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Prologue
The inn sat back well off of the main road, nestled cozily on the hillside amongst rosebushes, hollyhocks, and delphiniums which had long since turned their minds to sleep for the winter. It was a comfortable abode fashioned of sturdy stone walls and a heavy, timbered roof. Well-wrought leaded windows found themselves surrounded by thick branches of climbing roses and wisteria. Light spilled out from the windows, beckoning to the weary traveler to enter and join in a companionable quaff or two of ale before retiring to the comfort of one of several guest chambers. At the moment a thin stream of smoke wafted up into the darkened sky from one of the fireplaces, as if to indicate that the innkeeper was indeed at home with something tasty on the fire.
At the sight of the smoke, a tall, elderly man quickened his pace up the way. His feet skimmed heedlessly over the finely laid brick pathway that wound through the slumbering garden. He hardly noticed the richly appointed entryway with its heavy beamed ceiling. He paid no attention whatsoever to the long hallway with its walls covered by pictures of famous (and infamous) former guests. His crisply pleated kilt flowed gracefully around him and his great sword slapped against his thigh as he strode down the passageway. There was trouble afoot. He could smell it from a hundred paces.
He came to an abrupt halt at the kitchen entrance. And then Ambrose MacLeod, Laird of the Clan MacLeod during the glorious sixteenth century, statesman of the most diplomatic proportions and thinker of deep, profound thoughts, stared at the sight that greeted his eyes, frowned a most severe frown, and wondered what in the blazes had ever possessed him to leave his beloved Highlands. Never mind that he had kin in the castle up the way who warranted looking after now and then. Never mind that the Boar's Head Inn boasted the most reputable and thorough hauntings on the isle—a distinction Ambrose had personally seen to at every opportunity. Those were things that could have sorted themselves out without him.
Nay, he decided as he observed the occupants of the kitchen, 'twas these two who had held him so long away from home. And damn the lads both if they weren't assorted family, making it just that much harder to leave them to peaceably killing each other!
"And I say," the first said, "he spends far too much time fiddling over those infernal gadgets of his."
"Better that than flitting from place to place, never staying more than a few months," the second retorted. "As she does."
"At least she has the imagination to do so."
"She's flighty," the second grumbled. "Changeable."
"At least she hazards a risk now and again. Unlike that stuffy, pebble-counting lad of yers!"
That final insult was delivered by the man on Ambrose's left. Ambrose looked at the ruddy-complected, red-haired former Laird of the Clan McKinnon (and Ambrose's cousin by way of several intermarriages), Hugh McKinnon. Hugh was done up handsomely in full dress, his kilt swinging about his knees as he bounced from one foot to the other, obviously anxious to inflict bodily harm on the man he faced.
And that man was Fulbert de Piaget, second son of the fourteenth Earl of Artane, and to Ambrose's continued astonishment, his own beloved sister's husband. Second son though he might have been, Fulbert carried himself with the complete arrogance of an Artane lad. Ambrose couldn't help but feel a faint admiration for that, especially considering the murkiness of Fulbert's claim to several other titles. Fulbert's finely embroidered doublet flapped about his legs as he gestured with his mug as he might have a sword.
"Pebble-counting!" Fulbert thundered, ale sloshing madly over the edge of his cup onto the floor. "I'll have you know me nevvy does a proper day's work!"
"As does she!"
"When she can remember her place of employment!"
The two glared at each other furiously for a long, highly charged moment, then they lunged, bellowing clan mottos and other such slogans appropriate to the moment.
"Oh, by the saints," Ambrose exclaimed, striding out into the chamber and interrupting the fisticuffs. "Now's not the time for quibbling over tiny faults. We've serious work to do!" He turned a dark look on his cousin. "Hugh, cease with this meaningless bickering."
Hugh wanted to do anything but that—that much was apparent by the white-knuckled grip he had on the hilt of his still-sheathed sword.
"Hugh," Ambrose warned.
Hugh scowled, then ducked his head and gave his polished boots a closer look. "As ye will, Ambrose," he muttered.
Ambrose turned to his brother-in-law. "Fulbert?"
Fulbert looked to be chewing on a word or two, but finally nodded briefly and sought comfort in his cup.
"Then 'tis settled," Ambrose said, pulling up a chair and settling into it. "Sit, lads, and let us speak one last time of our plans. The pair's set to arrive on the morrow."
"Ha," said Fulbert, pursing his lips. "We'll be fortunate indeed if she manages to find her way—"
Ambrose held out his hand to stop Hugh from throwing his chair rather ungently in Fulbert's direction.
"Actually, Fulbert," Ambrose said, turning to him, "your brother's son—albeit many times removed—was the one I was most concerned about. He was particularly difficult to convince."
"And how would you know?" Fulbert demanded. '"Twere me own sweet self that saw to getting him here. And I can't say as I blames him not wanting to come, what with all the important work he does." He cast a pointed look at Hugh. "Unlike that girl—"
"There's naught a thing wrong with me wee granddaughter," Hugh declared. He paused, looked faintly puzzled, then frowned. "I suppose I could consider her such."
"Indeed, you could, Cousin," Ambrose said, with a nod. "And, to be sure, there is naught amiss with her." He ignored Fulbert's snort. "Now, lads, let us turn our minds back to the good work set before us." He looked at his kinsman. "You saw to the other establishment, did you not?"
"Aye," Hugh said, with a smile. "No room at the inn, as it were. Not that it was all that difficult, it being the season and all."
Ambrose nodded in approval. "I've seen to it that there will be none but the two reservations available here for the holidays and given instructions to Mrs. Pruitt on who shall receive them. All we must do is wait for the morrow and then lend a hand where needed."
"I still say we should have planned something in particular," Fulbert grumbled. "Perhaps a reprise of my performance for that Dickens fellow."
Hugh snorted. '"Twere bad fish he ate that gave him those foul dreams."
"Dreams? He bloody immortalized me Christmas visit in print!"
Ambrose suppressed the urge to throw his hands up in despair; it was a wonder he saw anything accomplished with these two underfoot. Even though the telling of tall tales went hand in hand with proper haunting, there was no time for such happy recollections now. If he allowed Fulbert any more room for speaking, they'd be listening to him boast till dawn.
"We're best served by seeking our rest," he said, rising. "We've a full fortnight ahead of us."
"But, wait, Ambrose," Hugh said, holding up his hand. "Ye never told us where ye went to find me wee one."
Those were memories Ambrose didn't care to discuss. After all, they had been surely the most traumatic events of his afterlife. He, Ambrose MacLeod, powerful laird of an even more powerful and noble clan, had taken his pride and courage in hand to do what no other laird (alive or otherwise) had done before him. His sires and grandsires who had passed on before him had no doubt held their collective breaths until his task had been accomplished.
"Aye," Fulbert said, suddenly perking up. "Just where was it you went to fetch that fidgety, harebrained—"
Ambrose cut him off by suddenly sitting back down. Why his sweet sister had chosen to marry an irascible Englishman, Ambrose would never know, but there it was. He took the mug Hugh handed him, and had a long swallow of ale, just to shore up his strength.
"Well," he began slowly, "it was a tad more difficult to track her down than I'd thought it would be."
Fulbert smirked. Hugh looked primed to say something nasty in return, so Ambrose quickly told the worst of it to distract them.
"I began in a Colonial fast-food establishment," he announced.
Both Fulbert and Hugh gaped at him, stunned into silence.
Ambrose took a firmer grip on his cup. "Indeed, I was forced to venture into more than one."
Gasps echoed in the kitchen.
"Failing to find her there, I searched further and learned that she had taken other employment." He paused. "In a theme park."
Fulbert tossed back the remaining contents of his cup and lunged for the jug. Hugh went quite pale in the face.
"Is there more?" Hugh asked, in trembling tones. "I beg ye, Ambrose, say us nay!"
Indeed, there was more, and Ambrose was loath to give voice to the telling of it. He looked about the chamber, just to avoid the eyes of his companions.
"I discovered," he admitted, his voice barely audible, "that she had been dressing up as a mouse."
"By the saints, nay!" Hugh gasped.
Fulbert made gurgling noises as he struggled to express himself. Finally he managed a word or two.
"You!" he exclaimed, pointing an accusing finger at Ambrose. "After all these years of proper haunting . . . consorting with cartoon characters! By the saints, Ambrose, what were you thinking!"
"I did what was required," Ambrose said stiffly. "And once she was found, I paid a short visit to her brother. He was quite willing to send her off on an errand here and more than happy to believe a healthy case of indigestion had given him the idea."
"Och, but the indignity of it all," Hugh breathed. "Traveling all the way to—" his voice trailed off meaningfully.
No one could voice the word.
California.
And, worse yet, the southern region of it! Aye, 'twas enough to give any sensible shade the shakes.
" 'Tis just that," Fulbert said darkly, "which leads me to believe that perhaps the lass is not quite—"
"The lass?" Hugh interrupted indignantly. "No matter where she's been—" He swallowed audibly and then pressed on. "At least she possesses some spark of creativity. I'm less than certain about that lad of yers—"
Fulbert leaped to his feet, cast aside his cup and drew his sword. "I'll not have me nevvy slandered by a man in skirts!"
"Skirts!" Hugh gasped, hopping up from his chair and flinging aside his goblet also. He drew his sword with relish. "Outside, ye blasted Brit. I'll need room fer me swingin'."
Ambrose gave one last fleeting thought to the peace and comfort of his ancestral home in the Highlands before he thundered a command for the lads to cease. He shook his head in disgust. "By the saints," he said, "have you nothing better to do than fight with each other?"
Fulbert looked faintly surprised. "Actually Ambrose, 'tis fine enough sport for me—"
"Aye," Hugh agreed. "Passes the time most pleasantly—"
Ambrose thrust out his arm and pointed to the door. "Begone, the both of you and leave me to my ale."
Fulbert opened his mouth to protest. Ambrose gave him the quelling look he'd given to more than one adversary over the course of his long and successful career. Fulbert shut his mouth with a snap and vanished from the kitchen. Hugh made Ambrose a quick bow and bolted as well.
Ambrose leaned back in his chair and sighed. Now that he finally had peace for thinking, he turned over in his mind the events of the past pair of months, gingerly avoiding the memories of his trip to the Colonies. Perhaps he shouldn't have meddled, but how could he have helped himself? Young Megan was his granddaughter—never mind how many generations separated them. Despite the personal indignities he'd suffered already in this venture, how could he not feel a certain responsibility to her and her happiness? And he had to admit Fulbert's lad was a good one, despite his preoccupation with modern inventions.
Aye, he would simply do all he could for them, then pray they had the good sense to finish falling in love by themselves.
Though, considering the pair due to arrive on the morrow, the only good sense to be found in the inn would be his own.
Chapter One

Megan MacLeod McKinnon stood on the side of the dirt road, stared at her surroundings, and wondered why in the world she'd ever agreed to any of this. She'd known the British Isles could be damp, but she'd never suspected they would be this damp. And what happened to that dry rain that supposedly fell strictly for atmosphere? Maybe she'd taken a wrong turn somewhere, like at Kennedy. She should have boarded that plane bound for Italy. How rainy could it be in Italy this time of year?
Of course, if things had gone according to plan, she would have been ensconced in a cozy inn, reading Dickens and sipping tea while toasting her toes against a cheery fire.
Instead she found herself trudging up a muddy road on the Scottish border in the middle of what had to be the worst storm in two hundred years. In December, no less. With only the clothes on her back.
This was not exactly a Currier and Ives kind of Christmas vacation.
She turned her face into the wind, picked her way around a puddle and kept walking. She wouldn't go home until she'd done what she came to do. She'd bungled every other job she'd ever had, but she wouldn't bungle this one. No matter how awful things got.
Rain began to leak past her collar. As her back grew increasingly damp, her thoughts turned to her brother. This was, of course, entirely his fault. If he hadn't been bitten by that search-for-your-ancestors bug, he never would have bought a castle and all that went with it, and he never would have sent her to look it over. Surely he should have known what would befall her on this ill-fated trip.
Hadn't he had an inkling that her row-mate on the flight over might be a screaming two-year-old? Shouldn't he have warned her that her luggage might vanish as she stood innocently in line to buy a train ticket north? Should there not have been some doubt in his overused brain that the weather in December might be a tad bit on the wet side? Hadn't he felt the slightest desire to rethink his plans for her as he booked her a room in a no-stoplight town at an inn that would subsequently lose her reservation?
Megan hopped over another pothole and gave her missing reservation more thought. Had it been merely missing or deliberately mislaid? Had the desk clerk taken one look at her bedraggled, luggageless self and come to a hasty decision about her desirability as a guest?
After making certain she understood there was no room for her at his inn, he had offered to make her a reservation at the only other hotel within miles. A quiet place, just a wee bit up the road—conveniently near the castle, he'd said. Megan had been overjoyed that there was actually another bed waiting for her within walking distance, especially since she hadn't seen anything resembling a taxi since the train had paused long enough for her to jump down onto the platform. Maybe Thorpewold didn't see all that many visitors.
She lurched to a stop, braced herself against the wind and peered into the mist. She frowned. Had she taken a wrong turn somewhere? Just how far was "wee" anyway?
Then she froze. Either the wind was revving up for a new round of buffeting, or that was a car approaching. She listened carefully. Yes, that was a car, and it sounded like it was heading her way. Megan stood up straighter and dragged a hand through her hair. No sense in not looking her best for a potential ride. The car came closer. She put on her best smile and started to wave. It was the Cinderella parade wave she'd perfected but never had the chance to use.
Even the headlights were now visible. Good. At least she wouldn't get run over before she could beg a ride.
"Hey," she shouted as the car materialized from the mist, "can I have a—"
She barely had time to close her mouth before the tidal wave struck. The car whizzed by, drenching her from head to toe. Megan looked down at her mud-splattered self, then blinked and looked up. The taillights faded into the drizzle.
She hadn't been seen. That was it. No one was in such a hurry that they would drive past a dripping maiden in distress and not offer so much as a "keep a stiff upper lip" in passing. Well, at least the car seemed to be going somewhere. That was reassuring. Megan wiped her face and continued on her way.
Fortunately it took her only minutes to reach civilization. The mist lifted far enough for her to see a sturdy, comfortable-looking inn. The lights were on and smoke was pouring from the chimneys; these were very good signs. Maybe she would actually be able to hold on to her reservation this time.
Her eyes narrowed at the sight of her errant would-be rescuer's car parked so tidily next to the inn. A tall figure headed toward the door and a horrible thought occurred to her. What if her room was the last one and this person sweet-talked his way into it?
She bolted for the steps. The man entered before her, but Megan didn't let that deter her. She grabbed the door behind him, then elbowed her way past him and sprinted to the little desk in the alcove under the stairs. She plopped her shoulder bag onto the counter then smiled triumphantly at the woman behind the desk. In fact, the thrill of victory was making her light-headed. She clutched the edge of the desk as she felt herself begin to sway.
And then, quite suddenly, her feet were no longer under her. She squeaked as she felt herself being lifted up by what seemed to be remarkably strong arms. She threw her arms around very broad shoulders—just in case her rescuer decided she was damp enough to warrant dropping. She let go with one hand to push her soggy hair back out of her eyes. She opened her mouth to tell him his actions would have been more timely had they occurred fifteen minutes earlier, then completely lost track of what she'd intended to say.
Maybe all that water had seeped into her brain. Or maybe she'd just never seen anyone quite this handsome before. This was the kind of man she wouldn't mind finding under the Christmas tree with a bow on his head.
His face was ruggedly chiseled, with only the fullness in his mouth to soften his features. His dark blond hair was, irritatingly enough, perfectly dry and casually styled, as if he'd just shaken it out that morning and it had behaved simply because he'd wanted it to. Megan stared into his bluish-green eyes and found that she was fanning herself. There was something so blatantly, ruthlessly handsome about the man that she felt a bit weak in the knees. All right, so his driving habits left a lot to be desired. The man had saved her from a possible faint and, considering how he looked up close, she thought she might be able to forgive him.
