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      Scarred by the brutal ravages of war, Lorne Gordon, Duke of Sutherland, returns to the Highlands to discover that his clan thought him long dead. His greedy half-brother has assumed his title, sold his family seat and disappeared with the fortune. Once he engineers the return of his title, he must convince the new estate owner to reverse the wholly legal sale with the promise that his half-brother, and the funds, will be found. However, that goal seems impossible when Lorne discovers the buyer is none other than his ex-betrothed’s sister.

      

      After several humiliating attempts at securing a husband, Jaime Andrewson gives up on marriage and throws herself into her father’s business. She burns with vengeance towards the entire Sutherland family after their chieftain caused her sister’s fall from grace. Although she’d thought the man who betrayed her sister was dead, acquiring his property had been her main goal since taking over her father’s company. But with Lorne Gordon alive, vengeance is all the sweeter, for she desires only to watch him suffer.

      

      Despite Lorne’s fury, he has to find a way to convince her to return what is rightfully his—even if he has to go so far as to marry her. Though out of practice with the arts of flirtation, there is one thing he does not lack—determination. With his pockets empty and a snarl on his lips, Lorne is determined to win her trust and her hand. When unexpected family secrets on both sides are exposed, Lorne realizes that wooing Jaime will be a bigger challenge than any of the other battles he’s ever fought, but it is one he refuses to lose.
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        August 1816

        Scottish Highlands

      

      

      

      Despite exhaustion racking his body in aching shudders, Lorne Gordon, Duke of Sutherland and Chief of the Sutherlands, forced his spine to straighten as he sat in the saddle. A bone-deep weariness left him in desperate need of a respite he was certain not to receive. But he could not miss a single familiar tree or boulder as his mind sifted through years of growth to uncover what he’d once known.

      Dawn had come and gone over three thousand times since Lorne had stepped foot in his own country. Nearly a third of those days, he’d wondered if he’d ever see home again. While the road from London had been long, the journey from France felt like a lifetime.

      Thick layers of dust coated his skin and clothes. No doubt anyone that saw him would mistake him for a lowly beggar, rather than the powerful man he’d once been.

      To say the last two years had been a living hell would be an understatement. Every day had been torment, and if Lorne never had to think of those harrowing moments again, he’d be a happy man. Unfortunately, every time he shut his eyes, night terrors consumed him, disallowing him the freedom to forget.

      And neither would the War Office, who sought to press charges against someone, anyone, for Lorne’s unlawful imprisonment abroad after the Peninsular War. The War Office had kept him for days, questioning him until he was hoarse, more concerned with their enemies than with his welfare, which he understood. This was the way of things with war, but he’d wanted to get the hell out of there.

      Lorne crested another hill, drawing in a deep lungful of crisp Highland air and letting it out in a long whoosh, driving some of his angst away with it. Beneath him, his mount shuddered, as tired as him. They’d ridden hard the last few days once they’d reached the Highlands.

      His journey home had been a little longer because of his refusal to trade out his mount, but he couldn’t imagine parting with the animal. The horse had been given to him by the War Office a scant week ago, but…it had been so long since he’d had any sort of connection with anyone—human or beast alike—that he couldn’t let the animal go. The steed was the first personal possession he’d had in nigh unto two years.

      If they weren’t so close to home, if he weren’t so desperate for familiar walls and people, he would have set up camp and resumed again in the morning. But the turrets of his magnificent Dunrobin Castle came into view, beckoning him to make the last couple of miles home.

      Home.

      Finally.

      Lorne dismounted, coming to his knees upon the grass he’d tramped as a child. He pressed his palms flat to the ground. Softer, warmer than he remembered. The sweet scents of heather and grass. He touched the soft strands of the meadow, threading his fingers through it, and bent to kiss the earth with grasses tickling his lips, breathing in the clean scent of the Highlands. As his eyes closed against the sting, emotions welled in his chest.

      No gunpowder residue or the stench of blood. No dank, stale air. No death. This was his place. His heaven.

      He could have stretched out flat, sunk into this earth and thanked every deity known to man for being here again. For he’d not thought it possible. Not when he was chained to a wall…or strapped to a chair while they…Lorne shuddered. For as long as he lived, France would be synonymous with the devil.

      He cleared his throat and pushed back onto his aching feet. The boots he wore were much too tight. Lorne was not a small man, and none of the extra boots at the War Office had come close to his size.

      As much as he wanted to continue to enjoy this moment, it was time to finish his journey. Time to close the gap of time that had passed since he’d left nearly eight years before.

