna have even been alone with her,” Donovan ground out.
“Hush before someone hears, ye,” Arabella admonished her brother. “It was a simple kiss. That’s all. Let’s forget it ever happened.”
The color rose high in her brother’s cheeks, which was never a good sign, and this did not bode well for her or Lord Gideon. Somehow, she must make Donovan see reason before he overreacted. 
Donovan ignored her and took the knife from the table.
Arabella’s heart raced. Her brother wasn’t about to do something rash over a mere kiss was he? “What are ye doin’?”
“Cuttin’ ye free,” he answered before he stepped behind her and cut the strings of her apron then tossing the knife back onto the table. He then turned to Lord Gideon. “I doona know what it is like in London or Cornwall, but here a gentleman is never alone with a lass and he certainly doesna kiss her without permission, and even then, not until after a courtship.”
“But Davina…” Arabella attempted to interrupt.
“Hush,” her oldest brother ordered, and she took a step back. Donovan was working up a full lather and she was no longer certain she’d be able to calm him.
“How did you know I was from Cornwall?” Lord Gideon asked with a frown.
“Yer a stranger so I learned what I could.” His eyes bore into Lord Gideon’s and Arabella stiffened. What had her brother learned? It was as if he didn’t approve of their recent guest. 
Regardless, it didn’t matter what Donovan knew because his reaction mattered very much. “Ye are makin’ too much of this.”
His eyes narrowed and Donovan took a step so close that she had to tilt her head and lean back a bit to look at him.
“Doona try to intimidate me, Donovan MacGregor,” Arabella ordered as she placed the palm of her hand against her brother’s chest and pushed him back.
“Intimidate?” He choked. “What I have in mind is blisterin’ yer arse.”
“Mr. MacGregor, there is no cause to threaten…” Lord Gideon began but stopped as Donovan veered on him, and before Arabella could react, her brother had fisted his right hand, pulled back and punched the Englishman right in the eye.
“Donovan! How dare ye!” Arabella screamed in outrage.
“He took liberties with ye and should be glad I am not challengin’ him.”
“For a kiss?” she cried.
“Alone and a kiss.”
“Of all the ridiculous…Ohhhh. Ye aggravate me to no end.” She brushed past her brother and went to Lord Gideon. “Let’s get ye back to the manor and I will find somethin’ to put on yer eye.”
“Ye will do no such thing!”
Arabella wheeled around and planted her fists on her hips. “He kissed me. Ye hit him. It is over. Now let us return to the celebration without a word. I willna have Uncle Aiden upset on his weddin’ day.”
“His isna the only weddin’ today.”
Arabella gasped and staggered back. “It was only a kiss.” Her brother couldn’t seriously think of forcing her to marry Lord Gideon. She barely knew the gentleman. Even if he did kiss divinely, she’d not have it.
“Davina and Ian,” he blew out as if he could read the fear in her features. “Now that she courted him and he accepted her offer, Uncle Aiden is haulin’ them before the vicar before either one of them can do anythin’ else foolish as they’ve a habit of doin’.”
Joy lit in her heart. “Finally!” She pulled Donovan toward the entrance. “We must get back so we doona miss it.”
“No’ so quickly, lass.” 
Donovan stood his ground, and she didn’t have the strength to dislodge him. 
“Before anymore weddin’s or celebratin’, ye, me and Lord Gideon will have an audience with Uncle Aiden.”
“Ye canna be serious.” She certainly wasn’t ruined, if that is what her brother was worried about.
“I am verra serious, lass. I am yer oldest brother and if Uncle Aiden doesna decide on a punishment, then I will.”
Arabella gulped and glanced at Lord Gideon. His face had gone deathly pale.
Oh dear. He probably feared the worst. Poor Lord Gideon couldn’t possibly know that Uncle Aiden’s and Donovan’s bark was far worse than their bite. They’d get lectured and yelled at, but in the end, all would be as it should. “Doona worry,” she assured Lord Gideon as they stepped out into the sunlight. “My uncle will understand and then we will get somethin’ for that eye.” Which was darkening and swelling with each beat of her heart. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Bloody hell! How the blazes did he end up in this predicament?
He was a gentleman, and he knew the rules where misses were concerned and he’d broken not one but two of them, though it certainly shouldn’t be ruinous to either of their reputations. As Miss Arabella had claimed, it was only a kiss.
Not once had Gideon stepped out of line while in London, no matter how many opportunities presented themselves, or how often his sister, Sophia, tried to match him with a miss. If anything, he’d been overly careful not to find himself in a position where he’d be forced to explain himself or end up leg shackled. Yet, in less than two hours after arriving at Anagburn, he’d found himself in a position that he would have never allowed in England.
Gideon’s stomach churned. They couldn’t force marriage on him, could they? It was only a kiss, and from what he’d heard, the family wasn’t exactly sticklers for etiquette and courtship. Twice now he’d been told how a Davina was courting an Ian, so why the hell was Gideon being taken to task for kissing a miss?
Thankfully, Donovan led them around the far side of the gardens, and they didn’t encounter any of the wedding guests or family members. If Donovan intended to take issue with Gideon’s behavior, he wouldn’t be so secretive. 
Take issue! 
Donovan was making far too much of this situation and certainly Aiden MacGregor would agree. Besides, Arabella’s brother had already doled out his punishment when he struck Gideon. Already his eye was swelling shut and throbbed enough to bring on a pounding in his head, but Gideon had survived much worse. 
Scotland was turning out to be a strange country. Or, maybe it was just Anagburn and the MacGregors who were a strange lot.
“Aye, ye found her,” Cameron MacGregor called as they entered from the side of the house. “I will let Rose know and we will have the weddin’ as soon as Davina is ready.” He paused and narrowed his eyes on Gideon. “What happened to yer eye? Ye should get somethin’ for that.”
“Find Uncle Aiden,” Donovan barked.
Cameron looked from Donovan to Arabella and back to Gideon, the smile slipping from his face. “What happened?”
“Find Uncle Aiden,” Donovan repeated from between clinched teeth.
“Verra well,” the Scot answered and slipped outside.
“Ye are makin’ too much out of this,” Miss Arabella insisted as she followed her brother down the corridor and into the library.
Gideon had to agree and would say so if he didn’t think it would earn him another blackened eye.
Donovan was simply being rash, and perhaps it was his personality; but Aiden MacGregor struck him as a reasonable man and would see this as a minor indiscretion and at the very worst, ask him to leave Anagburn, which Gideon was quite prepared to do.
Then again, MacGregor had also been part of a kidnapping, which was the least reasonable thing anyone could do.
Bloody hell! What the blazes had Gideon gotten himself into? He rubbed his temples then winced when the movement pulled at his throbbing eye. 
“Why have ye called me away from my weddin’ celebration, Donovan,” Aiden MacGregor asked as he stalked into the library
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