"Thanks," she managed, surreptitiously wiping a bit of drool from the corner of her mouth.
He only frowned back at her.
Even his frown was beautiful. Megan smiled her best smile. "Thanks," she repeated, wondering if it would sink in this time, "but I wasn't going to faint."
He pursed his lips and set her down well away from where she'd been standing.
"You were dripping on my laptop," he said, reaching down to give his computer bag a quick swipe. He looked back at her. "And you're also dripping on the carpet," he noted.
Megan blinked. That certainly didn't sound like an undying declaration of love, nor an offer to stuff himself in her stocking. Perhaps her current state of drowned-ratdom was getting in the way of his falling at her feet and pledging eternal devotion. She flipped her wet hair to the other side of her face, hoping to achieve a more windblown, ruffled look.
The man looked down at the new drops of water on his computer bag, then scowled at her.
"How did you manage to get so wet?" he demanded.
Megan frowned. Maybe hers wasn't the only brain that had taken on too much water. "You would know," she said.
He blinked. "I would?"
"You splashed me," she reminded him.
"I did?"
"With your car!"
"Hmmm," he said, then glanced down at his computer. Something must have caught his attention because he knelt down and started unzip​ping the bag. Megan watched as he pulled out a cell phone and fired it up.
Megan gritted her teeth. Somehow his manly good looks had dis​tracted her, but she was feeling much better now. This was not the kind of man for her, no sir. No matter how finely made he was, if he couldn't re​member his moments of unchivalry and apologize properly for them, she wanted nothing further to do with him.
She turned her back on him and his bad manners and planted herself resolutely in front of the little desk that seemed to serve as the check-in point. When he could tear himself away from work long enough to apol​ogize, then she would think about forgiving him. Until then, he could suffer. She would ignore him until he begged her to stop.
That resolved neatly, she gave her attention to the matter at hand: throwing herself upon the mercy of the innkeeper. She took in the sight of the sad attempts at making the reception area seem dressed for the holi​days, hoping to find something there she could gush over. A little butter​ing up of the proprietress couldn't go wrong. The desk was decorated with a few sprigs of holly and a ribbon or two. Megan looked up. Garlic hung in great bunches above the desk area, draped liberally on the overhang made by the stairs.
"Expecting vampires any time soon?" she asked the woman behind the counter.
The white-haired woman leaped to her feet as if she'd been catapulted out of her chair.
"Ye've no idea," she whispered frantically. Her eyes darted from side to side and she kept looking over her shoulder as if she expected to be at​tacked from behind at any moment.
Megan opened her mouth to suggest that perhaps the garlic might do the woman more good if she wore it around her neck, then thought better of it. The innkeeper looked as if one good push would topple her right over the edge as it was.
"Yer name, lass?" the woman asked, leaning forward as if to keep the walls from overhearing.
"Megan," Megan began slowly. "Megan McKinnon."
The woman's hand flew to her throat and she gasped. "A McKinnon in the house! The saints preserve us all!"
"This isn't good," Megan said, biting her lip. This was all she needed, to be kicked out on account of her ancestry. "My mother was a MacLeod," she offered.
"Even worse!" the woman exclaimed.
"I'm from America," Megan said quickly. "Does that help? No, wait, don't say anything else. I don't want to know. Let's just get down to busi​ness and forget all the rest. Ye Olde Tudor Inn called over and made a reservation for me. You did get the call, didn't you, Mrs. . . . ?"
"Pruitt," the woman moaned. "And, aye, I've got yer roo—" her voice cracked, then she cleared her throat. "Room," she managed. "If ye're sure ye want it."
"Oh, I want it," Megan assured her.
"Ye've a private bath, too," Mrs. Pruitt added. "Up the stairs, down the hallway on yer left. If ye're certain here is where ye truly want to stay—"
A pen suddenly slapped itself down next to Megan's hand. Mrs. Pruitt screeched and leaped back, making Megan jump. Megan took a deep breath to calm her suddenly racing heart. Then she remembered the splashing one who'd been kneeling beside her, dusting off his precious computer. He'd ob​viously decided to interrupt Mrs. Pruitt's tirade by throwing his pen at her. Maybe he was antsy to get checked in. Megan turned toward him, ready to give him a lecture on not frightening potential hostesses.
Only he wasn't standing next to her anymore. He was talking on his cell phone, looking for a plug for the laptop he'd already unearthed from its case.
Odd. Megan looked back at Mrs. Pruitt. Maybe this quaking creature had produced the pen with a clever sleight of hand trick. But if she'd been the one to do it, why had she screeched like a banshee? Megan decided it was best not to give that any more thought. Mrs. Pruitt owned a hotel possessing a room with a private bath. At this point, that was all that mattered.
She signed her name and held out the pen. Mrs. Pruitt looked at it in horror.
"Okay," Megan said, setting the pen down carefully. "You don't seem to want this. I'm not sure why, but I'm certain I don't want to know. What I do want to know is if I can get dinner here."
"In an hour," Mrs. Pruitt blurted out. "In the dining room. The saints preserve us through it!"
"Okay," Megan agreed. "I'm sure it will be just lovely. Now, where do I go—"
"Up the stairs. Last door on the left." The woman practically flung the key at her.
Megan caught it neatly and gathered up her shoulder bag.
"Do ye need yer other bags carried up?" Mrs. Pruitt asked.
Megan paused. Her lack of luggage certainly hadn't aided her cause previously, but at least this time she had the key already in hand.
"My luggage was stolen," Megan admitted.
"Oh merciful saints above!" the woman exclaimed. "What'll happen next to ye?"
"It wasn't all that bad—"
"Ach, but ye've no idea," the woman interrupted, her eyes practically rolling back in her head. "No idea—"
"By the saints, Mrs. Pruitt, quit yer babbling. And you, Megan, go up to yer bloody bedchamber!"
Mrs. Pruitt gave vent to another screech and ducked down behind the desk. Megan whirled around with a gasp, incensed that a perfect stranger should speak to her so rudely.
"What did you say?" she demanded of the delectable hunk of manliness with no manners.
He didn't look up.
"Hey," she said, coming to stand next to him, "I asked you a question." She dripped on him for good measure.
He looked up and blinked at her. "Yes?" he asked, tipping his phone away from his mouth.
Megan looked at him with narrowed eyes. "Who said you could order us around like that?"
"I beg your pardon?"
"Hey," Megan said, wagging her finger at him, "don't give me that changing your voice routine either. Where'd that obnoxious accent go?"
There was a groan and a thump. Megan looked over to find that Mrs. Pruitt had fallen to the floor in a dead faint.
"I haven't the foggiest notion of what you're going on about," the man said, looking very perplexed. Then he turned back to his computer and said no more.
Megan looked from him to their fallen proprietress and then back to him. He was already entrenched in his business again. Obviously good looks and good manners did not necessarily come in the same package. She sighed. So much for a handsome stocking stuffer this year.
She turned and walked back across the foyer. It took only a touch on the arm to have Mrs. Pruitt roused from her swoon and screeching again.
"It's just me," Megan said, flinching. "I think you fainted."
"I'm f-fine," Mrs. Pruitt said, her teeth chattering like castanets. She accepted Megan's help in getting back to her feet. "Just go up to yer room, miss, quick as may be."
"But I think you might need help. Is there somewhere you could lie down? I'll fix you a cup of—"
"Oh, by all the bloody saints . . ."
Megan froze. She met Mrs. Pruitt's terrified eyes and swallowed, hard. Then she looked over her shoulder. The Corporate One was still gabbing into his cell phone, completely ignoring them. Megan turned back to Mrs. Pruitt.
"The wind?" she offered.
Mrs. Pruitt turned her around and pointed her toward the stairs. "I'll bring ye some dry clothes as quick as may be," she said, pushing Megan across the entryway. "Just go on up, lass. Please."
Megan hesitated at the bottom of the staircase. What sort of loony bin had she signed herself into? Men doing business in entry halls, innkeepers begging their guests to move along, voices coming from nowhere?
"I'm beginning to wonder if I should even stay," Megan said slowly.
The front door flew open and slammed back against the wall. The next gust of wind blew Megan up half a dozen stairs. Mrs. Pruitt fled around the desk and hid behind it. Megan saw the rude one rise, shut the door and then return to his hunched down position near the wall.
She shook her head, then turned and climbed slowly up the remaining steps. It was either stay here or head back out into the storm, and the latter was a very unappealing alternative. So what if everyone else in the house was bonkers? With any luck, her room would have a heavy-duty lock on it and she could bolt herself inside except for meals.
The front door must not have closed very well because the wind seemed to howl in spite of it. Megan shivered. Mrs. Pruitt's jumpiness was starting to rub off on her.
She let herself into her room and closed the door behind her. A hot bath awaited. She smiled for the first time in hours. Yes, indeedy, things were certainly looking up.
Maybe the trip would be worth it after all.

Ambrose MacLeod sighed as he stepped into the fray and forcibly removed Hugh's fingers from about Fulbert's throat.
"Dinnae order me gel about!" Hugh thundered.
"She wasn't moving bloody fast enough to suit me," Fulbert threw back, rubbing his offended neck. "And she called me accent obnoxious!"
"Which it is, especially since we agreed not to converse with them unless absolutely necessary!" Ambrose exclaimed, glaring at Fulbert. "And you needn't have spoken to the child in such a coarse manner."
Fulbert scowled. "She should have gone straight up to her chamber instead of chattering on with that blasted Mrs. Pruitt. Besides, she kept adrippin' all over his confounded ... ah ... confounded scribbling machine," he finished, looking less than sure of his terminology.
"That's computer, dolt," Hugh snarled. "Any fool knows that—argghh!"
Ambrose applied himself this time to removing Fulbert's beefy fingers from about Hugh's throat.
"By the saints, cease!" Ambrose put one hand on Fulbert's shoulder and the other on Hugh's and held them apart. "How are we to do any proper matchmaking when all you two can do is go at each other? I'm of a mind to banish you both outside until the deed's done."
Fulbert folded his arms over his chest and clenched his jaw. Hugh scrunched up his face in what Ambrose readily recognized as his determined expression.
"I'm beginning to think neither of you wants to see this come about."
There was more clenching and scrunching. Ambrose knew it was time for drastic measures. He'd never see anything finished if he had to spend all his time reprimanding the troops.
"Very well," he said, with his sternest look, "I've come to a decision. Since Fulbert has had his turn urging young Megan along the proper path, 'tis only fair Hugh should have his turn with Gideon. I daresay he'll know what needs to be done first."
Hugh eyed the laptop with barely restrained glee. Fulbert huffed in outrage.
"He'll damage the boy's livelihood! The saints only know what'll happen to his person!"
Ambrose clapped Hugh on the shoulder. "He'll only do what he must. Perhaps you'll have a bit more care with Megan the next time."
Fulbert harrumphed and vanished. Ambrose smiled pleasantly at his cousin.
"I'm off for a stroll, Hugh. I'll expect a report on your progress before nightfall."
"Aye," Hugh said, advancing on Gideon.
Ambrose walked through walls and such until he came to the overgrown garden. He clucked his tongue at the sight. He'd have to have another chat with Mrs. Pruitt about her care of the inn. If she'd only stop screaming long enough for him to give her his list of instructions.
Truly, women could be so confounded irrational at times.
Chapter Two

The Honourable Gideon de Piaget, president and CEO of Artane Enterprises, suppressed the urge to take his cellular phone and smash it through the wall.
"Put the fool on the phone, Humphreys," Gideon growled.
"I fear, my lord Gideon, that your brother is engrossed in a medieval text at the moment."
"I don't doubt it!" Gideon shouted. "Interrupt him!"
Humphreys tsk-tsked. "Really, my lord. Such displays of temper do not become you."
"I'll have you sacked!" Gideon roared.
"I believe Lord Stephen retains that privilege. Have a pleasant holiday, my lord," Humphreys said.
Gideon listened to the line go dead. Damn Stephen! As if this bloody holiday was actually going to relax him! He had mergers to contemplate, acquisitions to make, huge sums of money to move about. The entire company would go under in two weeks with Stephen at the helm. If he held true to form, he'd stay buried in some blighted old manuscript while billions of pounds floated merrily off down the Thames!
Gideon closed up his laptop and jerked the plug from the wall. He'd check in and then get down to some serious work in spite of his entire staff. And once this enforced holiday was over, he'd return and sack every one of them. Starting with his personal secretary.
Gideon ground his teeth at the thought of her. Alice had taken Stephen's suggestion that she go on holiday without so much as a by-your-leave from him personally. And this only after passing on to the rest of the employees Stephen's instructions for the entire company to refuse Gideon's calls. Gideon scowled. They could refuse to talk to him, but they couldn't control what he did four hours away from London. He would hook up his modem and pretend he was at the office. Stephen would never be the wiser.
Go on holiday or I'll sack you.
Gideon grunted as he gathered up his gear. His brother had walked into his office two days ago and said those words, as if Gideon would actually take them seriously! Stephen had been inspired, he'd said, to send Gideon off to his own favorite retreat. It would do him a world of good, or so Stephen had claimed. Gideon had thrown his brother out of his office bodily.
Of course the board meeting the next day had been a little unsettling, what with Stephen having led a unanimous vote for Gideon's holiday on pain of termination. Protests had gotten him a signed motion requiring him to leave that day and hole up in some deserted inn on the Scottish border for a fortnight. Alice had been smirking as she'd taken notes. The old harridan had probably instigated the entire affair.
Gideon strode purposefully toward the reception desk. The woman behind the desk stood, looking quite frankly unsettled. Perhaps she wasn't used to her guests assaulting outlets in her entryway. Or, more likely, she was used to Stephen who retreated here once a year to do nothing more than ensconce himself in the blasted library and bury his nose in yet another book. Gideon looked at the proprietress.
"Mrs. Pruitt, I presume?" he said, dropping his suitcase with a thud. "I'm Gideon de Piaget."
"Aye, Lord Blythwood," she said, in shaky voice. "Your b-brother said you'd be arriving today."
"No doubt," Gideon said curtly. "And it was against my will, as it happens."
Mrs. Pruitt held out the key. Her expression was such that Gideon couldn't help but feel a faint fondness for her. She looked as if she were sentencing him to certain death.
"I couldn't agree more," he said, taking the key from her trembling fingers. "My room?"
"Up the stairs," she said, her very essence seeming to become more frantic. "First door on the right."
Gideon frowned. "You do have a phone in the room, don't you?" he asked. "And an outlet?"
"Aye, my lord."
What else did he need? Gideon attributed her actions to far too much inclement weather and not enough hustle and bustle. After all, what sort of mental stimulation could a sleepy old inn in the midst of nowhere provide a person? It was no wonder Stephen loved the place. He could read in peace.
Gideon started up the stairs, eager to finally get settled in and down to work.
He frowned as he fought to reach the upper floor. His bags weren't that heavy. He looked quickly behind him, but no one was there. He could have sworn someone was tugging on his laptop. Taking a firmer grip on his things, he leaned forward and applied himself to just getting up the steps.
And then, quite suddenly, he lost his grip. He made a frantic grab for the computer, deciding in a split second that his suitcase would better survive the trip back down to the entryway. The phone had flown upward and Gideon quickly positioned himself to catch it when it came back down.
And then he watched in complete astonishment as it flew past his outstretched hand, back down the stairs and smashed into the front door. Mrs. Pruitt screeched and fled. Gideon looked at the pieces of his phone scattered in the entry.
It just hadn't been his day.
He sighed deeply as he descended and retrieved his suitcase. He turned his back on the wreckage and climbed the steps. What good was his cell phone anyway? It wasn't as if anyone would talk to him.
He entered his room, tossed his suitcase on the bed and looked about for a desk. Espying a choice antique vanity, he removed all the paraphernalia and set up his machine. Miracle of all miracles, there was a phone nearby. He unplugged it and secured the modem cable. Finding an outlet wasn't as convenient, but he'd purchased an extra long cord for just such a situation.