      Giving his horse a break from carrying his weight, Lorne walked the rest of the way, until he came to the gate at the head of the long road leading toward the castle. He touched the cool wrought iron metal with his gilded crest in the middle, still disbelieving that he’d made it. The castle turrets rose high in the sky, and even from here, he could make out the fleur-de-lis and carved knights in the stone.

      “Lo, there!” the gatekeeper called.

      Lorne jerked his gaze up, forcing himself not to cower at the sharp surprise of the man’s shout. A head poked out from the top of the tower gate.

      Then a curse escaped the man’s lips as he tossed off his feathered woolen cap, revealing ginger hair and thrust himself over the parapet so hard Lorne feared he’d dive right off. “Your Grace! Is it ye? Do my eyes deceive me?” The guard made the sign of the cross.

      Lorne could have cried at hearing the familiar voice of his childhood friend, to have recognized a much beloved face. “Mungo, ’tis I. Open the gate for me.”

      Mungo let out a lengthy tirade of mumbled Gaelic Lorne couldn’t discern, but the gate did open, and kilt-clad clansmen rushed through beside Mungo, their swords clinking against their boot spurs, each of them muttering prayers and crossing themselves.

      “How is this possible?” Mungo said, reaching out to touch him and then yanking back as though he might be burned. “We were told ye were dead.”

      Having been warned of this in London, Lorne was not surprised at the news. He gripped his old friend on the shoulder and squeezed, a smile stretching wide across his face. “I assure ye I’m verra much alive and in need of a bath, a bed and a hot meal.”

      “Aye, Your Grace.” Mungo glanced at the other men, and a silent message passed between them. “Come, we’ll get ye settled.” He signaled for the gates to close and called up for another man to take watch as they led Lorne down the road.

      One of them tried to take the reins from Lorne, but he held them tight, barely suppressing a growl. At the man’s startled expression, Lorne laughed it off and reluctantly let go. He was home. His men could be trusted.

      Mungo let out a tirade of queries, which Lorne barely answered. Instead, he picked up his speed, questioning what the men would think if he tore off his boots and ran inside. But he didn’t want his homecoming to be any more awkward than it already would be, so he remained walking at a steady pace and ignored the increasing pinches in his toes.

      As people came out to see who walked with Mungo, a whisper like the buzz of bees passed over the wind. Mungo waved away anyone who came near, thank goodness, and the men rushed ahead to open the wide, arched door. When they entered the castle, hurried footsteps sounded in the corridor from the left and then Mrs. Blair, not looking a day older than when he’d left, burst into the entryway. His housekeeper took one glance of him, blanched as white as a sheet and then dropped in a heavy faint to the floor.

      “Blimey!” Lorne jerked forward to check on her. White wisps of hair framed her face, and on closer look, the lines beside her eyes and mouth had deepened.

      “’Tis like she saw a ghost,” Mungo jested beside him.

      Lorne gave him a wry glance and lifted his housekeeper into his arms. “Carry her to the drawing room,” he said to the two men who’d accompanied them.

      “There is something ye should know, my laird.” Mungo avoided his gaze, watching the men take the woman from Lorne’s arms, having to share the weight, where he had strength enough yet to hold her himself.

      “Aye?”

      Mungo looked as though he’d eaten a pot of spoiled mutton. “As I mentioned afore, the clan, they thought ye were dead.”

      Lorne ignored the painful prick in his heart. He removed his cap, sat down on the stairs and started to pluck at his boot laces—to hell with waiting for his chamber.

      “Lord Gille, he assumed the role as duke and chief.”

      “Naturally,” Lorne said tightly, tugging off one boot and biting his cheek to keep from moaning at the uncomfortable restriction being removed. He glanced around the grand entrance to the castle, searching out his half-brother Gille and not seeing him. ‘Haps he was visiting a crofter or working in the fields as Lorne had often done.

      “Well, he…” But Mungo didn’t continue. He pinched his cap and twirled it round and round while his gaze landed anywhere but on Lorne.

      Mungo’s gaze shifted warily to the place above Lorne’s head. Forgetting his other boot, Lorne followed Mungo’s line of vision to the place behind him. He gaped at the empty spot on the wall where the sword of his ancestor, who had fought beside William Wallace and Robert the Bruce, used to hang. The artifact had been there so long that there was still an outline of its placement, a faint shadow shouting of something being amiss. “Out with it, Mungo.” His voice shook.

