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      For the love of my life, Richard.

      And for my family for always believing in me. I couldn’t do any of this without you xx
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        A sweeping, sexy Highland romance about a wanted Jacobite with a wounded soul, and a spirited Scottish lass on the run.

      

      

      
        
        After a decade spent in exile, Robert Grant, Jacobite, has returned home to Lochrose Castle in the Highlands to reconcile with his long-estranged father, the Earl of Strathburn. Problem is, there is a price on Robert’s head and his avaricious younger half-brother, Simon—pretender to the title Master of Strathburn—will do anything to stop him reclaiming his birthright. But it’s not only Simon and the Redcoats who threaten to destroy Robert’s plans. Perhaps the worst is yet to come, as a flame-haired complication of the feminine kind enters the scene...

      

      

      
        
        Jessie Munroe is forced to flee Lochrose Castle after the dissolute Simon Grant tries to coerce her into becoming his mistress. After a fateful encounter with a mysterious and handsome hunter, Robert, in a remote Highland glen, she throws her lot in with the stranger—even though she suspects he is a fugitive. Events soon suggest that this man is dangerous, but in an entirely different way to Simon...

      

      

      
        
        Despite their searing attraction, Robert and Jessie struggle to trust each other as they both seek a place to call home. The stakes are high and only one thing is certain: Simon Grant is in pursuit of them both...
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        Lochrose Castle, Strathspey, Scotland

        April 16, 1746

      

      

      “You’ve got a bloody nerve, Robert.”

      “Aye, I do.” Robert Grant, Viscount Lochrose—also known as the Master of Strathburn and lately “Traitor to the Crown”—squinted through the dark spots clustering his field of vision, trying in vain to focus on his sneering half-brother Simon. The hours-old bayonet wound across his shoulder blade throbbed with such thought-stealing intensity, it was all he could do to stay seated upon his trembling, sweating horse. There was no way he would be able to dismount unassisted. He’d end up with his face firmly planted in the gravel of the forecourt of Lochrose Castle. “But for the love of God, Simon…” Robert continued, his voice no more than a hoarse rasp. “Just help me down. I’m…I’m wounded, for Christ’s sake.”

      He barely recalled the moment the English soldier’s blade had sliced across his back. The horror of everything else that had taken place only hours before on Drumossie Moor flooded his mind. Made the nausea rise in his gullet anew.

      Simon snorted. “You must’ve had a blow to the head then, or else you would’ve remembered that Father forbade you to come back.” He glanced past Robert, down the gravel drive toward Lochrose’s wrought-iron gates. “You’ve killed them all, haven’t you? It was a rout, just like Father said it would be, wasn’t it?” His gray gaze, flint-hard with accusation and long-held resentment, returned to Robert. “He will never forgive you for this.”

      No doubt. Six-and-thirty Clan Grant men, dead. And I was the arrogant young cock who led them all out like lambs to the slaughter.

      Robert swallowed down both the bile and bitter self-acrimony burning his throat. “I know,” he croaked. “But please…I just need to hide until I can move on…tomorrow. I’ll leave, I promise.”

      Even though he’d flagrantly disobeyed their father and led out the clan at Culloden, Robert prayed that he would be shown a modicum of compassion. That the earl would at least grant his eldest son and heir sanctuary for a single night before he fled Scotland to spend a life in exile in some far-flung place. Robert didn’t want to put his family at risk for harboring a fugitive, but he just couldn’t go on any farther.

      Simon smiled, the sentiment not quite reaching his glittering eyes. “Of course, dear brother. I shall have a room prepared for you. Anything for family.” He gripped Robert’s forearm with one hand at the same moment he slapped the blood-soaked plaid sticking to his wounded shoulder.

      Bastard.

      Agonizing, white-hot pain instantly knifed through Robert. Even as black oblivion at last rose to claim him, he didn’t fail to notice that Simon was still smiling.
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        * * *

      

      The flickering of a torch in the near pitch-black darkness, the insistent throb of his shoulder, and a cold stone floor beneath him were all that Robert could discern when consciousness eventually returned. All that, and his deep and crushing despair.

      Reluctantly cracking open an eye, he grimly absorbed the sight before him. There was to be no mercy for him after all, given that he’d been chained up like a dog in what used to be Lochrose’s dungeons, but was now the wine cellar. He had no idea how long he’d been passed out down here, or whether it was day or night. But there was no doubt in his mind that Simon would have already sent for the English dragoons, or at the very least, the local Black Watch regiment by now. It wouldn’t be long before he was carted off to be charged with treason.