He shrugged out of his mac, stripped off his stifling sweater and sat down to work in his shirtsleeves. He turned the computer on, then called in to his company server. He drummed his fingers impatiently against the wood of the vanity. Remote access was irritatingly slow, but he'd make do.
He typed in his password and held his breath.
And then he smiled for the first time in seventy-two hours. Stephen obviously hadn't been thinking clearly, else he would have locked Gideon out of the system. Gideon opened up his favorite spreadsheet program and pulled up a list of the week's transactions, already feeling his pulse quicken. This was what he was meant to do. Just looking at the columns and knowing he was responsible for their contents sent a rush of adrenaline through him. The sheer power of controlling these kinds of—
The room was suddenly plunged into darkness.
Gideon swore in frustration. Damned old inn. He heaved himself up from the chair, strode across the room, and threw open the door. To his surprise, there was a light coming from the end of the corridor. Perhaps only his room was acting up. He gathered up his gear and tromped down the hallway toward the light.
He opened the door and entered without knocking. A woman gasped and Gideon pulled up short. He recognized her as the one who had dripped all over his computer downstairs. He frowned at her.
"I need your outlet."
"What?"
"Your outlet," he said impatiently. "The power's out in my room."
"I'm trying to get dressed here," she said curtly.
Gideon wrestled his attention away from his outlet search long enough to verify that she was indeed standing there in only a towel.
The sight was enough to make him pause a little longer. He started at her toes, skimmed over nicely turned ankles and continued up. Then he stopped. She had freckles on her knees. For some odd reason, it made him want to smile. It was like seeing sunshine after endless days of rain. She obviously didn't use much sunblock, or she wouldn't have had so many sun spots. And what a shame that would have been.
Sunblock. He frowned. What was the status of that cosmetic company acquisition? He'd been on the verge of closing the deal when he'd been interrupted by that disconcerting board mutiny.
"I said, I'm trying to get dressed here."
"I won't watch," he said, scanning the room.
"I don't care if you won't watch!"
He flashed her a brief smile. "Then we're settled. You don't care and I won't watch. Lovely."
She took a menacing step toward him. Gideon fell back, instinctively clutching his computer to his chest. The woman pointed toward the door.
"Get out," she commanded.
Gideon followed her long, slender arm back over to her seemingly annoyed self.
"Hey," she snapped.
He blinked and looked up at her. She seemed to have an abundance of rather reddish hair, which at the moment was piled on top of her head. And then he looked at her face and he wanted to smile all over again. It was the sunshine effect, but this was even more potent than her knees. It wasn't that he'd never seen a more beautiful woman. Indeed, he had. But he'd never seen a woman whose beauty made him think of sundrenched meadows and armfuls of wildflowers. He was certain he'd never loitered in a meadow, but looking at this woman made him want to.
He dropped his eyes and studied her figure. She certainly knew how to wear a towel to its best advantage. A model, perhaps? No, too friendly-looking. An executive? He took a quick look around her room but saw no executive trappings. Oddly enough, he suspected she actually might be on holiday to have a holiday. But why, when she looked so well-rested as it was?
"Do I have to call the cops?" she demanded.
Ah, an American. He nodded to himself over that. Maybe that was why she looked so relaxed. Perhaps she was from one of those big middle states where they farmed a great deal and avoided the city rush.
The thought of Americans brought to mind a clothing company acquisition his executive VP had been working on. Adam MacClure had a knack for the American market. Gideon made himself a mental note to double-check how the numbers were running on that as soon as he was back online.
He strode purposefully to the desk, plugged himself in and began the logging-in process all over again. He heard a door slam behind him. Maybe his befreckled American neighbor had decided to dress in the bathroom.
Gideon sighed in relief once he'd accessed the server. Now maybe he could get some work done. He pulled up the file on Totally Rad Clothing and flexed his fingers. He'd missed his modem during the past few hours.
The computer beeped, then the screen went blank.
"Damn!" he exclaimed.
And then he realized the bedroom light was still on.
All right, perhaps just the outlets were on the blink. No wonder Mrs. Pruitt had wished him well. Had Stephen known? Was that why he'd been banished here? Gideon cursed his brother thoroughly as he retrieved his computer case from his room and hastened back to what appeared to be the only lighted bedroom in the entire place. He would just have to use up his spare batteries.
The woman with red hair was coming out of the bathroom. She was dressed this time, but Gideon wondered where she'd gotten her clothes. Her gown looked like something from a costume shop. Early medieval. Pity she hadn't tried it on before she rented it. The hem hit her well above her ankles, and she was positively swimming in the rest of it. Perhaps it had been fashioned for a much shorter, much plumper customer.
"Not exactly a perfect fit," he noted.
She looked down at herself, then back at him. "I lost my luggage," she said defensively.
"Nothing in your size?"
"Mrs. Pruitt brought it to me," she retorted. "What else was I supposed to do—run around naked? "
"Hmmm," he said, tempted to give that more thought.
Then he caught sight of the desk and remembered what his primary task was. He sat back down and slipped a newly charged battery into the computer. Then he crossed his fingers and plugged his battery charger, with its spare battery, into the outlet. He blinked in surprise as the charging light began to flicker. Now the outlet was functioning? The inn was a disaster. He was surprised the place hadn't burned to the ground long ago.
Gideon turned the computer back on and it sprang to life. He sat back and heaved a huge sigh of relief. He would run on battery power for awhile, just to be safe. It wasn't his preferred way—
"Would you mind telling me how long you're going to be using my outlet?"
Gideon turned. "I beg your pardon?"
"My bedroom," she said, with a wave of her arm. "My bathroom. My outlet. The space I've paid for for the next two weeks. How long are you going to be camping out in here? Dare I hope it won't be for long?"
Gideon frowned at her, then turned back to his laptop. "I don't know how long I'll be. I've important things to—"
The charger made an unwholesome sound. Gideon looked at it in alarm as smoke began to curl up from its sides. He blew on it, but smoke only began to pour forth more rapidly.
He dove under the desk for the outlet and unplugged the charger, but not before he'd heard an ominous pop, followed by a crackling sound. He whipped back up, smacking his head loudly against the front edge of the desk. He lurched to his feet, clutching the top of his head.
He stared down in horror at his laptop.
It was on fire.
Gideon stood rooted to the spot, unable to believe his eyes. His last link with civilization was going up in smoke right in front of him.
"Here."
He felt something wrap itself around his head. He unwrapped and found himself holding a sweatshirt. He used it liberally, smothering and beating until he was sweating and rather cross. Finally, he stood back and looked at the ruins of his working tools. He fanned his hand sadly over the smoking remains. It was a tragedy, really. He'd planned to put this fortnight to good use.
He looked at the sweatshirt in his hands, then unwadded it to see what was left.
"So sorry about Mickey's ears," he said, casting the woman an apologetic look.
She waved her hand dismissively, "Don't worry."
"I'll have another purchased."
"You can't. They gave it to me at the Kingdom when they canned me. In lieu of severance pay."
"The Kingdom?"
"Disneyland."
"You were sacked from Disneyland?"
She scowled. "I kept stepping on Dumbo's ears, all right? Can we move on to less painful topics? Your computer, for instance."
Gideon sat down heavily. It was just more than he could talk about.
"Can I make a suggestion?"
Gideon nodded.
"Take a vacation."
"You sound like my brother." He gave her a cross look. "He's the reason I'm stranded here. Told me he'd sack me if I didn't come."
"Hmmm," she said, "a workaholic, then."
"I have many responsibilities. I run the family business."
"Really? I'd hazard a guess the family business runs you."
He looked at her narrowly. "You Americans are very outspoken."
She shrugged. "I call 'em as I see 'em. And I'd say you needed a vacation."
"It doesn't look as if I'll have much say in the matter. Unless," he said, an idea springing to mind, "unless I might find a computer for let somewhere here about."
She laughed. "Where, here in the boonies? You'd be better off with pencil and paper."
He shook his head and rose. "No, I fear a search will have to be made. I'm already behind on the Far East markets today."
"And I'm behind in my meal schedule, so if you'll go back to where you came from, I'll be going to the dining room." She looked at the sweatshirt in his hands. "You can keep that if you like. So you can carry your mess away," she added.
Gideon was recovered enough to take the hint. He gathered up the smoldering remains and nodded at his unwilling hostess.
"Thank you ..."
"Megan," she finished for him. "Megan McKinnon."
He balanced his computer on one arm and thrust out his hand. "Gideon de Piaget. I run Artane Enterprises."
She took his hand and smiled politely. "What a pleasure to finally learn your name after all we've shared so far."
"You've heard of me?"
"No," she said slowly, "we just met, remember? Maybe you should get some distance from your computer. The fumes aren't doing you any good."
He shook her hand some more. "You've never heard of Artane Enterprises?"
"Sorry."
"We're an international company."
"How nice for you."
Gideon found, oddly enough, that he couldn't let go of her. He wondered if it might be because of something sticky from his battery charger, but nothing seemed to be burning his skin.
Except the touch of her hand, of course.
He looked at her searchingly. "The name doesn't ring any bells for you?"
She put her free hand to her ear, listened, then shook her head. "Nary a jingle."
"I'm the president of the company."
"Ah."
"A powerful CEO."
"I see," she said. Her gaze slid down to his ravaged computer, then back up. "Believe me, I'm impressed. I would have rushed to let you into my room if I'd only known."
"I don't think you're nearly as impressed as you should be."
She pulled her hand out of his and walked over to the door. "Beat it, business boy. I'm starving."
"Scores of people know who I am," he said, as she pushed him out into the hall.
"I'd take a shower if I were you. That scorched computer smell is starting to rub off on you."
The door closed behind him with a firm click.
Gideon stopped, sniffed and then began to cough. She had a point about the last.
He made his way unsteadily down the hallway to his room, the smell of burning components beginning to make him rather ill. He entered his room, shut the door behind him and set his burden down on the floor. He'd have to take it out to the trash. By the smell of things, his hard drive hadn't survived the fire.
Then he pulled up short. The lights were back on in his room. Gideon shook his head. Perhaps one of Stephen's henchmen had been at the fuse box, flipping things on and off on Stephen's direct orders. Gideon snorted. That he could believe.
So Megan McKinnon had no idea who he was. Gideon scowled to himself over that thought as he pulled his suitcase off the bed, opened it on the floor and rummaged inside for his kit. Maybe he was looking a bit on the unkempt side. A shave might be just the thing to restore him to proper form and jar Megan's memory. Perhaps he'd drop a hint or two about his title. He rarely made mention of it, preferring to impress and intimidate with his wits alone, but she looked to be a particularly difficult case. His was a small barony, and one he rarely had the time to visit, but it was a bit of prestige all the same. Short of clouting her over the head with a copy of Burke's Peerage, it was the best he could do.
And once she was properly impressed, he would turn his thoughts to procuring some other kind of machinery. If there was a laptop within a hundred miles, he would find it.
He shaved quickly, then showered, hoping a good scrub would leave him smelling less like char. He tied a towel about his hips and dragged his hands through his hair, surprised at how much better he felt. Perhaps that was what he'd needed all along. He wiped off the fog from the mirror and stared at himself. A bit of holiday now and then wasn't such a bad thing. Snatching the occasional half hour every few months for a bit of rejuvenation might improve his disposition.
He stepped out of the bathroom, humming cheerfully. Then he came to a teetering halt.
His suitcase was on fire.
Or, more to the point, the clothes in his suitcase were on fire.
"Damn it!" he exclaimed.
He whipped off the towel and leaped across the room to beat out the flames. It took more doing than he'd expected, almost as if the fire was determined to burn through every last article of clothing he'd brought with him.
By the time all that was left was a bit of smoke wafting lazily toward the ceiling, Gideon was sweating and swearing with equal intensity.
He stared down at the ruins of his clothes, ashes which of course contained the clothes he'd been wearing earlier, and wondered at which end of his more colorful vocabulary to start. He had the pair of boxers he'd worn into the bathroom. Period.
He waved away more smoke. It was becoming a bad habit. He waved a bit more and considered.
"Hell," he said, finally, unable to find anything else that properly expressed the depths of his disgust. He folded his arms over his still damp chest and glared at no one in particular.
"Would anyone care to tell me what I'm supposed to wear now?" he demanded. "The bed linens?"
There was a small squeak from the wardrobe to his right. His gaze snapped immediately to it and he looked at it narrowly. Wonderful. No clothes, but likely a very large rodent. He strode over to the wardrobe and jerked the door open.
There was nothing inside but a pair of baggy yellow tights and a long green tunic.
Gideon stared, agog. Tights? There was no way in hell he was going to put on a pair of yellow—
The tights shook themselves.
Gideon frowned. There had to be some kind of hole in the back of the bloody armoire. With that kind of draft, Heaven only knew what sorts of things were making their nests inside.
The tights wiggled again, brushing the tunic and sending it dancing as well.
Well, it was either wear the blasted things or go naked. Perhaps Mrs. Pruitt could be persuaded to go out in the morning and procure him something suitable.
Gideon donned his boxer shorts, then retrieved the tights from the closet. He stuck his feet into the legs and drew them up. It wasn't a pretty sight. He took an experimental step or two, finding the way the tights scrunched up between his toes to be highly irritating. He swore and hitched the tights up forcefully.
Then he coughed and abruptly hitched them back down.
He put on the tunic. It felt more comfortable than he'd dared hope. He looked into the wardrobe again, wondering if by chance there might be something to put on his feet.
Oh, but there was.
He pulled out a pair of bright purple elf shoes. Indeed, they could be nothing but elf shoes. The toes curled up several times. Gideon looked at them askance. Just watching him walk would probably put any rational person into a trance. Perhaps he could use them to hypnotize Miss Mc-Kinnon, aiding her in recovering what memories she had to have of him.
Gideon put on the shoes, cursing over the renewed scrunching of tights between his toes. But he didn't hitch; he'd learned his lesson about that.
He jerked open his bedroom door.
"The court jester arrives," he groused. "Dinner can begin."
Chapter  Three
Megan walked down the hallway, feeling completely ridiculous in the King Arthur-era dress that made her look as if she expected the deluge to turn into a flood at any moment—and boy would she be prepared with her hemline halfway to her knees! If her own clothes hadn't been wringing wet, she would have put them back on and taken her chances with pneumonia.
Well, it wasn't as if she was out to impress anyone. And not that anyone in the vicinity would have forgotten about business long enough to be impressed. Gideon de Piaget was a man who needed to learn to relax. She could have taught him a thing or two about leaving work behind. Considering the times she'd done just that involuntarily, she could have written a book on the subject.
Megan descended the last of the stairs only to find that Mrs. P. was no longer at her post. Megan took that as a sign: either the woman had flipped out and left the inn for good or she had retreated to the kitchen to whip up something for dinner. Megan sincerely hoped for the latter. The taste of airline food still lingered in her mouth.
Not knowing where to go, Megan began opening doors. She found a sitting room boasting the same kind of comfortable clutter her own bedroom did. It was tempting to curl up in one of the overstuffed chairs and do her best to forget the last twenty-four hours. On the other side of the hall was a beautiful library with shelves stocked full of books, and a cheery fire burning in the hearth.
After searching through several more rooms, she opened up a double door and hit the jackpot. This room contained a long, elegant dinner table, chairs, a side buffet, and several other chairs sitting against the walls seemingly waiting for their turn to be needed. Megan took it all in, delighted by the atmosphere. Then she realized what had nagged at her from the start.
There were no places set. No fine linens, no silverware, no candles in silver candelabras. Maybe Mrs. P. had driven off all her helpers.
Or maybe she'd driven herself off and Megan would be left to fend for herself.
The thought was terrifying.
All of a sudden there was a terrible clang. Megan ran to the door at the back of the dining room, then stopped short. What if intruders had come in? She looked around, snatched a handy ornamental dagger from the wall and put her hand on the doorknob. Maybe those fencing lessons would finally be of some use.
She opened the door a crack and looked into the kitchen.