      “The castle…Gille…he took it, and—” Mungo sounded as if he were suffering an apoplectic fit.

      Lorne suppressed the urge to smack the words out of Mungo’s mouth and instead tore off his second boot.

      Finally, his old mate spoke, “He sold the castle. And the property surrounding it.”

      Lorne snorted and plucked off his sock, wriggling his toes, reddened from the tightness of his boots. “That is a cruel jest, Mungo. If ye’re attempting to make me laugh, ye might want to try a little harder.”

      Mungo stopped twirling the hat. “I assure ye, Your Grace, I am no’ jesting, and it is the verra last thing I want to tell ye upon your homecoming, but it had to be done before ye settled in.”

      Lorne felt his throat close up tight as the truth of what Mungo was saying sunk in. Gille had sold the castle? Sold his land? The very stairs he was sitting on right at that moment were not his own?

      It was an effort to speak, and when he did, his voice came out sounding strangled, far-off. “Where is Gille?”

      “We do no’ know.”

      “How long has he been gone?” Lorne stood, tossing his hose aside and placing his hands on his hips, so he didn’t grab Mungo by his shirt.

      “A few weeks now. Since the sale.”

      “Has anyone attempted to locate him?”

      Mungo shook his head. “Nay, Your Grace, as we thought he’d abandoned us…”

      Lorne nodded, speechless. The castle, the lands—all of which had been in his family for generations dating back to Scotland’s first kings—were no longer his. No longer a Sutherland holding. He was the bloody Duke of Sutherland and didn’t have a castle?

      Was he a pauper now, too? What other reason could Gille have had to sell the property than for want of money? A vein pulsed in his temple as he wondered about the fate of his other properties and the fortune he’d left behind. Lorne closed his eyes to breathe in deep. This was not the homecoming he’d expected, not by half.

      But at least he was in his home country. As bad as this news was, it didn’t compare to the hell of France. And he had the freedom to undo what his idiot half-brother had wrecked.

      “We’ll fix this.” Lorne gritted his teeth. “I’ll fix this. Send for my solicitor in Edinburgh. Immediately.”

      “Aye, Your Grace. Right away.”

      “And ready a bath in my chamber. Or is that also no longer mine? Dear God, is the new owner here?”

      Mungo thankfully shook his head.

      “We’ll make up another room for ye right away for your bath and then prepare your chamber for tonight.” Mrs. Brody, roused from her faint, came toward him. She’d been the castle’s housekeeper for as long as he could remember, ever since he was a bairn. Since Lorne was motherless, Mrs. Brody had stepped in to clean up his scrapes. She touched his cheek, squinting as she stared into his eyes. “Is it really ye?”

      “Aye.” He smiled softly, feeling emotion tighten his throat.

      She nodded, pressed her lips together, and blinked away the tears that had gathered in her eyes. “Welcome home, Your Grace. We’re all happy to have ye back.”

      Lorne cleared his throat, standing tall and glancing at the people he loved most, there in support of him. “Thank ye, Mrs. Brody. Mungo. Everyone. Ye’ve no idea how much I’ve longed for this moment. Albeit under different circumstances.” He let out a short laugh, trying to lighten the mood.

      “As have we all. Lassies,”  Mrs. Brody clapped her hands, “a bath for the master and a hot meal.” She glanced behind him. “And dredge up some of his old clothes that Gille had sent to the attics.”

      Gille had his things removed? Of course, he had. Gille had thought him dead. That still didn’t explain what possessed his brother to abandon their heritage. Nor did it explain what had happened while Lorne had been gone.

      Shortly, he would get to the bottom of this predicament. As the people around him moved in swarms, the exhaustion he’d felt on the road swooped in tenfold, and he gripped the wall to keep from swaying.

      Mrs. Brody ushered him up the stairs and into a guest chamber. He could only assume that Gille had taken his room—well, the new master now, he supposed. And just as well. He couldn’t blame his half-brother for believing him dead, for assuming the title and taking what he thought was rightfully his.

      But he did blame him for selling their birthright. For absconding with the ancient sword that belonged to Lorne.

      Gille had always been jealous of him. Once in a fit of rage, he’d mentioned that he no longer wanted to be in Lorne’s shadow. The comment had confused Lorne, for he’d always considered his brother to be his close confidante, despite there being five years between them.