      All thanks to his half-brother.

      Unless Father intervened… But at this particular moment, that possibility seemed as unlikely as being granted salvation by the devil himself.

      You don’t deserve anything, Robert Grant. You should have died on the field like the rest of your Jacobite brothers…

      With what felt like a herculean effort, Robert pushed himself to a sitting position, the chain manacled to his left ankle rattling against the unforgiving flagstones, his shoulder screaming in protest. As dizziness and another surge of nausea took hold, he threw out his right arm to catch himself, striking and jarring his elbow. Glass clinked.

      Despite his dark mood, his mouth curved into a parody of a grin. Perhaps he could drink himself to death before the soldiers came. He reached for a bottle, pulled out the cork, and took a slug.

      Ah whisky, his favorite.

      Robert was perhaps halfway through the bottle when the metallic scrape of a key turning in the lock of the cellar door echoed off the grim walls. He looked upward, eyes narrowed against the sudden flare of a lantern. In the doorway, at the top of the stairs, loomed the silhouette of a large man.

      “Och weel, it’s verra easy to see that ye’re definitely yer father’s son if ye dinna mind my sayin’ so, milord.”

      MacTaggart. Robert would know the man’s voice anywhere. One of his father’s most trusted clansmen and a serving Black Watchman, Robert had known the man all his life. Indeed, MacTaggart had taught him to wield his very first sword and shoot his first musket.

      Except that might count for nothing right now...

      His guts tensed with wariness, Robert watched the burly Highlander descend the stone stairs. He was alone, thank God. No red-coated dragoons or other Watchmen appeared to be lurking in the shadows of the still open doorway. Robert took this as a slightly encouraging sign that he wouldn’t be taken away. At least not yet…

      He raised the bottle of whisky in a mock toast to his former master-at-arms. “Care to join me in a wee dram, for old time’s sake?”

      MacTaggart smiled crookedly. “I dinna mind if I do. Only a wee one mind, as I’ll need a steady hand to fix yer shoulder.” He placed the lantern and a large leather satchel on a nearby wine cask. After rooting around in one of the satchel’s pockets for a moment, he turned back to Robert and grinned. In his hand was a wicked looking needle, long and curved. “Mrs. MacMillan has lent me her best roast trussing hook. She says it’ll stitch yer shoulder up good as new. Ye’re a lucky man.”

      Robert shrugged and offered the whisky bottle to MacTaggart. “There’s no sense in mucking up Mrs. MacMillan’s needle for this mere scratch. My head will sit just as well on the executioner’s block, nicely trussed shoulder or not.”

      MacTaggart’s craggy brow descended into a deep frown. Squatting down, he mercifully gripped Robert’s good shoulder with one of his large, calloused hands and looked him in the eye. “Now we’ll have none of that kind of talk, milord. Those bloody Redcoats willna get you. Yer father has instructed me to get ye away from here as fast as I can before dawn. And young Tobias Shaw has offered to go with ye to serve as yer squire. If I can get ye sewn up and out of here in the next hour, ye can both ride for the coast. There’ll be a fishing boat ye can slip onto, just past Nairn. Lord Strathburn…well, he says what ye do after that will be up to you. There’s coin and new identity papers in that satchel there. How does Robert Burnley sound for a new name? If ye can stand the notion o’ pretending to be a Sassenach from now on…”

      Robert would pretend to be a walrus if it meant he’d avoid capture and execution. He was glad of the uncertain light cast by the lantern when tears suddenly rose to sting his eyes. Despite everything he’d done, his father had not completely forsaken him. It was more than he deserved.

      He took another slug of whisky before pulling off his torn and bloody plaid and shirt to expose the long bayonet slash across the expanse of his back. “I’d prefer herringbone stitch if you don’t mind, MacTaggart.”
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        Kingston, Jamaica

        Ten years later, August 1756

      

      

      “Are you sure you’re not a Jacobite, Mr. Burnley? I hear there are quite a few skulking around the Caribbean.”

      Stifling a curse, Robert forced himself to give his most charming smile to the well-endowed and considerably inebriated Dowager Countess Ogilvy, or Eliza, as she repeatedly insisted on being called sotto voce. He moved his forearm slightly so the Scottish noblewoman would refrain from resting her ample bosom upon it, as she tended to do whenever she leaned forward to breathe huskily in his ear.