Mrs. Pruitt was doing battle with thin air. She held a lid up as a shield and waved a cleaver in front of herself, frantically fighting off something Megan couldn't for the life of her see.
"Nay, I'll not listen to reason!" Mrs. Pruitt shouted. "Ye bloody Scot, I'm sick to death of ye and all yer undead cohorts! I'll sign the bloody deed and be done with ye all!"
And then, quite suddenly, Mrs. Pruitt dropped her pot lid and her blade and clapped her hands over her ears. With a screech she turned and ran straighttoward Megan. Megan jumped out of the way, then turned and watched, openmouthed, as the woman ran the length of the dining room. Gideon stood at the far doorway, wearing a similar look of disbelief.
"Out of my way," Mrs. Pruitt said, giving him a healthy shove. "I'll not stay here another minute with these bloody old ghosts ahounding me!"
Megan watched Mrs. Pruitt disappear out into the hallway, then looked at Gideon, wondering what he thought it all meant.
Then she did a double take. Gideon was dressed in bright yellow tights and an apple green tunic that barely covered, well, all the important parts. His sandy hair was mussed. His aqua eyes were blazing. And his tights were sagging at the knees. That didn't even begin to address his shoes.
Megan set down her dagger and clapped her hand over her mouth. She didn't clap fast enough: an errant giggle escaped before she could stop it.
Gideon's expression darkened considerably.
"Oh my gosh," she gasped, doubling over and wheezing. "If your board of directors could see you now!"
"Ah ha!" he said, striding forward and wagging his finger at her. "You do know who I am! I knew it would come to you soon enough. Perhaps you've seen me gracing the cover of Fortune, or clawing my way up the Forbes 4—"
Megan put her hand over his mouth. "Be quiet," she said, straining her ears. "I think a door just slammed."
"Wovwee," Gideon said. He took her hand away. "Lovely," he repeated crisply. "We likely have other guests arriving and here I am, impersonating Robin Hood."
Megan did her best to put on a sober expression. "I don't think Robin Hood would have been caught dead dressed like that."
Gideon looked at her archly. "At least what I'm wearing reaches where it's supposed—"
"Sshh," she said, "listen."
They stood, silently, listening.
"I don't hear anything," he whispered.
"Neither do I..." she began, then realized he hadn't let go of her hand.
It occurred to her, strangely enough, that she didn't mind. His hand was very warm. It was a comfortable sort of hand, the kind you would reach for across a dinner table or as you walked down a country road. Megan looked at her hand surrounded by his and was struck by the perfect picture it made.
She looked up at him to find a most thoughtful look resting on his face. In fact, for possibly the first time since he'd drenched her, he was looking at her and truly seeing her. Completely. Intensely.
It was enough to make her start fanning herself again.
Then she paused. Other than her own heavy breathing, there was no noise.
"Mrs. Pruitt," she whispered. "Oh, no, Mrs. Pruitt!"
"Wait—"
"She's not screeching anymore," Megan said, pulling Gideon toward the hallway. "We can't let her leave!"
Gideon seemed to be struggling to keep up with her. She spared him a brief glance. The toes of his shoes were flapping wildly as he dashed alongside her.
And then the unthinkable happened.
His curly toes curled together.
He went down like a rock.
Megan left him behind without a second thought. She fled into the hallway just in time to see Mrs. Pruitt come dashing out from the library. The woman bolted for the front door, her apron strings fluttering furiously behind her.
The front door closed behind her with a resounding bang.
"Help!" Gideon called.
Megan ignored him. She leaped the remaining few steps to the door like a champion long jumper and jerked it open. She clutched the door frame.
"Oh, no!" she exclaimed.
She heard Gideon thumping behind her. He lurched to a teetering halt on his knees at the threshold.
"Oh, no!" Megan repeated, pointing frantically outside.
"Oh, yes," Gideon corrected grimly. "There she goes, pedaling her bicycle off into the gloom."
"No other helpers?" she asked, looking down at him as he knelt beside her, staring off morosely after their former hostess.
Gideon shook his head. "My brother favors this inn for precisely that reason. Mrs. Pruitt is a widow and only hires in help from the village. There'll be someone in during the week to clean, but she does everything else. The place'll be dead as nails until then."
Megan looked off at the increasingly small figure of their innkeeper. "Think she just ran to the store for an egg?"
He shook his head slowly.
Megan looked out into the twilight and sighed. "We're stuck, then."
"It looks that way."
"Doomed."
"Very likely."
"We'll starve before they find us." She looked down at him. "I can't cook."
A faint look of panic descended onto his features. "You can't?"
"Hot chocolate is the extent of my skills," she admitted. "How about you?"
"I'm a powerful executive. I have a chef."
"Ah," she said, with a nod. "I was afraid of that. You know, I got a job a few months ago to try to learn, but ..." She shrugged. "It didn't work out."
"It didn't? Not even for an edible few dishes?"
"Nope. Fast food is unhealthy. I couldn't cook it in good conscience."
"Sacked?" he asked kindly.
"As usual," she sighed.
He laughed softly. "Oh, Megan," he said, shaking his head.
Megan was so surprised by the sound that she had to look at him again, just to make sure he'd been the one to make it. And the sight of him smiling was so overwhelming, she had to lean back against the door frame for support.
"Wow," she breathed.
The smile didn't fade. "Wow?"
"You have a great laugh."
His smile was immediately replaced by a look of faint puzzlement. "Do I? No one's ever told me that before."
"They must have been distracted by your powerful and awe-inspiring corporate self."
"Ah ha," he said triumphantly, "you really do recognize me this time."
Megan rolled her eyes, pushed away from the door and started back to the kitchen. "Let's go see if Mrs. P. left us a cookbook."
"Wait," he said, maneuvering himself onto his backside. "I seem to have tangled my toes."
Megan watched him fumble with the spirals for a moment before she knelt, pushed his hands away and did the honors herself.
"Nicely done," he said, sounding genuinely impressed.
"I subbed for Snow White once. You'd be amazed what trouble dwarf toes can get into."
"Hmmm," he said, looking down at his feet.
Megan looked at him and felt something in the vicinity of her heart crumble. Just the sight of this intense and (by his own admission) powerful man sitting there with his sandy hair mussed, his tights bagging now around his ankles, playing with the toes of his purple elf shoes—well, it was enough to make a girl want to throw her arms around him and hug him until he couldn't breathe. That any man should look so ridiculous and so adorable at the same time was just a crime.
"Too much time in ears," she said, rising and shaking her head.
Gideon looked up at her. "I beg your pardon?"
"I spent too much time at Disneyland," she said. "It warped me. My judgment is clouded. My taste in shoes is skewed."
"Don't tell me you're acquiring a liking for fairy footwear."
And drooping yellow tights and aqua eyes and a smile that transforms your face into something even more breathtaking than usual.
"Nah, give me Keds every time," she said, making a grab for her self-control and common sense before they both hit the same high road her luggage had. "Let's storm the kitchen."
Gideon rose, keeping his feet a safe distance apart.
"Might I regale you with stories of my latest business coups whilst we prepare our meal?" he asked, reaching for her hand.
Megan found her hand in his and her common sense/self-control nowhere to be seen.
"Business coups?" she echoed, frowning up at him in an effort to distract herself. "I don't think so."
"Tales of exciting market trends and investment plans?"
She looked at him in horror. "You've got to be kidding. It'll ruin my appetite!"
"You sound annoyingly like my brother."
"He sounds like my kind of guy. Maybe he's the one who booby-trapped your computer."
"I'm beginning to suspect that might be the case."
"Well, then take your vacation. Getting fired is highly unpleasant."
"You seem to know of what you speak."
"Honey, you don't know the half of it."
And she had no intentions of telling him the full extent of it. A few amusing anecdotes might make him smile, but he'd flip if he knew just how many times she had been canned.
But that wasn't going to happen anymore. She nodded to herself as she led him back to the kitchen. Thomas had given her a chance to be successful at something. After all, how hard could it be to get up to the castle, take a look around and tell him what he'd bought? It was a little chance, but one she had been desperate enough to take. She wouldn't fail. She couldn't fail. If she couldn't even do something this simple, there was no way she could show her face at home again. They all thought she was flaky as it was. She would head up to the castle first thing tomorrow. It couldn't be that far and it couldn't be that hard to find. She'd send home a report, then settle back and enjoy a well-deserved recuperation.
But first, dinner had to be made.
"Heaven help us," she muttered, as she and Gideon walked hand-in-hand into the kitchen.
She stood surveying the various pots and pans Mrs. Pruitt had left simmering on the stove, then looked at Gideon. He returned her stare, looking just as perplexed as she felt.
"Would you rather find a cookbook and read, or would you rather . . . stir?" she said, hoping a little subliminal suggestion might work on him.
"I'm a fabulous reader," he said promptly, commencing a search for a cookbook.
Megan stared back at the stove. Well, at least this would distract her from the deafening clamor her hand had set up at being parted from Gideon's.
"Bad hand," she said, frowning down at it sternly.
"I beg your pardon?"
Megan shoved her hand behind her back and smiled at Gideon. "Just giving it a pep talk in preparation for cooking. Find anything useful?" 

Gideon held up a fistful of scribbled notes. "I think this might be it." 

Megan sighed. 

It was going to be a long night.
Chapter Four
Gideon sat at the table, plowing manfully through his meal. The potatoes were scorched, the meat both raw and burned depending on what side of it faced up on one's plate, and the vegetables were unrecognizable in their mushiness. Somehow, his deciphering of Mrs. Pruitt's notes and Megan's stirring hadn't turned out the way it should have. At this point, Gideon didn't care. He was starved enough to eat about anything.
Once his nutrient-starved brain could function properly again, he looked over at his dinner companion. She was currently toying with her carrots, as if she thought they might provide the answers to life's mysteries. Gideon leaned over and looked at them.
"Don't see any answers there," he said, then met her eyes. "Do you?"
"Nope," she said. "Just overcooked vegetables."
"We'll do better next time."
"We'll starve to death," she said gloomily. "Surrounded by raw ingredients we can't put together to save our lives."
Gideon watched Megan's downcast face and wondered what troubled her. She couldn't think the disaster before them was her fault. He was as much responsible as she. Perhaps she was merely fatigued from her journey to the inn. While they'd cooked, she had told him of her harrowing experience with the thieves in London. Add that to her long walk from the village and it was no wonder she looked a bit on the peaked side.
Gideon couldn't deny that no matter how she looked, she still made him pull up short. There was something just so open and artless about her. He couldn't remember the last time he'd encountered another human being who didn't have some sort of agenda where he was concerned. Even his father, useless bit of fluff though he was, managed to tear himself from the races long enough to give Gideon a lofty earlyish order or two. The only person who called him anymore without wanting something was his mother.
Megan didn't seem to have any expectations of him. She had no idea who he was and, distressing though it was to him, seemingly couldn't have cared less what he did. Not even blatant boasting about his title and manor hall at Blythwood had fazed her. She did, however, like his laugh.
He was beginning to wish some of her nonchalance would rub off on him. Just the sight of her left him with his head spinning. Having her undivided attention was almost more than he could take. Though he certainly wasn't having any of the latter presently. Her vegetables were enjoying far too much of her scrutiny.
Perhaps she was still put out with him? He'd apologized thoroughly for having splashed her. Secretly, he was relieved he hadn't plowed her over. He'd been trying to fix the blasted fax machine in his car. Another one of Stephen's insidious little assaults, no doubt.
Perhaps, then, she wasn't looking at him because she found the company dull. He frowned. He could be entertaining. Perhaps he should try out some of those skills he'd learned in that Don't Alienate Your Partner seminar his mother had coerced him into taking the year before. He'd done it to please her, because she asked so little of him, though he hadn't seen the point in it. He never alienated anyone unintentionally. Yes, he would trot out his hard-won skills and see if they were worth the sterling he'd paid for them.
"Tell me more about your family," he said. There, he was off to a smashing start. People loved to talk about their families. And there he was, fully prepared to listen to her. It was a foolproof plan. "You mentioned a brother? The one who sent you over here?"
"Thomas," she said. "He bought the castle up the way. He wanted something that had originally belonged to a McKinnon. He's always been big on the ancestral stuff."
"And he sent you here to study the terrain, as it were?"
She sighed and stuck her fork into a mound of carrots. "It was a charity gig. You know, after the mouse debacle."
"Poor Dumbo and his ever-lengthening ears."
"He kept pinching my tail. He deserved every bit of whiplash he got."
"Oh, Megan," he said, unable to do anything but shake his head and smile. Megan McKinnon was a business disaster.
"The rest of them are just like Thomas: all successful, all the brightest of stars, all settled into their careers and forging ahead, the obstacles be damned."
Everyone except me. Gideon didn't have to hear her say it to know it was exactly what she was thinking. He had no frame of reference for that. Everything he'd put his hand to had turned to gold. Schooling, sports, business. He'd never once been sacked, never once been told he wasn't good enough, never once questioned his direction or his purpose. He could hardly believe such things had happened regularly to the woman across from him. Surely there was something she'd done that was noteworthy.
"How did you fare at university?" he asked.
"I quit. I didn't like them telling me what to study."
Gideon mulled that one for a moment before turning to another possibility. "Your mother's clothing business—"
"Baby clothes are cute, but not for a life's work."
"The theater?" he ventured.
"I've done it all. Sewn costumes, painted scenery, worked lights, acted, danced, forgotten my lines. All in my sister's theater troupe."
Gideon looked at her in horror. "She didn't sack you, did she?"
"I did the honors myself."
Gideon reached over and took her hand before he knew what he was doing. And once he had ahold of it, he found he didn't want to let go.
"You just haven't found your niche," he stated firmly. "Something will turn up."
She looked at him and her eyes were bright. Gideon suspected it might have been from the tears she was blinking away.
"Do you think so?" she whispered.
"I'm certain of it," he said, giving her hand a squeeze
And then he understood what had been troubling her, why she'd said half a dozen times while stirring supper that she hoped the weather changed so she could pop up to the castle first thing. She needed a success.
And then a perfectly brilliant idea occurred to him. He would help her fix her career. His Don't Alienate instructor had specifically listed the fixing of partners on his list of Don'ts, but Gideon was certain that didn't apply to him. If anyone could fix Megan McKinnon's life, it would be him. And he would, just as soon as he had pried her away from her veggies so he could have her full attention.
"Let's escape to a tidier room," he suggested, rising. "We can talk more comfortably there."
"I can't leave the kitchen like this—"
"It will keep," he said, pulling her up from the table. "Maybe you can tell me a little about your career interests." He knew he was pushing, but he could hardly help himself. Business was his forte, after all.
"I don't have any career interests."
Gideon froze. "You don't?"
"Not in the sense you probably mean. I hate dressing up for work."
"You hate dressing up for work," he repeated slowly. "Yet ..."
"I hate the corporate thing. Don't own panty hose. Don't want to own panty hose."
He lifted one eyebrow. "But wearing mouse ears and a tail didn't bother you."
"I didn't have to wear panty hose."
"I see."
"I think you do."
Gideon smiled at the way she looked down her nose at him. She was so adorable, it was all he could do not to pull her into his arms and kiss the freckles right from that nose.
Almost before he knew what had happened, he found himself doing just that.
She pulled away and laughed. And that was when he felt himself
falling. It was the first time he'd heard her laugh, and he'd been the one to bring in out in her. He was so taken aback by it, he couldn't stop smiling.
She was smiling back at him.
Gideon realized then that there was much more to it than just a smile. For the first time in his thirty-two years, he found the thought of standing right where he was and staring into green eyes to be the most important thing he could possibly do with his time.
Alarms went off in his head.
Gideon ignored them.
They sounded again, but with words this time. Just what the devil are you thinking to stare at a woman's knees, then watch her destroy dinner, then want to kiss her?
Gideon blinked.