      When Lorne was a wee lad, his mother passed from a fever and his father had remarried a bonny lass—Catharine. She’d been sweet and kind to him, and Lorne had loved her. But she’d died soon after birthing Gille, and their father never remarried, often lamenting that two wives gone in half a decade only meant a third would also be sent to an early grave.

      Lorne walked to the window and glanced out over the back garden and the sea beyond. The beach where he’d played with his brother, taught him to swim. To skip rocks. Despite their having different mothers, Lorne had always considered Gille to be his full brother. Loved him as such.

      “Thank ye, Mrs. Brody.”

      “Och, but there is no need to thank me, Your Grace.”

      Lorne glanced over his shoulder at the older woman, who fretted with the corner of the bedspread.

      “I thank ye all the same.”

      She opened her mouth and closed it several times before saying, “Well, ’tis my duty, that’s all. I’m just grateful ye’re alive and have returned.”

      Lorne grinned and turned back toward the garden and the lush maze he and his brother had raced through countless times. The same maze where he’d first kissed a lass… Beside it was a graveyard full of beloved animals. Gille had begged their father to bury his favorite dog there, right beside the warhorse their father had taken into battle. The memories made his heart twinge. When at one time it had been the three of them against the world, now he was the only one left standing in this castle that was no longer his.

      Where the hell are ye, Gille?

      It was hard to imagine that this was what Gille wanted. That he could be so filled with hurt and anger, he would want to leave it all behind.

      When their da died in a hunting accident three years prior to Lorne leaving for France, he’d asked Gille to work with him on maintaining their holdings. To be a part of the clans’ daily processes, the judgments. But Gille wanted nothing to do with any of it.

      Instead, his brother became quite adept at racking up gambling debts and had a string of scorned lovers, along with their angry fathers, knocking down Lorne’s door. Lorne had done his best to keep them all appeased. Paid off debts. Got his brother out of many a scrape.

      Lorne finally had to draw a line, hoped that taking Gille in hand would bring the man to some sense. But his plan backfired. When a local lord had come to claim the coin Gille lost at Edinburgh’s gambling tables, Lorne had denied the payment, and his brother had been arrested. Lorne could still hear him shouting, “I’ll never forgive ye for this. Ye’ve betrayed me. A curse on ye! Ye’re no brother of mine!”

      Lorne had ignored the words of an angry lad. But perhaps he should have listened. He hoped his actions would have taught his wayward brother a lesson, that he would return to Dunrobin a new man, a matured young lord. That was not the case, it seemed.

      Was this Gille’s revenge—getting rid of what he knew Lorne loved?

      A bevy of servants carried in a large tub, then poured bucket upon bucket of steaming water inside. Mungo remained behind to assist in his bath, but Lorne sent him away. He wasn’t ready yet to reveal the scars on his body from his suffering. Over the weeks, the bruises had faded. His tormentors had been kind in leaving him with all his fingers, toes and teeth, but they’d not been so kind in other ways.

      Lorne tossed off his clothes and climbed into the tub. He leaned his head back on the rim. The last time he had a warm bath might have been the last time he was home—two years shy of a decade, when it had felt as if his world was falling apart. The very reason he’d accepted his commission overseas. A time he preferred not to remember.

      A soft knock interrupted his darkening thoughts. Mungo entered, carrying a tray of food that smelled as though it had come straight from the king’s finest chef. He set the food on the table, then handed Lorne a cup smelling of spirits.

      “Nay, thank ye,” Lorne said, pushing the liquor away, even as he sank deeper into the water to keep his scars hidden.

      “Drink. It’ll make hearing the truth no’ sting as much.”

      Lorne didn’t have the energy to argue. He downed the dram in one swallow. “What else do ye have to say, Mungo?”

      “As I mentioned, Gille sold the castle.” Mungo moved to the far wall, leaning against the stones outlining the window.

      “My hearing is just fine.” Lorne massaged his temples.

      “He has also absconded with the funds, my laird.”

      Lorne gritted his teeth, having surmised as much. “Has he sold my other holdings as well?”

      “I’m no’ certain, but your solicitor will be able to tell ye more. I’ve already sent a man to summon him.”

      “Who owns my castle?” Lorne bit out, imagining some pompous windbag coming in and desecrating the place that had been in his family for generations.

      “J. Andrewson, my laird.”

      Andrewson. Lorne tried to hide how startled he was at hearing the name, but water sloshed over the side of the tub. It fell into the grooves between the wooden planks of the floor in long, wet lines. Was his past coming back to haunt him—or was it just a coincidence?

      “That is a common name, is it no’?” Lorne asked hopefully.