      Although he’d been a dinner guest of the Governor of Jamaica, George Haldane, on several occasions over the last few years, Robert had never yet had the misfortune of being seated beside such a trying guest. He generally ignored the attentions of wealthy, upper-class widows, preferring instead to engage a mistress whenever he felt the need for feminine company. Given the Caribbean could never be a true home to him, he had no desire to take a wife or become entangled with a needy aristocrat like the dowager countess. He preferred simple, uncomplicated relationships.

      Keeping his expression carefully neutral, Robert replied in a perfect imitation of an English gentleman’s drawl, “As romantic as it might sound having a Jacobite to dinner, Lady Ogilvy, I’m afraid I’m about as Scottish as the spotted dick and custard we just had for pudding.”

      Lady Ogilvy giggled. Out of the corner of his eye, Robert noticed Governor Haldane turn his attention their way. He knew for a fact that the governor had served as a brigadier general in King George’s army and had been present at Culloden. While the Rebellion against the British had ended ten years ago, Jacobites would definitely not be this man’s cup of tea.

      Ignoring the coil of tension in his gut, Robert calmly met the man’s interested gaze, and raised his glass in a silent toast, watching for Haldane’s reaction. Even though Robert had been residing in the British colony on and off for nearly four years, and he was confident his bona fides would hold up even under the most careful scrutiny, it was his natural instinct to be cautious.

      Thankfully, Haldane simply smiled back at him, then winked. Blast the man. He obviously knew what a trial the Ogilvy woman could be and was merely amused by her behavior.

      The dowager countess squeezed Robert’s thigh under the table in a rather forward attempt to reclaim his attention. “Oh, you are wicked, Mr. Burnley,” she simpered. “It’s a shame you’re not Scottish, though. I think I’d rather fancy seeing you in a kilt. Although now the King has had them banned, it’s quite possible I’ll never see a good pair of bare male legs again.”

      Across the table, Robert’s good friend Captain Kenneth Drummond started to laugh from behind his glass of claret.

      “I think perhaps I’m sometimes mistaken for a Scotsman because of the dubious company I keep,” Robert said with a deliberately rakish grin. “Take the captain of my merchant vessel, the Phoenix.” He gestured toward his friend. “He’s a Highland rogue if ever I saw one, don’t you agree?”

      The dowager countess turned her slightly cross-eyed gaze toward Drummond, who was barrel chested, florid faced, and shaggily bearded. Robert had always thought his friend bore a remarkable resemblance to a Highland bullock.

      “Hmmm,” she murmured, clearly unimpressed before fixing her attention back on Robert. “You, my dear Mr. Burnley, are decidedly more handsome.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “In fact, I know who you remind me of—and what a handsome devil of a Scotsman he was back in his day. William Grant, the Earl of Strathburn.”

      Blazing, bloody hell!

      Again Robert strove to keep his face devoid of any kind of reaction. How damned unlucky could he be, to be seated next to someone who’d actually known his father? He really couldn’t wait for the governor to announce it was time for the ladies to depart so the gentlemen could indulge in pipe-smoking and port. Fortunately, Haldane was deep in conversation this time and had not noticed the countess’s latest inopportune pronouncement. Though he noticed Drummond was still listening.

      Despite the fact his gut had twisted with tension, Robert took a leisurely sip of wine. “Strathspey, you say, my lady?” It wouldn’t hurt to be deliberately obtuse.

      “Strathburn,” corrected the dowager countess. “Honestly, the resemblance is astonishing.”

      “Strathburn, my apologies… And no, I’m not familiar with that particular noble family,” Robert drawled in a low voice as he skimmed his gaze over the woman’s décolletage in an attempt to distract her.

      Lady Ogilvy smiled crookedly. Leaning forward so her nose was only inches away from his, she gazed deeply into his eyes. “You have Lord Strathburn’s eyes, I think… Such a remarkable shade of dark blue.” Sighing, she sat back and took a sizable swig from her wine glass. “I was in love with William once, you know. Every girl debuting my year was. But then he went and married that dreadful woman, Caroline Hamilton. And when you consider all the rest he’s had to endure!” She touched the pearls at her throat. “My heart weeps for him.”

      “Whatever do you mean?” asked Robert affecting an air of bored nonchalance as he eyed the dowager countess over the rim of his glass.

      “Och, it’s such a tragic tale.” The countess leaned forward again and whispered dramatically, “His eldest son, a Jacobite, disappeared after Culloden and now his rogue of a younger son, Simon, is proclaiming himself the sole heir.” She snorted. “Now there’s a pretender for you. He’s even styled himself as the Master of Strathburn even though Lord Strathburn hasn’t yet had his oldest son legally declared dead. When I was last in Edinburgh for Hogmanay, it was common knowledge that Simon had gambled away half his family’s fortune. And of course, none of the eligible young women will touch him with a ten-foot barge pole, despite his handsome looks⁠—”

      At that moment, the governor’s wife stood to announce that the ladies would withdraw.