Good heavens, he was losing it. He was supposed to be taking her in hand and repairing her life. He was not supposed to be feeling his knees grow unsteady beneath him. He was not supposed to be gaping at a woman he hardly knew and finding himself so charmed by her that he had to remind himself to breathe. It was all he could do not to haul her up into his arms and stalk off with her like one of those blasted barbarians from one of Stephen's medieval texts.
But the stalking sounded so appealing if it meant having Megan McKinnon in his arms.
He looked down at her again, considered his alternatives, then gave his common sense the old heave-ho. He took her face in his hands, stared down into her fiery green eyes, smiled at the silky touch of her riotous hair flowing over his fingers, then lowered his mouth and covered hers.
And for a blissful moment, the earth moved.
And then, just as quickly, Megan had moved—but not too far away because somehow his watch had gotten caught in her hair.
"Ow, ow, ow," she said, grabbing her hair with her hand.
"Wait," he said, following her with his arm.
She gingerly pulled strands of hair from his watchband. "I don't kiss on the first date," she said, staring intently at her hair.
"This isn't a first date."
"Then I really don't kiss, especially on the first non-date."
Half a dozen pot lids suddenly crashed to the floor. Megan screeched, a sound reminiscent of the recently departed Mrs. Pruitt, and threw herself into his arms. Gideon contemplated the positive aspects of this turn of events. He put his free arm around her and pulled her close. She clutched his shirt.
"Do you think ..." she began, "I mean, do you think we might have a few—"
"Absolutely not."
"Mrs. Pruitt said the inn had them."
"Mrs. Pruitt left her sacred post at the stove without a backward glance. Her character and stamina speak for themselves."
"Maybe it's just the wind," Megan said, pulling out of his arms and working more frantically at her hair. "After all, there aren't any such things as gho—"
The lights went out in the kitchen and several more lids crashed to the floor.
Gideon found himself again with an armful of Megan McKinnon.
"I don't hug on the first non-date either," she squeaked.
"You might make an exception for this," Gideon offered. "The storm seems to have picked up again."
It was dark as pitch inside the kitchen, so he wasn't sure what her expression was, but he could tell she was mulling it over. She relaxed a bit in his arms.
"It is a pretty bad storm," she agreed. "What with all the wind howling and everything."
"Yes, indeed. Dreadful."
She released her death grip on him, but not by much. Gideon reached around her head, released his watchband and gingerly eased it from her hair.
Megan didn't move a muscle. "Should we find a candle or something? Or light a fire?"
"Smashing thought," he agreed. He released her, only after promising himself he'd find a way to have her back in his arms as soon as possible.
It took some doing, but after rummaging about for several minutes, he and Megan both were proud owners of lit candles.
Now it was time to get down to business. Perhaps he could find a way to put his arm back around her while distracting her with chatter about her choice of occupations.
"Shall we go talk about your career possibilities?" he asked brightly.
She looked at him and blinked. "My career possibilities?"
Damn. The proverbial cat was out of the bag now. Though he'd intended it to be a pleasant surprise, there was no sense in hiding his agenda now. They could fix her career, then move on to other things, such as getting the first date over with so the second could occur and she could see her way clear to kissing him again.
"I'd wanted to broach the subject more gently, of course," he began, steering her toward the door.
"Career possibilities?" she repeated.
"I'm the perfect one to help you, don't you think?" he asked. "After all, my resume is quite impressive. I have hundreds of contacts and could likely find you any sort of employment you want."
"You want to talk to me about my career possibilities?" she demanded.
"Well, of course," he said.
She looked like she was going to hit him. Indeed, it was only by sheer instinct that he managed to duck in time to avoid her swing.
"You jerk!" she exclaimed.
He straightened and looked at her with wide eyes. "Me?"
She swung again.
Gideon jerked back. "Good heavens, Megan, have you lost your mind? I'm helping you!"
"I don't want your help, you big idiot!"
"But why ever not—"
She advanced and he retreated. Amazing how one could still see murder in another's eyes by candlelight.
"I can't believe you!" she exclaimed. "What in the world makes you think I need to be fixed?"
"Fixed? How did you—"
He ducked instinctively, prepared for another blow, but this one came at him from a different angle. Her foot connected solidly with his shin.
"Ouch, damn it," he said, jerking his candle. He wasn't sure what hurt worse, her shoe in his shin or the hot wax on his fingers. "Megan, I don't think you realize what you're turning down."
"I realize exactly what I'm turning down," she said, poking him in the chest. "You're just like the rest of them. I don't need to be worked on, I don't need to be a project and I don't need any damned career advice! If I want to keep getting fired from now until doomsday, that's my business!"
"But—"
"But nothing! Good night!"
And with that, she slammed out of the kitchen. Gideon heard her stomp across the dining room, then heard the far door slam.
Well, that hadn't gone off well at all. Gideon stood there with the wind making an enormous racket as it came through the cracks under the door and shutters, and wondered why he felt so flat. He'd only been trying to help. And who better to fix her career than him? The countless people he knew, the businesses he owned—why he was a veritable gold mine of corporate acumen and resources! Her reaction to his generous offer was insulting, to say the very least.
He studiously ignored the thought that he'd just made an ass of himself and bruised Megan's feelings in the process.
Well, it was a sure sign that he'd put his foot to the wrong path. It was time he took hold of his priorities and wrested his destiny back onto its original course.
"I don't have time to worry about this," he announced to the kitchen. "I have work to do. I don't need any of these feminine distractions. My life is full of important tasks."
The wind continued to howl.
What about love?
Gideon turned a jaundiced look on the door. "I'm certain," he said crisply, "when the wind starts blathering on about love that it's far past the time when I should be back at work."
He turned to the dining room door and held this candle aloft purposefully.
"Tomorrow," he said, taking a smart step forward, "I'll be on my way tomorrow!"
His candle flame went out. Another collection of pots crashed to the floor behind him.
"How many bloody pots does this inn have?" he demanded of the darkness.
The wind only growled an answer.
Gideon left the kitchen with all due haste.
"Holidays are useless wastes of time," he said as he made his way up the stairs. "I'll find myself a proper set of clothes in the village, then search for another laptop. I've already lost a day."
He paused on the landing as a most unsettling thought struck him. He tried to push it aside, but it came back to him, as if someone had whispered it to him.
I think, my lad, that you stand to lose much more than just a day.
Gideon felt chills go down his spine. He peered back down the stairs into the darkened entryway. It wouldn't have surprised him in the least to have seen someone standing there.
But the entryway was empty.
Gideon straightened. He was hearing things. He nodded to himself and opened the door to his room. He'd had a very long day and the wind was playing tricks on him. Either that or he'd spent far too much time looking at Megan McKinnon. She unsettled him more than the wind.
Freckles, he decided as he closed his bedroom door behind him, were hazardous to a man's good sense.
Chapter Five
"Nay, you'll not do it!"
"Out of me way, ye bloody Brit, and leave me to me work!"
" 'Tis a brand new Sterling! This horseless cart cost me nevvy a bleedin' fortune!"
Ambrose put his head beneath the bonnet of Gideon's car and glared at his companions.
"Will you two cease with this confounded bickering!" he snapped. "We're here to pull the spark plug wires, not argue over who'll do it!"
Fulbert leaned heavily against the fender. "I don't think I can lend my aid. That pot banging last eve took all my strength."
"Ha," said Hugh, casting him a derisive sneer. "I flung a far sight more than ye, and look at me in the bloom o' health this morn."
"We're all under a great amount of physical strain," Ambrose said sternly, "but we'll have time enough to rest once the deed is done. Now, we've eight of these slim little cords to pull and precious little time to argue over the pulling of them."
"Eight's too many," Fulbert groused.
"I want no chance that the automobile will spring to life," Ambrose countered. "I've done a goodly amount of reading on the subject and know of what I speak. Now, we'll start from this end."
It took a great amount of effort, and there was much grunting and swearing given forth, as well as several bouts of condemning modern man for his ridiculous inventions that required more than oats and a good rub-down, but finally the deed was done. Ambrose stood back from the car and admired their handiwork.
"There," he said, with satisfaction. "Gideon will not be off today. As the rain seems eager to aid us in our task of keeping him here, I daresay he won't be venturing out on foot any time soon, either." He reached up to close the bonnet.
"I'll see to it," Fulbert said, suddenly. He did a little leap in the air. "I feel quite the thing suddenly."
Ambrose was quite frankly surprised at Fulbert's change of heart, but wasn't about to challenge him on it. Lifting things from the physical world was, as always, exhausting. There were but few hours before dawn. He would do well to rest before Gideon rose and gave them any more trouble.
"As you will, Fulbert. Come, Hugh. Let us seek our rest while we may."
Ambrose took a final look at the engine, then, satisfied his work was done properly, entered the house and sought his bed for a well-deserved nap.
Fulbert waited until Hugh and Ambrose passed through the door before he peered back down into the engine.
"They plucked too bleedin' many of these things," he muttered to himself. "I'll just put a few back. The saints only know what kind of damage could be done to the beast otherwise."
It was an intense struggle and he had to admit he couldn't quite remember how the rubber cords had been attached at the start, but he plugged five of them back in, crossing the cords here and there and stretching them when they didn't wish to go where he decided they should.
Calling upon the very last reserves of his considerable strength, he pulled the bonnet down home.
He made his way slowly inside and took up his post at the end of the upstairs passageway. It didn't take long before he'd sat, then stretched his legs out, then fallen asleep.
It had been a most tiring night's work.
The house was silent as Gideon trudged down the stairs, elf shoes well apart to avoid toe tangleage, dragging his heavy suitcase with him. It contained, of course nothing useful. He'd decided, though, that he just couldn't leave his ruined computer and the ashes of his clothes lying about in the bedroom. The least he could do was find a rubbish bin somewhere and add to it.
He set his burden down and walked back to the kitchen. There were pots strewn all over the floor and the remains of last night's meal still on the table. Gideon looked down at Megan's fork still standing in her now congealed vegetables. The sight of that brought other, disturbingly distracting memories to mind: Megan in his arms; Megan's lips under his.
Megan mad as hell over him wanting to fix her.
He'd given her response to his innocent suggestion quite a bit of thought over the past sleepless night. He'd given even more thought to her successful family, and he could see where she might feel as if she didn't quite fit in. He wondered if they made it a point to point out her failures to her. The thought of that set his blood to boiling.
Actually, just the thought of Megan set his blood to boiling. He felt himself becoming distracted all over again.
"Work, work, work," he said, chanting his favorite mantra.
Damn. All he could think about was freckles.
"Price/earning ratios," he said, letting the seductive words roll off his tongue with a silky purr.
Freckled knees.
No, no, this just wouldn't do. Gideon planted his feet well apart, put his hands on his hips and smiled his favorite pirate's smile.
"Corporate takeovers!" he said, trying to infuse the term with its customary gleeful overtones.
Freckled nose. Flaming red hair. Sweet, kissable lips.
"Spreadsheets, annual reports, chats with my broker!" he cried out in desperation.
Megan.
Gideon clapped his hands over his ears, spun around and bolted from the kitchen. Maybe Megan's vegetables were starting to put thoughts in his head. It was best he escaped the whole place before he lost his mind.
He grabbed his suitcase on his way to the door. Perhaps if he got some distance from the inn, his sanity would return. Yes, a little jaunt to Edinburgh would be just the thing. His first stop, however, would have to be to a tailor's shop. No one would take him seriously in his current dress.
He threw his suitcase into the boot, then got into the car. His footwear didn't fit all that well under the wheel, but he made do. He pumped the gas pedal once and turned the key. The car made a hideous, thunderous bang, then smoke began to pour forth from the engine.
Gideon could hardly believe his eyes. "Not again!" he exclaimed. He released the latch, bolted from the car and jerked open the bonnet.
His engine was on fire.
Why he was surprised, he didn't know.
The rain started up again with renewed vigor. Gideon looked up into the heavens with narrowed eyes. There was something afoot in the world and it seemed either bent on burning up everything he owned or soaking him to the skin.
The front door wrenched open and Megan appeared. Gideon looked at her helplessly. Her eyes bulged, then she disappeared. Gideon looked back up into the sky and wished for a stronger downpour than the one that drenched him at present. But no matter how large a downpour, it likely wouldn't put out the inferno beneath the bonnet of his brand-new Sterling.
The next thing he knew, Megan was wielding a fire extinguisher. When the dust settled, there were no flames, and hardly any smoke. And no serviceable motor.
"Hell," Gideon said.
Megan looked up at him. "Do these kinds of things happen to you normally, or are you just having an off week?"
"The elements are combining against me."
"Maybe somebody's trying to tell you something."
"Go on holiday?"
"That'd be my guess."
Gideon looked at her and considered. His car was ruined. He'd already tried the inn phone that morning and found it unresponsive. There he was, loitering in backwoods Scotland with no computer, no modem, and no cell phone.
And Megan McKinnon.
"Ah ha" he said, feeling the force of the moment reverberate through him.
What could it hurt to take a day or two and put work aside? It wasn't as if he could do much about it anyway, short of walking to the village and hiring a car. It would just be time wasted. Stephen might not be interested in the company, but Adam MacClure was. He could hold down the fort for a day or so.
Besides, Christmas was right around the corner. People all over the world were contemplating holidays with their families. There was food to be prepared, gifts to be wrapped, carols to be sung. He hadn't done any of that in years. Christmas had always seemed a perfect time to catch up on things at the office. Stephen had always thrown a lord-of-the-manor type of affair, doing his damndest to revive old customs. Gideon had thought it politic to just stay in London and not spoil Stephen's party.
But now he was, for all intents and purposes, prisoner on the Scottish border with only time on his hands and Megan McKinnon to admire.
Damn, but the holidays were shaping up brilliantly.
"I think," he said, reaching out and relieving Megan of the fire extinguisher, "that a holiday is just the thing for me."
She blinked. "You do?"
He shrugged and smiled. "I hear they're quite therapeutic. Perhaps you'd care to show me how they're done?"
He watched her look at him, and then her eyes narrowed. "Why?" she demanded. "So you can sneak in some fixing?"
Gideon shook his head. "I was wrong to even bring it up. I apologize."
"Well," she said, looking quite off balance. Gideon suspected she'd been bracing herself to really let him have it.
"Well," she repeated, "I just don't need to be fixed.'"
"No, you don't."
She looked at him suspiciously. "What's the deal with your new angle here?"
"No angle. No agenda. I've just come to realize rather suddenly that I'm the one who needs some fixing. I work too much."
She reached up and felt his forehead. "You're a little warm. Maybe you caught a bug from being out in the rain."
Gideon took her hand and pulled her back into the house. He'd caught a malady and it had red hair and green eyes. He set the fire extinguisher down and shut the front door.
"I'm officially on holiday. What should we do first? Decorate the place?" He looked about the entry way. "We could investigate the nooks and crannies of the inn, or learn how to cook. Sing a carol or two in front of the fire." The more he thought about it, the more appealing it sounded. Perhaps he would stretch his holiday into three days instead of two. After all, Christmas was in three days and he certainly wouldn't get any work done then. "Read Dickens before the fire," he said, his head filling with ideas. "That Ghost of Christmas Past is one of my all time favorite characters. Why, I'm starting to think this will be brilliant," he said, beaming down at her.
"Can't."
He blinked. "I beg your pardon."
She smiled up at him. "I have to work. See ya."
And she turned and walked back to the stairs.
"Work?" he asked, aghast. "Now?"
She looked over her shoulder. "I'm here to work, Gideon. Remember? My brother's castle? I have to go take a look at it."
"But, surely that can wait ..."
"Nope, I've got to get right on it."
"But—"
She waved at him over her shoulder as she mounted the steps. Gideon stared after her in shock.
"But it's Christmas!" he called after her.
She didn't stop.
Well, this just wouldn't do. Gideon watched her disappear upstairs and frowned. He tapped his foot impatiently, which generally provided him with stunning solutions. All it did now was make him dizzy. He shook his head. How could she be so consumed with work this close to Christmas?
"Work can wait," he said, trying the words out on his tongue. They felt, surprisingly enough, quite good.
"It isn't everything," he added.