      “Aye, Your Grace. I’ve a cousin in Edinburgh by that name.”

      “No’ J?” Lorne asked, half-jesting.

      “No relation, I swear it.”

      So, it was possible it did not belong to that family of which he did not want to think about, the one he’d separated himself from, though he hated the coincidence of it.

      “When does Mr. Andrewson take residence?”

      “He has no’ said, sir. But he did mention we could stay in the meantime.”

      Lorne jerked forward, hands on the rim of the tub, as he met Mungo’s gaze. “Does that mean there is an expiration date on everyone’s occupancy? That I am at his mercy, accepting charity from a stranger?”

      “There were no specifics.” Mungo glanced toward his boots. “But some of the clan have already found work with relations, and others are making preparations. The clan is worried, my laird. I’d no’ wanted to tell ye this so soon after ye’ve returned, but I did no’ think it could wait.”

      “Ye’re right. I will write to Mr. Andrewson straight away. Fetch me paper, ink and quill.”

      “Aye, Your Grace.”

      Mungo headed for the door, but Lorne stopped him. “I will fix this.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      “Tell everyone no’ to…worry.”

      “I will. We trust ye. And know that ye have only to ask anything of us, and we’ll see it done.”

      As soon as Mungo was gone, Lorne dried off and dressed. He’d not worn a plaid in years, and the feel of being unrestricted on his legs was a welcome comfort to the tight breeches he’d worn when confined. The shirt, however, was snug nearly everywhere and made up for the comfort of his kilt exponentially.

      Mungo came back with the writing implements as Lorne was finishing up his food and downing a mug of ale.

      “Do we have a new cook?”

      “Nay, Your Grace.”

      “Huh,” he mused. “Well, send my compliments.”

      “Aye, I will. Will there be anything else?”

      “Join me.” He indicated the empty chair opposite him. “There’s plenty here for us both.”

      Mungo looked as if he was about to hesitate. “Master Gille did no’…”

      “I am no’ my brother, and whatever heinous acts he wrought on ye, on anyone else, can no’ have erased how I treated ye in the past. I might be a duke, but that does no’ mean I’m no’ one of ye. Ye’re my oldest friend, Mungo. Sit. Drink. Tell me what I have missed, besides my…” He couldn’t quite bring himself to mutter the word “brother” anymore. Not when Gille had done just about the worst thing Lorne could think of. “Besides the most recent shift of ownership, which I will soon rectify.”

      While Mungo spoke about the thriving crops, the new pier on their beach giving them access to the North Sea and the marriages and deaths that Lorne had missed, he imagined the many ways in which he’d surprise his half-brother. The dangerous smile he’d flash at Gille. The way he’d like to take his sgian dubh from his long sock and use it to peel back the skin from Gille’s arms slowly. How he’d flick the flesh to rabid dogs if any were near.

      When his bloodlust seemed mostly quenched, then he imagined what he’d say to Mr. Andrewson to convince him that reversing the sale without the funds readily available to compensate him would be in the man’s best interest. That part proved harder to imagine than the many ways he would torture Gille for his treachery.

      “Then we discovered the sword gone,” Mungo said, and Lorne realized he’d missed what the man had been talking about.

      “Why would he take it?”

      “We all thought to put at his new residence.”

      But Lorne didn’t believe it. Nay, his brother wanted to make sure his betrayal hit Lorne hard. Selling the family seat was a knife to the throat, but stealing the family relic was twisting that knife. But that didn’t make sense because, at the time, as far as everyone knew, Lorne was dead.

      Lorne gritted his teeth. He’d left one hell only to fall into another.
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        One week later

        Edinburgh, Scotland

      

      

      

      Jaime leapt to her feet at the sound of a knock at the door, followed by her butler entering the drawing room.

      “Miss Andrewson, pardon my interruption.”

      “Aye, MacInnes?” She wiped at her lips to make certain she didn’t have any stray crumbs.

      “There is a gentleman here to see ye, my lady. He has asked me to give ye this.” He held out a silver tray with a crisp white envelope on it, addressed to “Sir Jaime Andrewson.”

      Sir? She rolled her eyes. It wouldn’t be the first time some ignoramus thought her to be a man.

      “He does no’ know I’m a woman?”

      “Nay, miss, and given he did no’, I have yet to correct him.”

      Thank heavens for small favors. “What would I do without ye?”

      MacInnes nodded, his lips twitching into the only grin he’d give her. The man had been with her family since she was a lass, and she looked up to him as though he were an uncle rather than her servant.