      Robert cursed inwardly again. Although he was glad to be rid of the dowager’s cloying company, he really wanted to hear more about how his father and the clan had been faring. The breadcrumbs of intelligence he’d managed to garner every now and again over the years had been scant to say the least.

      As he and Drummond stood with the rest of the gentlemen, he exchanged a meaningful look with his friend. They needed to talk.

      As soon as it seemed polite enough to disengage themselves from the rest of the assembled party, they armed themselves with port glasses and retreated to the wide balcony that overlooked Kingston Harbor.

      “Ye ken, it’s yer own fault you were cornered by Lady Ogilvy, being such a bloody handsome devil and all.” Drummond laughed as he looked his friend up and down.

      Robert ignored the jibe and shrugged. He was used to his friend’s teasing about the attention he received from women. This evening he’d adopted his usual “polite society” guise—that of a wealthy English merchant. He was kitted out in snug-fitting black satin breeches and a finely tailored, midnight blue velvet frock coat with an abundance of frothy white lace at wrist and throat. Although he eschewed wearing a powdered wig. He really couldn’t abide them at the best of times, and certainly not in these tropical climes. Instead, he wore his dark hair neatly clubbed at the nape with a black velvet ribbon. He certainly didn’t clothe himself in the expensive attire of a gentleman and assume this debonair persona to attract the fairer sex. It was simply a way to blend into the upper echelons of Jamaican Society at affairs such as this.

      Robert slid Drummond a sideways look. “What if I did go home? To Lochrose?” he said quietly.

      His captain grimaced. “Hard to say what might happen after so many years. I could carry on ‘trading’ with yer French friend in Saint-Domingue and keep that side o’ things afloat if ye decide to leave. But as for all yer other activities…” He shrugged a beefy shoulder. “I dinna have big enough ballocks to captain yer other vessel.”

      Other activities… Little did any of the “powers that be” in Jamaica know that for the last four years, Robert had been secretly working against the British government and their vile regime of pillaging and exploitation. As he flitted between Jamaica and Britain playing the part of “successful rakish merchant,” Mr. Robert Burnley was actually collecting intelligence to ferry to a French privateer operating out of the colony of Saint-Domingue on the nearby island of Hispaniola. Said intelligence included the routes of other British merchant ships that the privateer would then target, and a percentage of the proceeds derived from the physical “booty” went to Robert and Drummond.

      It was a venture which had proved both highly profitable and fulfilling. Pretending to be an upstanding merchant also gave Robert the freedom to do what he really wanted…

      Aside from the Phoenix he also owned another vessel, the Griffon, which he docked in Saint-Domingue. However, the Griffon wasn’t a merchant ship. It was essentially a “corsair” vessel and Robert took great joy captaining it. In fact, his current mission in life—his raison d’être—was to seize British slave trading ships enroute from Africa to the Caribbean and Americas to liberate the poor captured souls on board. Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish, and French slave trading vessels were fair game too. Anyone involved in the dark and evil practice of enslaving was beyond the protection of the law, in his eyes.

      So far, Robert hadn’t been caught. Of course, he employed extra measures to disguise his appearance, such as sporting a light beard and wearing a mask during attacks. And strikes were often staged under the cover of darkness.

      He always seemed to have the devil’s own luck when it came to dodging any sort of consequences. He just prayed that after a decade on the run and dicing with danger, his luck wouldn’t run out…

      Robert gripped his friend’s shoulder. “I don’t think anyone would question the size of your ballocks, my friend.” Then he sighed. “Do you think Lady Ogilvy’s information is reliable? I’m not sure what to make of it.” Truth be told, the dowager countess’s gossip about his family made Robert feel like a landlubber without his sea legs… He was more than a wee bit thrown.

      Drummond’s heavy brow descended into a frown. “’Tis hard to say, although there may verra well be a grain of truth in it. That last letter from yer squire’s cousin, young Annie Shaw, hinted that there were troubles at Lochrose. Perhaps it’s time ye returned to find out for yerself, my friend.”