That felt even better.
"Why, holidays are a good thing," he said, with enthusiasm.
It occurred to him, suddenly, that he was possibly responsible for Megan's desire to work through the holidays. Good heavens, had he been the one to drive her to this madness?
Well, he would rectify that. He had just recently seen the light and burned with the enthusiasm of the freshly converted. Holidays were good for a body. Too much work was hazardous to one's health.
And he would know.
Chapter Six
Megan tugged on her leather jacket and shoved her feet back into her still-damp boots. It was raining outside anyway and she would get soaked within minutes, but it didn't matter. She had work to do. A little rain wasn't going to stop her because she'd be damned before she would fail at this job. She would show them all that she could follow through, do what she said she would, make things happen. Her family would finally think she was a success.
As would Gideon.
Not that she cared what he thought. No sir.
She stepped out into the hallway and shut the door firmly. No time like the present to start down the road to success. She put her shoulders back and marched smartly down the hallway.
"Damn the gel if she hasn't ruined him for decent labor."
Megan froze. Then she put her fingers in her ears and gave them a good wiggling. Surely there was no one else in the hallway. She was just hearing things.
"She may as well have gelded the poor lad!"
Megan whirled around. She would have squeaked, but she had no breath for it.
There, standing not fifteen feet from her was a man. A big man. A man wearing a sword. In fact, he looked to be wearing chain mail too, what she could see of it under his folded arms and knightly overcoat-like tunic.
He might have looked like something out of an historical wax museum collection if it hadn't been for the disapproving look he was giving her.
Megan gulped. "Help," she whispered.
"Doin' a full day's work's no sin," the man grumbled.
"Help,' Megan squeaked. "Help, help!"
"You're fillin' me boy's head with womanly notions!" the man exclaimed. He unfolded his arms and shook his finger at her. "I'd take it more kindly if you'd stop with it!"
"Gideon, help!" Megan screamed, backing up rapidly.
"Megan, good heavens!" Gideon called from a distance.
Megan heard him thumping up the stairs behind her, but she didn't dare take her eyes off the knight to look at him. She backed up into him and pointed down the hallway.
"Look," she whispered.
"Look at what?"
"There's someone in the hallway. Look, down there!"
"I can't see a thing," Gideon said.
"He's standing right there!"
"Who?"
Megan spun around, grabbed him by the tunic front and shook him. "There's a man at the end of the hallway wearing chain mail and a sword, you idiot!" she said. "Open your eyes and look!"
Gideon put his hands on her shoulders to steady himself. "Megan, you're thinking too much about work—"
"See?" the man behind her complained. "Look at what you've done to him, gel!"
Megan pointed back behind her. "He's talking to me. There at the end of the hall."
Gideon put his arms around her. "Now, Megan—"
"Don't you 'Now, Megan' me," she warned. "Mrs. Pruitt said there were ghosts and I'm telling you there's one standing at the end of the hallway!"
Gideon gave her a squeeze. "If it will make you feel any better, I'll go have a look."
Megan looked over her shoulder and squeaked at the new addition to the troops.
"Damn ye, Fulbert, dinnae scare me wee granddaughter like that!" a red-haired man in a kilt exclaimed in tones of thunder.
"I was only tellin' her—"
"I heard what ye said—"
"Wait," Megan said frantically as Gideon tried to move past her. "Now there are two of them!"
Gideon frowned at her. "I think you've been working too hard." He sidestepped her and started down the hallway.
Megan watched in horror as the kilted one drew a sword and waved it menacingly at the first.
"They're going to kill each other!" She leaped toward Gideon. "Duck," she said, jerking on his arm. "You're going to get your head chopped off!"
Gideon pushed her gently back into the doorway of his bedroom. "Megan," he said calmly, "there's nothing in the hallway. I'm going to go have a look in your room. You stay here until I get back."
Megan watched him turn and walk straight into the path of a swinging sword.
"Oh my gosh!" she exclaimed, clapping her hands over her eyes so she wouldn't have to watch him be decapitated.
"Megan?"
Megan paused, then peeked at him from between her fingers.
Gideon was standing in the middle of the hallway, unhurt. But the two swordsmen were going at each other with murder in their eyes, neatly fighting right around him.
"Don't you see them?" Megan asked incredulously.
"See who?"
"Those two men fighting? Right in front of your nose, Gideon!"
Gideon put out his hand, waved it up and down, side to side, then shook his head.
"Nothing."
Megan rolled her eyes. "I can hear them calling each other names." She paused. "And not very nice names, either."
"Enough!" a voice roared from her left.
Megan fell back against the door with a gasp. A man strode angrily up the stairs. He was wearing a kilt as well, along with a very long broadsword. His cap was tilted at a jaunty angle; the feather flapped madly as he leaped up the remaining steps. He advanced on the two fighters.
"By the saints, you lads are trying the limits of my patience today! You, Fulbert, leave young Megan be. She has enough to think on without you tormenting her."
"But look what she's done to me nevvy—"
"She's done nothing that didn't need doing. Now, be off with you!"
The first man shoved his sword back into its scabbard, threw Megan a disgruntled look, then vanished.
"And you, Hugh," the one seemingly in charge scolded. "I'm ashamed of you! Brawling in the passageway thusly!"
The red-haired one ducked his head. "I was just defendin' me wee one's honor."
"Well, I can't say as how I blame you," the other said, with a nod, "but it isn't seemly to hack at the blighter in front of her."
"Aye, Ambrose. Ye're right, of course."
"Then off with you, Hugh."
The other put away his sword, then vanished.
Then Megan watched in astonishment as the commanding one turned and made her a deep bow.
"My deepest apologies for the disturbance, granddaughter. Please carry on with your day."
And then he walked through Gideon and disappeared into the closet at the end of the hallway.
Megan bolted after him and jerked open the closet door, fully expecting to see someone hiding inside. Instead she came face-to-face with stacks of bed linens. She clutched the door frame and came to a quick conclusion.
"I'm losing it," she announced.
"I think I agree," Gideon said, coming up behind her. "You need a holiday."
"What I need is some fresh air." She turned, pushed past him, and walked down the passageway. "Maybe I should go get some work done. That would probably snap me right back into reality."
"I've been a bad influence on you," Gideon said, trailing after her.
"No, I think you've been just the opposite," Megan said, thumping down the stairs. She reached the entryway well ahead of him and strode to the front door purposefully. A nice walk to the castle would be just the thing to clear her head of the surreal experience she had just had.
She opened the door and peeked out—into a hurricane.
"It's just a little rain," she said. She turned the collar up on her coat and steeled herself for the worst.
A large hand caught the door before she could open it any further.
"Megan, it's raining too hard to go out."
"I don't care," she said, putting her shoulders back. "I have work to do."
Gideon eased her back from the door and shut it. He turned her around and looked down at her gravely.
"There's more to life than work," he said.
"But," she said, gesturing toward the door, "I need to look at the castle—"
"It's been there for centuries. It will be there for another day or two."
She looked up at him with a scowl. "Why the sudden change of heart?"
He smiled and shrugged. "I've come to realize quite suddenly that there is more to life than work."
"You've got to be kidding."
"I've been distracted by freckles."
"Freckles?"
"Yours."
"Oh," she said. Then she froze and felt a blush creep up her cheeks. "Mine?"
"Oh, yes," he said, with a nod. "Enough to make a man rethink his priorities."
"Oh, really," she squeaked. She cleared her throat and dredged up the most uninterested expression she could. "Well," she said, her nose in the air, "there is more to me than my freckles. Attractive though they might be."
"You have my full attention."
"Hmmm, well," she said, quite at a loss for words. This about-face by a dyed-in-the-wool CEO was very hard to believe. "I would elaborate on my other desirable qualities if I had the time," she said finally.
"You have the time. It's too wet to go out right now."
She wanted to argue, but couldn't. It was just as nasty outside today as it had been when she'd walked to the inn and she had very vivid memories of that soggy trip. "I suppose it is a little on the rainy side," she said reluctantly.
"You can go after Christmas. The castle will keep until then."
He had a point. "All right," she conceded. "I'll wait until then."
"Good," he said. "Interested in breakfast?"
"If you stir."
"Done."
And then Megan watched as he took her by his comfortable, companionable hand and led her toward the kitchen. And she went with him, partly because it was too wet to go to the castle and partly because she had to see more of the Gideon-on-vacation side he seemed to be showing. And, lastly, she went with him because there was something about a man with bouncing purple curly cues on his toes that was just too much to resist.
Gideon stopped at the entrance to the kitchen and looked around, seemingly perplexed.
"I must admit, I haven't the vaguest idea where to start," he said, scanning the area.
"Clean-up first, then cooking," Megan said. "Here, I'll show you what to do."
Organizing was definitely one of her strong points and she used it to its best advantage. Once the kitchen was tidied, she turned to Mrs.
Pruitt's notes. She flipped through until she found something she thought they might manage.
"Ever had bannocks?" she asked.
"They're tasty enough. I think we could manage."
"All right, here goes."
Megan did her best to decipher Mrs. Pruitt's scrawl while Gideon sifted and stirred to her specifications. Megan looked into the bowl.
"I think they're supposed to look like pancakes," she said, tipping the bowl this way and that. "This is too runny."
Gideon looked at her helplessly. "Should I stir more?"
"It says not to stir them too much." She looked at the bowl and rubbed her chin thoughtfully. "I think maybe we should add . . . um ..."
"A wee bit more flour."
Megan squeaked and whirled around. The red-haired, kilted ghost from upstairs was standing directly behind her. He took off his bonnet with the feather stuck under the badge and clutched it in his hands. He made her a small bow and then straightened and smiled shyly.
"Hugh McKinnon, at yer service," he said, with another bow.
Megan backed into Gideon, hard.
"Megan?" he asked, putting his arm around her waist.
Megan shook her head with a jerk. "I'm okay."
Hugh scrunched his cap all the more. "I was quite the cook in me day," he offered.
Megan gulped a nodded, then turned and looked at Gideon. "A little more flour," she said.
Gideon added more, then stirred. "Well," he said, looking astonished, "that did the trick." He looked at her and smiled. "I'd say that time at McDonald's wasn't wasted at all."
"If you only knew," Megan said, under her breath.
"Well, now all we have to do is cook them," Gideon said, firing up the stove.
"Heaven help us," Megan said. She stole a look at Hugh, who had moved to stand behind Gideon. He leaned up on his toes to peer over Gideon's shoulder.
Gideon shivered and brushed off his right shoulder, as if trying to rid himself of an annoying fly. Hugh didn't seem to notice; he only peered more intently.
"Och, but he'll burn 'em with the fire up so high," Hugh said, casting Megan a look of concern.
"Maybe you should turn the heat down," Megan suggested quickly.
Gideon did so, then poured some of the batter into the pan. He waited, studying it intently. Then he eased his spatula under the flat cake and flipped it. The cooked side was a beautiful, golden brown. Megan peeked over Gideon's left shoulder. She exchanged a quick look with Hugh, who was leaning over Gideon's right shoulder, and received a nod of encouragement.
"I think it's done," she announced.
Gideon flipped it onto a plate.
"Perfect," Hugh said, beaming his approval on her. "I always ate them with a wee bit o' butter and a smackerel o' jam." He smiled crookedly. "Always had a sweet tooth, did I—"
"HUGH!"
Hugh gulped, plopped his cap on his head, made her a very quick bow and then turned and fled through the pantry door. Megan didn't even bother to go after him to see if he was lurking inside with the tins of vegetables. She had the feeling he wasn't.
She took a deep breath and smiled up at Gideon.
"I hear butter and jam are good with these."
"Sounds delightful," Gideon said, holding out the plate. "Shall we share the first fruits of our labors?"
The bannock was very tasty and Megan put her newfound kitchen skill to good use by overseeing Gideon while he cooked more. Megan stole looks around the kitchen as she did so, but saw nothing else out of the ordinary. Hugh must have been able to escape the watchful eye of that distinguished ghost for only a few minutes.
"Megan, what are you looking at?"
She looked at Gideon and put on her most innocent smile. "Nothing."
"You're supposed to say," he said, plopping another bannock on her plate, "that you can't tear your eyes from me. You aren't thinking business thoughts, are you?" He looked at her closely.
"Not a one."
"A day or two's holiday won't hurt you."
"My, how the leopard has changed his spots."
Gideon smiled ruefully as he sat down with her at the table. "I like to believe I'm intelligent enough to recognize a better course when it comes along."
"And that better course would be?"
"The holidays spent with you, of course."
Megan rested her elbows on the table and propped her chin on her fists. "So," she said, "what do you have in mind, since we're stranded together in this haunted inn in the middle of nowhere?"
He smiled dryly. "I don't believe in ghosts."
A pot lid went sailing across the room and landed at the back door.
Gideon sat bolt upright in his chair.
Megan only smiled serenely. Maybe Hugh McKinnon had taken exception to that last remark.
"Just the wind," she said soothingly.
"Of course." Gideon jumped to his feet. "How about a fire in the library?"
"No talk of work? No fixing?"
He shook his head as he pulled her to her feet. "You don't need to be fixed." He cupped her cheek with his hand, leaned down and brushed his lips across hers. "I won't talk about my work either. We'll sit and gaze dreamily into each other's eyes."
Megan suppressed the urge to tell him he was starting to make her crazy. She'd come to the U.K. to be a success, not to find herself captured in the arms of some renegade CEO who for some unfathomable reason had decided that a couple of days' vacation really would be good for him. What would happen when he snapped back to reality?
She would never see him again, that's what would happen. He would go on his merry way accompanied by his business toys and she would be left with her heart in shreds. Too many more looks into those aqua eyes would just do her in.
"Megan?" He looped his arms around her waist.
It was too much. What could he possibly want with her? He was probably used to dating very successful, very rich women who could keep up with him at parties and things. She couldn't even keep a job for more than three months. How would he introduce her, "this is my wife, the queen of pick-up-your-paycheck-on-your-way-out-the-door" ?
As if he'd even stick around long enough to decide he wanted her for a wife!
"I need to clean up the kitchen," she said, pulling away from him. "I can't look at this mess any longer. You go on ahead."
She turned to the table and started stacking plates, bowls, and utensils.
Gideon didn't say anything. Instead, he merely worked beside her as she scraped and washed and dried and put away. And when all she had left to do was twist a dishtowel into unrecognizable shapes, he took the cloth away from her, then pulled her into his arms.
It was the last place she wanted to be.
Unfortunately, it was suddenly the only place she wanted to be.
She closed her eyes and hoped she wouldn't make a fool out of herself by either crying or blurting out that she wasn't the kind of girl for a fling.
"I'm scared," she whispered instead.
She felt him swallow.
"So am I," he said, just as softly.
She jerked her head back so fast, it almost gave her whiplash. "You are?" she asked incredulously.
He looked as helpless as she felt. "Of course I am. You weren't exactly on my agenda."
"I didn't have an agenda. But," she added, "if I'd had one, you wouldn't have been on mine either."
"I see." He paused and looked at her solemnly. "I don't date, you know," he said, finally.
"Really? Me neither."
He continued simply to stare down at her. Well, maybe he'd said all he was going to say and it was her turn.
"I don't fling," she announced. She watched him closely for his reaction.
"Neither do I," he stated. He frowned suddenly. "If you don't date and you don't fling, when do you kiss?"
He asked it so earnestly, Megan couldn't help but smile.
"I like you," she said.
"I like you too," he replied. "And I feel certain a small kiss would be entirely appropriate at this point, but you seem to have a schedule about these things."
Megan slipped out of his arms. "Actually, I think there's an application involved."
Gideon blinked. "What?"
"And a resume," she added, heading toward the dining room door.
"You can't mean that."
"And I'll have to check your references," she said, pushing open the door.
"You've got to be joking!" he exclaimed, hurrying after her. "You've applied for too bloody many jobs; it's ruined you for romance!"
Megan only smiled. She wasn't sure what his intentions were, but he didn't date and he didn't fling. As for anything else, she would just wait and see. At least they were on the same shaky footing. Time would sort out the rest.