      She took the envelope, running her thumb over what looked like a hastily scrawled script.

      “Shall I wait for your reply?”

      Jaime hesitated. “He is downstairs?”

      “Aye. ”

      “Please wait, then.” Breaking the unstamped seal, Jaime pulled out a card that said “Lorne Gordon, Duke of Sutherland.”

      “Impossible.” Jaime swayed on her feet, grabbing the back of a chair to steady herself. She lifted her gaze to MacInnes. “Did ye recognize him? Or is it an imposter?”

      MacInnes nodded. “’Tis the former Duke of Sutherland. Well, the rightful duke, I suppose.”

      “How?”

      “A miracle?” MacInnes kept his face blank of any expression.

      “There is no such thing as miracles. Men do no’ die and come back to life, MacInnes. He was never dead. The entire thing has been a great farce played on all of England and Scotland, which I would no’ put past him, given his propensity for falsehoods.”

      MacInnes did not answer but patiently waited as she resumed her pacing, the card crumpled in her fist.

      He was supposed to be dead.

      Jaime stared down at the letter in her trembling hand, trying not to toss it into the fire.

      How in Hades could a dead man be paying her a call?

      Why now? Dead for two years, and just as she was about to complete what she’d been working toward, he’d decided to show his face.

      Oh, dear heavens—had her sister run into him? Jaime had gifted her sister and nephew Dunrobin Castle a week or so ago, and they’d left right away, though she still held the deed in a locked drawer in her office. Had poor Shanna been subjected to a specter? Was that why her sister had failed to report on the castle in the Highlands? She’d sworn to write Jaime as soon as they arrived. That had been days ago.

      Jaime paced her drawing room, certain she would wear a path into the beautiful silk Persian rug in light blue, gold and rose medallions.

      Lorne Gordon, the Duke of Sutherland—former duke—alive? No. His title had been given to his half-brother upon his death. She’d read all about it in The Edinburgh Advertiser. The only Duke of Sutherland was Gille Gordon.

      There had been some kind of mistake. Lorne was supposed to be dead. She scoffed.

      This was a cruel trick. A scam from someone jealous of her. Someone who wanted her out of the way, perhaps to sabotage all she’d worked for these past years. MacInnes was getting older; his eyes must have deceived him.

      Without a doubt, purchasing the Highland castle had been about revenge. Revenge against a dead man who’d scorned her family. She’d felt satisfaction in holding the deed to his home. Despite her motivation, the move had brought about something else—her plans to build a great port in the north to expand the Andrewson shipping company.

      So why did she feel so awful right now?

      Wasn’t revenge supposed to feel better than this? It was supposed to leave a gleaming satisfaction that rippled through the veins and a permanent smile on the face of the victor.

      Scowling, Jaime marched over to her teacup and sipped. Drat, it had gone cold. She set her teacup down and stared out the window overlooking the city of Edinburgh. The day was overcast, but she could still see a parade of noble ladies taking constitutionals in Charlotte’s Square. Aye, perhaps it would have been better for Jaime to have her residence near the Port of Leith, closer to her father’s—nay her—shipping company.

      But why should she not be in the center of high society? New Town was all the rage for those who thought themselves too good for everyone else. And Jaime took a perverse pleasure in snubbing her nose at those of the Scottish ton. How dare they tell her she did not belong? Now, here she was in a house sought after by many, she being the highest bidder.

      Her walls were papered in robin’s egg blue silk with silver-trimmed flowers in a deep rose, and the crystal chandeliers sparkled when they caught the light. The furniture was the most fashionable, and the walls were covered with artwork that she’d slowly acquired since she’d learned the value of a fine piece as a girl of thirteen. Her cook was the finest in Scotland, her servants discreet, and her butler served as a faithful bodyguard.

      And yet, profound loneliness still filled her.

      With Shanna and Gordie no longer here, and her parents passing years ago, the house was very quiet. Jaime herself had never married. Not for lack of her mother and father trying to attach her to a man. But she always had a troublesome time with the opposite sex. Her mother’s attempts at seeing her married at the appropriate age were humiliating, at best. With a sharp tongue, a desire to be independent and a mind for business, Jaime was not a prime catch for men looking for a fashionably docile wife.

      When her father passed away, leaving her in control of Andrewson Shipping Company, Jaime threw herself enthusiastically into the business.