She was halfway through the dining room when she heard an oof, then a substantial whump behind her. She turned to find Gideon flat on his face.
"Damned shoes!"
Heavens, how could she resist such a man?
Chapter Seven
The next morning Gideon sat in an enormously comfortable overstuffed chair in the library and watched Megan do marvelous things with the pitiful decorations Mrs. Pruitt had left behind. And as he sat there, he came to two conclusions: Stephen didn't read because he liked books, he read because he was basically a hedonistic blighter who liked overstuffed chairs; and, Megan MacLeod McKinnon was a magical creature who had completely stolen his heart.
After his abrupt reunion with the floor after breakfast the day before, she had tied his toes into little knots so they wouldn't tangle anymore. She had drawn from him his innermost secrets and dreams during a rousing game of Truth or Dare, then she had taken those words in her hands and crossed her heart as she vowed not to repeat them to anyone—especially Stephen, who might poke fun at him. She'd beaten him at chess, exacting a kiss for every man she took—and he hadn't even had to fill out an application or cite references.
They had explored most of the inn the previous afternoon. Gideon had watched in amazement as Megan had identified obscure works of art, styles of furniture and patterns of lace and china. Her employments might have been short-lived, but they hadn't been failures.
And when he'd walked her to her door very late in the evening, he had been completely surprised by how wrong it seemed to have her go inside alone and shut the door, leaving him outside. He'd stood there with his arms around her, gazing down into her lovely, befreckled face and wondered what she would do if he proposed on the spot.
Likely have dashed off for the thermometer.
So he'd kissed her sweetly, then retreated to the library to read for most of the night.
No wonder Stephen buried himself in books.
"Well, I've taken this about as far as I can. We'll have to go to town if I want to do more."
Gideon blinked at Megan. Those were almost his exact thoughts. Though whilst she no doubt spoke of Christmas decorations, his thoughts were more along the lines of procuring a marriage license.
"Hey, look at this."
Gideon wanted to get out of the chair, but it seemed reluctant to let him go. "I fear I'm trapped."
Megan walked over to him, her eyes glued to a document she'd picked up from off the desk in the corner. She held out her hand and hauled Gideon to his feet.
And then she started to shake. She looked up at him. "I can't believe this."
Gideon looked at her blanched face and immediately threw his arms around her. It seemed like the proper precaution to take when your beloved looked as if she might fall down in a dead faint.
"Read it!" Megan exclaimed, shoving it in his face.
Gideon read. And then he reread. And then he shook his head in wonder.
"I'll be damned."
"This can't be legal!"
"It certainly looks as if it is. All you need do is sign. I can witness it for you."
"Gideon, Mrs. P. left me the entire inn! What am I going to do with a haunted inn? I don't know the first thing about cooking, or cleaning, or advertising—"
Gideon pulled her close and rubbed his hand soothingly over her back as she continued to list in great detail all the things she could not do. He smiled into her hair as he scanned the rest of the deed. It was all quite legal and quite binding. And he knew without a doubt that Megan would do a positively smashing job at all of it.
"I'll be stuck out here all by myself for the rest of my life with the rain and the ghosts—"
Gideon paused, then stroked her back more thoughtfully. That was a problem. After they married, she wouldn't be able to be here full time. In fact, he didn't know how she could spend more than a week or two here during the year. His business was in London. AE, Inc. would collapse without him overseeing it every day. Good heavens, his vice presidents couldn't tie their shoelaces without Gideon giving them a memo on it!
Well, there had to be a solution to the dilemma. Gideon was known for his creative solutions to impossible tangles. He'd fixed other things, he could fix this too.
"—probably doesn't even have a washing machine. I'll be washing things on a rock in the river. All right, so my nails aren't in great shape anyway. Can you imagine what they'd look like after a few months of that?" She pulled back and looked at him. "Well? Can you imagine?"
Gideon took her by the hand and led her over to the desk. He put the deed down, found a pen and handed it to her,
"Sign," he commanded.
"Oh, I just don't know—"
"Sign, Megan. It will all work out for the best."
She leaned over the document, then looked at him from under her eyebrows. "Will you," she paused, then cleared her throat and looked away, "will you come visit me now and then? When you take another vacation?"
"Oh, Megan," he said, surrendering his heart to her all over again. "Of course I will."
She started to cry. She dragged her sleeve across her eyes and looked at the deed. "You know, I'll probably end up just as batty as Mrs. Pruitt. At least she was a Mrs. She hadn't been stuck here alone her entire life."
"Megan, sign the deed," Gideon said, forcing himself not to blurt out his intentions. He wanted his proposal to have the proper romantic setting; popping the question while his bride-to-be sniffled liberally into her sleeve was not it.
Megan signed, then buried her face in her hands and wept. Gideon witnessed her signature, then pulled her into his arms and held her.
"Megan, you just acquired a lovely little getaway. These should be tears of joy."
"Oh, I'm just thrilled!"
"The place could stand a little sprucing up, of course."
"I'm broke!"
"You're forgetting whom you're drenching. I'm the extremely powerful CEO, remember?"
She froze, and then looked up at him. "But, I don't want your money."
"I'm not going to give you any money." You'll just take it out of our joint account, he added silently. "I'll just help you get a business loan," he lied.
She worried a loose thread on his tunic. "And you'll show up now and then?"
"Probably more than you'll want," he said, fishing heavily for a compliment.
"I could use help with the cooking," she said, looking no further up than his chin. "And maybe the decorating. You know, British input and all that."
He laughed softly and tipped her face up to kiss her. "Of course, Madame Proprietress. My proper British tastes are at your disposal." He smiled down at her. "Well, shall we go ransack Mrs. Pruitt's room and see what other surprises she left for you? Then perhaps we should head down to the village and stock up for the Christmas feast."
"It will be a quick trip," Megan said as he pulled her toward the library door. "My savings account isn't exactly padded."
"I'll buy—"
"No, you won't" she said, digging in her heels.
Gideon frowned down at her. "Megan—"
"No, Gideon. I don't want your money."
"Ah, but seeing my hands prune up from too much dish washing appeals to you."
She smiled up at him so brightly, he almost flinched.
"Exactly," she said.
"Are you going to be this stubborn for the rest of our lives?"
She blinked. "The rest of our—"
The front door slammed, making them both jump. Gideon pulled her behind him. "Let me go first."
"Oh, brother. It's not a burglar."
"Humor me."
"Maybe it's another guest," Megan said suddenly. "Hurry, Gideon. Maybe he'll pay in cash up front."
Gideon stumbled out into the entryway, thanks to Megan's hearty push. It was a good thing his toes were tamed, or he would have embarrassed himself.
A young man stood there, soaked to the skin. His jaw dropped.
"We're in costume," Gideon said, gritting his teeth. No sense in pummeling any of Megan's potential customers.
"I was sent for Lord Blythwood. Is he—?"
"I am he," Gideon said, swallowing a feeling of dread. "What is it?"
"An urgent message from a Mr. MacClure. The phone's out up here so I was sent to give it to you. Lord Blythwood," he added in a tone that said volumes about his opinion of Gideon's manner of dress.
"What was it?" Gideon demanded. Heaven only knew what kind of disaster Adam had landed them in. Gideon cursed himself thoroughly. He never should have given up so easily on staying connected with the company.
"He said it was something of an emergency, and a long, expensive one at that. They need you in London as soon as you can get there."
"I knew it, damn it," Gideon said, dragging his hand through his hair. This was what he deserved for thinking to take a holiday. And when the company collapsed, Gideon would personally hold Stephen responsible.
"All right," Gideon said, striding to the door, "let's go. Are there any cars for hire in the village? I suppose the train might be just as fast. Or maybe a flight from Edinburgh. Well, come on, lad. Don't just stand there."
Gideon strode out the front door into the pouring rain and swore. The boy had come up on a motorbike. Well, perhaps it was fitting to end his ill-fated holiday soaked to the skin, since it was how he'd begun it once his car had caught fire. The car likely would have exploded if Megan hadn't been so quick with the fire extinguisher.
Megan.
Gideon froze in mid step, then turned around. Megan was standing in the doorway.
Gideon strode back to her and put his hands on her shoulders. "I'll ring you soon."
"Sure."
"I will," he promised, "And I'll arrange for some help to come up. I'm sure there is someone in the village who'll hire out for the holidays."
"It's okay," she said, pulling away.
"I'll send a decorator too. Maybe a chef to get things rolling. We have an advertising division at AE. I'll have someone ring you after Christmas with some ideas—"
"Gideon?"
He closed his mouth on the rest of his plans. "Yes?"
"I'll be okay on my own. Really."
"But I can help," he said.
She shook her head. "I don't want your money."
"But—"
She backed away. "Just go do your business thing."
"Megan—"
"It was fun." She smiled, but her eyes were too bright. "I'll see you around."
And with that, she shut the door in his face.
Gideon stood there on the porch and felt worse than he'd ever felt in his entire life. Not even blowing the entire U.K. telecommunications market had left such a sinking feeling in his gut.
"My lord?"
Gideon turned. It was all he could do to put one foot in front of the other.
He climbed onto the back of the motorbike. It was an unpleasant ride to the village, but it was probably just what he needed to bring himself back to his senses.
He would straighten things out in London and ring Megan the first chance he got. He would fly her down and they could resume their relationship in town. He could come home earlier at night, in time for a late supper, perhaps. Maybe he would give thought to taking a few hours off on Sundays to devote to her. Things could work out remarkably well.
He had Adam on the line within moments of arriving in civilization.
"What?" he barked. "Were we robbed? Scooped in the Far East? Did the infrastructure of the company collapse?"
"No," Adam said, sounding confused, "but the stock was off ten points today in New York."
"And?"
"What do you mean 'and'?" Adam exclaimed. "It was off ten points, Gideon!"
"Stocks dip."
"What?" Adam gasped. "The last time it dipped two you dragged us all out of bed for an emergency board meeting!"
"It will bounce back."
"It will bounce back," Adam echoed, disbelief plain in his voice. "Gideon, have you lost your mind? This is a disaster!"
"Adam, relax—"
"Relax?" Adam bellowed. "I'm sprinting through the halls, bloody frantic about this and all you can say is 'relax'?"
Gideon whistled softly. "I think you need a holiday."
"What did they do to you up there?" Adam yelled.
Gideon paused, wondering where to begin. Normally he would have gone on about equipment failures and the time it had cost him, but now he saw clearly that business went on in spite of him. Even the few hours he had spent fretting and stewing had been nothing but a waste of time.
And then quite suddenly a most amazing thought occurred to him.
"Adam, I think I understand."
"Understand what?"
"What she wants."
"Oh, no," Adam moaned. "Tell me there isn't a she involved!"
"I'll call you in a few days. Maybe after the new year."
"Gideon, wait—"
"Go home, Adam. It's Christmas Eve. You need a holiday."
"What I'm going to need is a trip to hospital—thanks to the chest pains you're causing—"
Gideon hung up the phone and lowered himself onto a handy bench. Realizations of this magnitude were better digested while sitting. Yes, it was all becoming clear. He wondered why he hadn't seen it before.
He looked up at his dripping chauffeur. "Are there any shops still open? I need ingredients for a modest Christmas dinner and a few of the trimmings."
The boy nodded, his eyes wide.
"Then let's be off, shall we? I won't spend much. That isn't what's important."
And now he knew what was.
Chapter Eight
Megan looked at the rain beating incessantly against the window. She'd been watching it from the same position for most of the day. Part of it was she couldn't seem to get out of Gideon's chair, and part of it was she just didn't have the heart to move.
It being shattered and lying all around her in pieces as it was.
Well, it was getting close to dark now. Probably time to go and see what was in her kitchen. Somehow, she just couldn't get enthusiastic about the thought of it being hers. She would never go into it that she didn't see Gideon standing over the stove, coaxing his bannocks to cook properly and not scorch themselves.
"Get over it, McKinnon," she commanded herself sternly.
She clawed her way out of the overstuffed chair and dragged herself through the entryway and down the hallway to the dining room. She walked over the place where Gideon had planted his face more than once. Then she gave herself a good shake. She couldn't walk through the house and see him at every turn. He'd made his decision and it was blindingly clear that his priorities didn't include her, despite his brief about-face. He was a workaholic. There was no changing him.
She put her hand on the door, then froze. There was someone in the kitchen. More than one someone, if her ears weren't deceiving her. She grabbed her trusty ornamental dagger from off the buffet and eased the door open the slightest bit.
"I'll go after him," a voice said, in less than friendly tones. "I'll teach him to break me wee granddaughter's heart!"
"Leave him be, ye blighted Scot! He's regained his senses and gone off to do his manly labors!"
"Och, and what more manly a labor is there than having a wife and bairns?" the first voice demanded. "Pebble countin' ain't the way to happiness!"
There was a sudden ruckus and a great deal of gurgling. Megan feared murder, so she shoved open the door and leaped into the kitchen, her dagger bared and ready.
"Eek!" the ghost dressed in knightly garb said, leaping back and tripping over his chair. He landed ungracefully on his backside.
Megan froze, her eyes glued to the scene before her. There were three men in her kitchen, two of whom were dressed in kilts, one in chain mail. And she recognized all of them.
"Ah," she said, lowering her dagger and straightening up from her lunging position, "um, hello."
Hugh smiled and waved. The knight heaved himself to his feet with a grunt and frowned at her. Megan looked at the third ghost, the one with the commanding presence and very fancy kilt. A huge brooch of emeralds and silver fastened a scarf-like bit of cloth to his shoulder. Megan felt completely frumpy in her dress that was six inches too short. She gave the chief ghost a little wave.
"Hi," she said, whipping her hands behind her back to hide her dagger, "I'm Megan." She wished she had a pocket to stash the knife in. It looked ridiculous compared to the swords the ghosts were packing.
The head ghost made her a low bow. "Ambrose MacLeod, Laird of the Clan MacLeod, at your service."
"Okay," Megan said slowly, giving in to the urge to drop a little curtsey.
"He's your granddaddy," Hugh said, "on yer mama's side."
"A bit removed," Ambrose said modestly.
"I see," Megan said, wondering if her eyes were bulging as far out of her head as she thought they might be.
"And I'd be your granddaddy on your papa's side," Hugh added proudly. "A wee bit removed," he added, darting a glance at Ambrose.
Ambrose nodded to Hugh, then turned and nodded to the knight who had plunked himself down into a chair. "This is Fulbert de Piaget. He's Gideon's uncle."
"Several times removed," Megan surmised.
"Aye," Fulbert grumbled.
Megan leaned back against the door frame. "Well, he's off to do his business. Aren't you happy about that?"
"Of course I am," Fulbert retorted, scowling. "He does mighty important work, missy!"
"And he misses out on life because of it," Ambrose said, sitting down heavily. "Come, Megan, and join us. We've puzzled our heads sore trying to understand the lad and I've no more mind to speak of him. We'll speak instead of your plans for the inn."
Megan soon found herself sitting in a circle with three hale and hearty ghosts, listening to them discuss what could be done with the inn now that a member of the family finally had it back in her possession.
"Then you don't mind?" she asked Ambrose.
"Mind?" Fulbert snorted. "Missy, we saw to the deed ourselves!"
"And you don't mind?" she asked, turning to Gideon's grumbly ancestor.
Fulbert looked at her from under his bushy eyebrows. "I'm wed to your blasted aunt, gel. I'll learn to put up with you soon enough."
Hugh whipped out his sword. "Keep a civil tongue, ye blighted—"
"It's okay," Megan said, holding up her hand. "He doesn't have to like me. Maybe it runs in the family."
Hugh looked at her and his bright blue eyes filled with tears. "I think Gideon liked ye fine, Megan lass. He's just a bit off in the head."
Even Fulbert seemed to have nothing to say to that.
"Plans for the inn," Ambrose broke in. "What do you think, my dear, about this modern fascination with the past? I daresay we could make use of it. After all, we're quite conversant with many decades of traditions."