      And now, appreciating the freedom she had, Jaime had chosen not to marry, even if there had been more interest from the rougher sex after her sudden influx of wealth and her assumption of power over the shipping company.

      If they didn’t want her before, why should she give them the time of day now? It wasn’t as if her personality had changed. They weren’t worth her time. Marriage and children would not be her legacy; instead, her contribution to society would be the company, which she would one day leave to her nephew, Gordie.

      After wearing another side of her rug down to the weave, a lemon tart beckoned, and Jaime forced herself to sit a moment and take a delicate bite if only to absorb herself in a moment of deliciousness. Frowning, she set it back on the plate, the usual clashing flavors of sweet with sour dull on her tongue.

      Maybe revenge would have felt better if the man she was seeking her vengeance on had not suddenly come back to life—as though he were haunting her for having managed to purchase his birthright.

      Hopefully, her sister kept the castle gates locked if and when the duke decided to return to his holding.

      Jaime would not be bullied into parting with the property. That had to be the only reason he was here. All of the papers were in order. According to the War Office, Lorne Gordon had died. He’d made certain they thought so, and in his irresponsible absence, his brother had been desperate enough to sell the castle. According to Gille, Lorne had run the family’s funds and properties into the ground. There had been no other choice but to sell to save the other properties and the clan from starvation and utter ruin.

      “Miss, I can send him away if ye wish.”

      “Aye.” She paused, then shook her head. “Nay. If ye send him away, he will only come back.”

      MacInnes gave a curt nod.

      To hell with the duke. No one would tell her what to do. Not even a duke come back from the dead. Jaime was a free woman. A wealthy woman. And she could do whatever she pleased. Including buying a castle and its surrounding lands. Which she’d done.

      Lorne Gordon could not waltz into her drawing room and demand she return it. And she wouldn’t, even if he offered double the money. Because buying his castle had not been about money or the ownership of a grand estate. It had been about something much deeper. Besides running the family company, one other thing had filled Jaime’s days the past nine years—a burning vengeance toward the Sutherland clan.

      Perhaps there was a silver lining to the duke’s return— this would make her vengeance all the sweeter, for she desired only to watch him suffer.

      Jaime moved toward the window and stared down at the street below. A carriage waited outside her house, black and shiny with the duke’s gilded crest on the side. All of New Town would be talking about his visit before high tea could be cleared. “Send him up, please.”

      She waited nervously, listening to the sound of footsteps beyond the door, and when they came, she was still shocked to see the tall, brooding figure of Lorne Gordon filling the doorway.

      Lorne Gordon, living and breathing—seeming to suck all of the air from the room.

      He looked taller than she remembered from a decade ago. Broader. Most definitely broader and with an air of danger about him that elicited a rush in her blood. He was elegantly dressed in a kilt of green and blue, a white muslin shirt, crisp cravat, green waistcoat and tailcoat to match. Cream-colored wool socks came up to his knees, and his feet were clad in polished leather shoes. Compared to the merchants, sailors and businessmen she dealt with daily, this man cut a distracting and—dare she even think it—dashing figure. Heat flooded her face, and her belly welcomed a swarm of bees to zoom about, making Jaime feel as if she were crawling out of her skin.

      Dark hair swept over his brow. While she normally preferred a man that was cleaner cut, neat and tidy, the instant attraction she found to his wild look had her mouth going dry in both shock and dismay. Murky gray eyes, the color of aged steel, locked onto her face and widened with surprise. Elegantly arched brows rose, and a frown creased the corners of his full lips.

      How was it possible she was still standing when her knees felt so weak? Oh, bother, she couldn’t care! She could not allow wayward thoughts or idiotic physical impulses to sway her decision to see him suffer.

      Lorne glanced at MacInnes when her butler spoke.

      “Miss Andrewson, allow me to present His Grace, the Duke of Sutherland.”

      “Thank ye, MacInnes. Would ye care for some tea, Your Grace?” she asked.

      Lorne stared at her, speechless it would appear, and to be honest, she wasn’t certain how she was finding the strength to inquire about his interest in a drink. Without waiting for him to respond—which from the looks of it, he might never—she said to her butler, “Tea, please.”

      “Right away, miss.” MacInnes bowed to the duke, backed from the room and shut the door quietly.

      Lorne cleared his throat, shifting on his feet as he worried the bottom of his waistcoat.

      “Miss Andrewson, have we met before?”

      Jaime was proud of herself for not blanching at his question. The ridiculousness and preposterousness of his query made her want to scream. Instead, she folded her hands in front of her and met his gaze head-on, refusing to be cowed as any other woman might have been in the presence of a duke.

      “We have.” She did not elaborate.

      Firm lips pressed together as he nodded, crossing into the room some more but still looking quite out of place. Uncomfortable, even, in his skin.

      “Please have a seat.” She swept her hand toward the finely brocaded silver-and-yellow wingback chairs.

      He looked as though he would hesitate but then stepped cautiously forward and sat. Dear heavens… The man filled what she’d thought was a large chair, making it appear as though it were made for a toddler. Pretending she wasn’t so affected by his presence, Jaime took the chair opposite him, perching on the edge of it and miraculously keeping her hands from trembling.

      “What can I do for ye, Your Grace?”

      He narrowed his eyes, obviously not one for having to voice his desires. “I’m certain ye know.”

      She gave a dainty shrug, flicked at an invisible piece of lint on her skirt. “Why do ye no’ tell me?”

      His sudden shift forward had her narrowing her eyes. Was he trying to make her feel uncomfortable? Scared even? Clearly, he didn’t know who he was dealing with.

      “Ye know verra well what I’ve come for.”

      Jaime’s heart did a little skip, and suddenly, she found the silk walls of the room a bit too constrictive. What she wouldn’t have given to blow the roof off her townhouse and feel the cool air wash over her skin.

      “I’m afraid if what ye’ve come for is the deed to your castle, I can no’ oblige ye.” Fabulous! Her voice did not waver at all. Soon, she’d be rid of this man—and the twisting in her belly.

      Lorne’s teeth pulled back in a momentary snarl before softening into a smile. The man had amazing control of his temper; she would give him that.

      “What do ye want, Miss Andrewson?”

      “What I want, I already possess.”

      “What else do ye want?”

      As if she’d divulge that to a virtual stranger and one she loathed to boot. She smoothed a hand over the skirts of her pale blue gown.  “I can no’ be bought.”

      “Everyone has a price.”

      “I do no’.”

      “We shall see.” Suddenly he stood, towering over her.

      Jaime craned her neck, marveling at the way his eyes pierced through her, but as quickly, he walked toward her window to look down below. There was a tension in his shoulders she found unnerving and alluring all at once. The urge to massage the rigidity away was intense.

      Guilt riddled her. This was a man she hated. A man who had done her family wrong. Brought shame upon them. How could she possibly look at him with anything but disgust?

      MacInnes reappeared with a second tray of tea, a serving lass behind him removing the set she’d been sipping before her unwanted guest arrived.

      “Thank ye, MacInnes,” Jaime said, nodding when he gave her a look that asked if she was all right. Turning back to the rogue by the window, she asked, “Would ye care for some tea, Your Grace, or perhaps ye’d like to crawl back into whatever grave ye climbed out of?”

      Her voice sounded jovial, welcoming, the opposite of how she truly felt. She hated this man. Had hated him for quite some time. If she had a vial of poison, she would likely pour it into his tea before serving it to make certain he died and stayed dead this time.

      Lorne turned around, his expression blank as he eyed her and the cup of tea she held out.

      “I did no’ come for tea, Miss Andrewson. I came for my castle, and ye well know it. Return the deed, reverse the sale, and I’ll be on my way.”

      Jaime stood frozen, afraid the trembling in her hands would translate into the tinkling of the cup against the saucer. Quickly, she set the service down, folded her hands in front of her and fixed a stare on him not unlike what she used for the shipyard men. The true Duke of Sutherland was leaking out of his cleverly disguised ruse. While she’d not had much interaction with him nearly a decade before, she’d heard enough, knew enough, to ascertain exactly what type of person he was.

      “I see being dead has done nothing for your manners or incredibly selfish nature, Your Grace. But might I remind ye that ye’re standing in my house, and I am no’ one of your servants, nor a subject suffocated by feudal codes. I am a successful businesswoman, one who has had the forethought and money to purchase your property. I am no’ interested in selling it back to ye. I am no’ interested in negotiating. What I am interested in is ye taking your leave.” Jaime drew in a deep breath through her nose and slowly let it out as the man standing before transformed from one of complete confidence and scorn to utter shock.

      The moments ticked by as they stared at one another. Sweat started to accumulate on her spine. Oh, she couldn’t stand it any longer. If he didn’t speak, she was going to leap out of her skin.

      Jaime went to the bell pull, her hand upon the rope, when his voice, filled with misery, stopped her.

      “Miss Andrewson, please.”
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