"I don't doubt it," she said, feeling the faintest glimmer of enthusiasm. "You mean, period costumes and traditional holiday celebrations?"
Hugh elbowed Fulbert. "She's a quick one, she is. That's me wee granddaughter, ye stubborn Brit."
Megan smiled at him, then turned back to Ambrose. "It would have to be small scale, until I have more money to invest in it."
And with that, they were off and running. Megan listened to ideas fly between her ancestors and wished she'd had a tape recorder. She hardly had time to wonder if they could be recorded before she found herself swept into a maelstrom of ideas. And if she only put into practice a fraction of them, she would be busy for the rest of her days.
Which was a good thing, since she would have all that time on her hands.
She refused to think about Gideon. And about how much she would have loved to share this with him. And about how adorable he would have looked in a kilt.
And just before she was tired enough to lean her head back against the chair, she looked at Ambrose and decided, based on the twinkle in his eye, that he had been the one to rustle up the purple elf shoes.
And that was almost enough to make her fall asleep with a smile on her face.
She woke later, stiff and sore. The kitchen was lit with a single candle burning low on the table. There was no sign of the chairs that had been occupied by three spirits earlier, nor was there any sign of their silver mugs or the keg Fulbert seemed to have produced from thin air. Megan blinked. She was tempted to think she'd dreamed it all, but the memories were too fresh in her mind. At least her relatives cleaned up after themselves.
She stretched, then froze. Was that a noise?
"Hugh? Ambrose?" She looked over her shoulder. "Fulbert?"
There it was again. And it wasn't coming from the kitchen.
Megan took her dagger in hand and went out into the dining room.
"Anyone here?" she asked.
The noise stopped abruptly.
That was enough to spook her. She peeked out into the dimly lit hallway. There, over the McKinnon coat of arms was a sword reminiscent of Hugh's. It would be a far sight more protection than the little unsharpened dagger she held. She slipped out into the hallway, laid the dagger on the reception desk and tiptoed over to the sword.
She eased it down. And the point immediately made a whumping noise as it fell against the carpet. It was, however, not as heavy as she feared. She hoisted it, took up the stance she'd seen Hugh and Fulbert take when they'd been trying to decapitate each other upstairs, then walked softly to the library.
Something was shuffling inside.
Megan didn't give herself time to think. She flung open the door and jumped inside, brandishing her blade.
Gideon whirled around in surprise, stumbled backward, and went down heavily into a Christmas tree.
"Ouch, damn it! I'm being poked everywhere!"
Megan tossed the blade onto the couch and ran to help him. She pulled him up, then turned him around and picked out bits of ornament and tree parts that had somehow found their way into his backside.
"You scared me to death," he exclaimed. "You could have cut my head off with that thing!"
"Nice to see you too," she said, with a scowl. "How was I supposed to know you weren't a burglar?"
"Decorating?"
Megan tried to resurrect the tree Gideon had sat on. It had been a rather small one to start with and Gideon hadn't done it any favors. She let it flop back to the ground, then stared down at it.
"It was a nice thought," she said quietly.
"It took me a long time to find the right one," he said, taking her hand. "A very long time."
She met his gaze. "It did?"
"It did." He led her over to the chair of no return, snagging a shopping bag on his way. He sat and pulled her onto his lap. "Here. These things will explain it better than I could." He reached for his bag and dumped its contents into her arms. He held up an unwrapped umbrella, then set it aside. "You didn't need to open that. It's just to get you up to the castle, so you can put that job behind you before we start on the inn."
Before we start on the inn. Megan was just certain she'd heard him wrong. She frowned.
"What about your emergency?" she demanded.
"I took care of it."
She frowned some more, just to let him know where she stood. "Did it take all afternoon?"
"It took about five minutes. The rest of the time I was looking for things for you."
"Well," she said, feeling rather at a loss. There she'd been griping about him to her ancestors, and he'd been hunting up presents. "That sheds a different light on things."
"I thought it might." He smiled. "Aren't you interested in what I got you? And the humiliation I went through whilst shopping in yellow tights and purple shoes?"
Megan felt her heart soften even more. Gideon had tried to spruce up the library with his little tree and he had left his dignity behind to shop for something to put under it for her. It merited at least a second glance at what was piled in her lap.
There were four packages of various sizes. She immediately zeroed in on the very small, very ring-like looking box, then forced herself to look at something else. It couldn't be what its size screamed it might be. Megan looked at Gideon from under her eyebrows and saw a twinkle in his eyes, as if he had an impressive secret he couldn't wait to share.
Taking a deep breath, she opened up a long, slender package—and held up a paintbrush.
"To use in our redecorating," he said.
"Our redecorating?" she asked.
"I told you I'd offer my humble services, didn't I?"
That was before he'd hiked right on out of there—but then he'd hiked right back in again. Megan held up the brush and considered.
"It's a really small brush, Gideon."
"Then I guess it will take a long time, won't it?"
"Hmmm," she said. On the surface that looked good, but what was his definition of time spent? Would he be there for two or three days, consider his decorating contribution fulfilled, then toddle off merrily to London? She set the paintbrush aside. No sense jumping to any conclusions quite yet.
She chose another hastily wrapped gift, convinced Gideon had done the wrapping honors himself.
"Interesting," she said, holding up rubber gloves.
"So I don't get dishpan hands while I'm washing up after supper," Gideon said, with a smile.
"Well," she said. A man didn't buy yellow rubber gloves if he didn't plan on using them, did he? And these weren't the wimpy kind that supermarkets sold; these were heavy-duty, dabble-in-toxic-waste-and-not-ruin-your-fingernail-polish kind of gloves. These were gloves meant for more than just a handful of dips into sudsy water. Did he plan on doing dishes for more than just the weekend?
"And this is a cookbook," Gideon said, relieving her of the gloves and handing her a heavy package instead. "I perused the index already and I think there are several things we could actually succeed in making. I was somewhat alarmed by the quantity of raw ingredients required, but I decided that together we might have a go at it. What do you think?"
"Ah," Megan said, stunned, "um, well." She unwrapped in a daze. Based on their previous forays into the kitchen, the gift of a cookbook was not something to be taken lightly. Especially one that required them to make things from scratch. "It sounds pretty time-consuming," she said. "Not exactly a single weekend project."
"I know," he said, smiling widely. "It will be brilliant fun, don't you think? All that time together in the kitchen, bonding over bouillabaisse?"
Megan clutched the cookbook, looked at her errant business mogul and wondered if one too many equipment disasters had finally forced him to relinquish his tenuous grasp on sanity.
"Gideon," she said slowly, wanting to make sure he understood each word, "when in the world are you going to have time for all of this?"
"I'll make time."
"You can't. You're the president of an international company."
"I'll manage it."
"You hobnob with billionaires!"
"I know."
Megan gritted her teeth. He was wearing a cheesy grin, and that annoying twinkle was still stuck in his eyes.
"You don't have time to cook," Megan said. "That's why you have a chef."
"We'll send him on holiday."
It was time for the killing blow. He would have to admit his true intentions sooner or later, and this was guaranteed to force him to face reality.
"You wouldn't last a week up here," she said. "You can't live without your laptop."
Gideon calmly took her face in his hands, leaned up and kissed her softly.
"Yes, I can," he said, his smile sweet and gentle. "I realized when I left that what I was heading toward was far less important than what I'd left behind."
It started to sink in. He was serious. Megan felt her eyes begin to water.
"I can live without the company, Megan, but I can't live without you."
He proceeded to hand her the little box she'd been so carefully avoiding. Megan clutched it. She didn't dare open it.
"A new marble for my collection?" she asked, trying to smile.
Gideon only laughed. "Hardly."
Megan looked at him and saw nothing but love in his eyes and tenderness in his expression. He covered her hand with his own comfortable, companionable hand and gave her a reassuring squeeze.
"Open it, please," he said softly. "Quickly, so I'll know if I've just made a great fool of myself."
Megan opened the box to reveal a slim gold band. At least she thought it was a slim gold band. She could hardly see it for her tears.
"Oh, Gideon."
"It's just a placeholder," he said. "Thorpewold isn't exactly a buzzing metropolis."
"No, it's beautiful."
He ducked to catch her gaze. "I can't guarantee I'll be perfect," he admitted, "but you've seen quite a bit of me at my worst. I'll still have to work, but I'll work less. Much less." He put his hand under her chin and lifted her face up. "I know you won't marry me for my money or my title, and that will confuse my father greatly, but," he said, with a smile, "will you marry me for my time? I'll make it worth your while."
"Somehow, I imagine you will," she said, returning his smile. "And yes," she added, "I will marry you."
And then she learned just how much time he planned on lavishing on her as he took many, many minutes to kiss her breathless.
"If we could get out of this damned chair," he said, when he came up for air a very long while later, "we could adjourn to another room and see how much more time we could spend at this. I mean, after all, we're engaged now, and there really isn't any reason ..."
"Why, there'll be none of that!" Hugh gasped. He appeared behind the chair and looked down at Gideon with marked disapproval. "Imagine that! The thought of visitin' me wee one's marriage bed 'afore the ceremony!"
Gideon blinked. "What did you say?"
Megan shook her head. "I didn't say anything."
Gideon scratched his head, then shrugged. "Well, what do you think—ouch, damn it!"
Hugh had given Gideon what Megan could only term a thorough boxing of the ears.
Gideon looked down at her hands that were captured handily enough in his own, then raised his gaze to hers slowly.
"You didn't do that," he stated.
"'Fraid not."
He lifted one eyebrow. "I don't suppose you would know who had, would you?"
"I suppose I would."
Gideon shivered. "All right," he said, to the middle of the room. "I take the hint."
Hugh harrumphed and disappeared. Gideon looked at her and laughed uneasily.
"I don't suppose we'll have any privacy on our wedding night either."
"I think they know where to draw the line." Or so she hoped.
"Will I pass muster if I limit myself to kissing you? After all, it is Christmas Eve. I think it's tradition."
"And we wouldn't want to break with tradition," she said, the moment before she found much more interesting things to do with her lips besides form words.
And between kisses, Gideon briefly described the makings for Christmas dinner he'd found. He polled her opinions on what other holiday traditions she thought they could indulge in to distract themselves until they could arrange a wedding.
"Yule log," he offered, then kissed her thoroughly.
"Bing Crosby on the stereo," she managed when he let her breathe again. "Counts as Christmas caroling."
"Wassail and other trappings," he said, winding his fingers through her hair.
"It's a Wonderful Life," she suggested.
He smiled. "It certainly is."
Megan started to tell him that he didn't understand what she meant. Then she saw the look in his eye and realized he understood completely.
And it certainly was.

It was very late when the fire had burned down and Megan woke, only to realize she'd fallen asleep in Gideon's arms. He was sound asleep, still fully trapped in the chair's embrace. Megan blinked as she saw Fulbert come up behind the chair. He gave her a scowl that wasn't as scowly as his former expressions, then plopped a red bow on top of Gideon's head. He huffed something under his breath, then turned and went to join Hugh and Ambrose who were standing next to the fireplace. Hugh was beaming. Ambrose looked perfectly satisfied with his work.
"Stocking stuffer," Ambrose clarified.
"Thank you," Megan said, with a smile.
"Hmmm?" Gideon said, stirring.
Megan kissed him softly. "Nothing. Go back to sleep."
Once he had drifted off again, Megan looked at the small collection of gifts on the floor next to the fallen tree, gifts that represented the time Gideon intended to commit to their relationship. The last glowing embers from the fire sparkled against the thin gold band on her hand, a symbol of love found in the most unexpected of places.
Then she looked at Gideon and decided that he was by far the best Christmas gift of all—even if he was too big to fit into her stocking.
She tucked her head into the crook of his neck and closed her eyes, content.
Epilogue

Ambrose MacLeod, grandfather several generations removed, escorted his granddaughter down the aisle. Her sire walked on the other side, preoccupied with not tripping over his daughter's flowing medieval gown.
"Good grief, Megan, where did you come up with all this medieval hoopla?" her father muttered.
"Oh, Dad," Megan said, with a little laugh, "the inn just seems to inspire it."
Ambrose looked down at her and felt pride stir in his breast. Of all the places he could have been, this was the best. Of all the posterity he could have matchmade for, this lass was the sweetest. She looked up at him and smiled brilliantly. Ambrose returned the smile proudly.
He turned his gaze to the front of the chapel. Gideon stood there already, resplendent in his medieval finery. Fulbert stood to one side, his hand on his sword, Artane pride etched into his very bearing. Fulbert had made his peace completely with Megan over the past month, once he'd realized she actually increased Gideon's capacity for proper labor. The office Gideon had installed in the inn had satisfied them both. Ambrose knew he would miss Megan when she and her love made for London, but Gideon had given his word they wouldn't stay overlong. Of course, Gideon had been looking in the wrong direction when he'd said as much, but Ambrose had accepted the gesture just the same. The lad's vision would clear up soon enough.
Hugh stood next to Megan's sisters Jennifer and Victoria, clutching a beribboned nosegay of conservatory flowers. Megan smiled fondly at him. Hugh pulled a snowy linen cloth from his sleeve and blew his nose into it with a honk.
Gideon jumped half a foot and whipped his head around to stare straight at Hugh.
Then he seemingly caught sight of Fulbert's blade and jerked around to stare at him.
"Uh oh," Megan said, looking up at Ambrose. "The jig's up."
Ambrose felt Gideon's eyes on him and he returned the lad's startled look.
"Come on, Dad. Gideon's going to faint if we don't hurry up."
Ambrose stood back and let her hasten to her blanched groom's side. It was rather touch-and-go until Fulbert barked for the lad to stand up straight. At that, the boy stiffened as if he'd been skewered up the spine.
Ambrose didn't relax truly until the vows had been spoken, the rings exchanged and the kiss given. Then he sat down wearily next to Megan's father and his own kinswoman.
"Where does she come up with these things?" the man asked, shaking his head. "All this medieval hocus pocus. Look at me, Helen, I'm in a kilt!"
"Yes, dear."
"It's that damn MacLeod blood, Helen."
"Of course it is, dear. It's a family trait."
Ambrose smiled at his daughter, many times removed, then blinked in surprise as she looked straight at him and winked.
"Well, I'll be damned," he whispered.
It was several hours later that Megan and Gideon were sent off on their honeymoon, the guests were all put to bed and Ambrose could finally relax in the kitchen. Even Hugh and Fulbert seemed at peace. They were only hurling mild insults at each other. No blades were bared.
"I say we turn our sights to those two sisters of hers," Hugh said, clutching his cup. "I'm thinkin' they'll be a far sight easier to see settled."
Fulbert snorted. "Didn't you mark that Victoria? By the saints, Hugh, she's a bleedin' garrison captain!" He shivered. "I wouldn't cross her if me life depended on it."
"Ambrose?" Hugh prodded. "What think ye?"
"I'm leaving it up to you two for a bit," Ambrose said, rising and stretching.
Hugh and Fulbert gaped at him.
"Where're ye off to?" Hugh asked.
Ambrose stared off into the distance thoughtfully. "The Highlands, I believe."
"But ye can't," Hugh gasped.
"We've more matches to make," Fulbert spluttered.
Ambrose smiled fondly at his two compatriots. "They'll keep well enough until I return."
"But—"
"How can you—"
"Lads, lads," Ambrose said, shaking his head. "A well-earned rest is nothing to take lightly."
"A holiday?" Hugh's ears perked up.
Fulbert tossed his mug aside. "I'm for France." And he vanished.
"The Colonies," Hugh announced, standing and tilting his cap at a jaunty angle. "I'm feeling quite the risk-taker at the moment." He made Ambrose a quick bow and disappeared.
"And I'm for the Highlands," Ambrose said, feeling his pulse quicken at the very thought.
Home.
And, of course, the precise area Megan and Gideon had chosen for their getaway.
After all, a grandfather's work was never done.
Ambrose smiled, set his mug on the table and made his way from the kitchen, turning out the lights behind him.

The End