      Robert took a sip of his port, considering Drummond’s advice. Tobias Shaw, Robert’s devoted squire, had a cousin who worked as a scullery maid in Lochrose’s kitchens. Since Robert had acquired a townhouse in Kingston, Tobias had started up a somewhat surreptitious correspondence with the lass so he could glean tidbits of information about his own family back home. Of course, Tobias hadn’t disclosed who his employer really was, only that he worked for a merchant in Jamaica. And Robert, for his part, was keen to hear anything at all about life at Lochrose.

      Lochrose Castle. My true home. Robert sighed. Even after all these years, the pull to return to the Highlands, the need to find out how his father and the clan really fared, was as inexorable as the tug of the moon on the sea before him. It was in Robert’s blood. He may go by the name of Burnley, but he was a Grant to his very bones.

      Needless to say, there’d been countless times when he’d been tempted to return, to beg his father for forgiveness. Make amends. Reclaim his position. But it had been easier to ignore his innermost desire when he’d thought the clan was better off without him.

      Apparently it wasn’t. Simon had always been lazy and self-indulgent. And cruel. Robert had once stopped him from flogging a horse to ribbons after the poor beast had accidentally thrown him. On another occasion, Simon had shot one of their father’s dogs for disobedience. Even at the age of seventeen, his half-brother had developed an appetite for debauchery, often drinking to excess, gaming, and frequenting brothels.

      As for Lady Strathburn, Robert’s stepmother… During his youth, Robert was aware of her extravagant tastes and wasteful nature. It had been a source of constant conflict between Caroline and his father over the years…especially when it was discovered that she was the one funding Simon’s wild ways.

      Now duty called to Robert as surely as the summons of the bagpipes or a crann-tara, a Highland clan’s fiery cross. While he was a successful “merchant” and had built a life here in the Caribbean, it was abundantly clear that his father and clan needed him. Despite the risks—almost certain rejection by his father and the danger of arrest and execution—he had to try.

      Robert ran a hand down his face. “You’re right, Drummond. It seems the time has come to set sail for home.” His mouth suddenly quirked into a wry grin. “Damned inconvenient that I probably still have a price on my head though.”

      Drummond slapped him on the shoulder. “Och, ye’ve faced worse. Take Lady Ogilvy for instance. It doesna get more frightening than that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lochrose Castle, Strathspey, Scotland

        October 1756

      

      

      Jessie Munroe reined in her exhausted horse, Blaeberry, on the crest of a brae overlooking what was to be her new place of residence—Lochrose Castle.

      She hesitated to call it home yet; that would depend upon whether her father’s new employer, the Earl of Strathburn made them feel welcome.

      The loch before the castle reflected the last of the evening light, the silver-gray waters shimmering as a light breeze ruffled the surface. The shade reminded Jessie of the heraldic pewter targe that had once graced the Great Hall of Dunraven, their former home. It was but one of the many priceless family heirlooms of their clan, Munroe of Dunraven, which they’d been forced to hand over to the bank when it had reclaimed the Jacobean manor house, and indeed the entire estate of the profligate Laird of Dunraven, her uncle.

      Jessie pushed a lock of her incessantly unruly red hair out of her eyes and glanced over to her father. Alasdair Munroe, younger brother of the ruined Laird of Dunraven, was now the new factor of the Strathburn estate. Her father’s pride had suffered a mighty blow with this fall in their fortunes within the last year. It hurt her heart to see him brought so low, not just in spirit, but also physically. Not only did he stoop in his saddle as if the weight of the world were on his shoulders, but his face was now more deeply lined, his red hair turning gray. She silently prayed that this new situation would restore some of his old vitality and return the spark to his brown eyes.

      As if sensing her gaze, her father turned and his mouth twitched with a ghost of a smile. “Weel, Jessie lass, what do ye think of Lochrose?”

      Jessie cast her gaze back to the sprawling turreted castle of pale honey-hued stone. Its mullioned windows winked at her in the fading light as she considered his question. Lochrose was impressive, much grander than the somewhat ramshackle Dunraven. Without a doubt, it was a very large estate and her father would be busier than he’d ever been for her uncle.

      Not for the first time, doubts about her own future prickled through her mind. What would she do with her days after she’d finished assisting her father with the ledgers? How would she be received by the earl and his family, not to mention the other staff at Lochrose? The long-held frustration that she’d always had, even at Dunraven—that she was an outsider caught on the shadowy landing between the lower gentry and the upper servants—flared inside her.

      But she wouldn’t burden her father with her own disquiet. Instead, Jessie summoned what she hoped was a bright smile and answered his seemingly simple question. “It’s beautiful, Da. Verra grand.”

      “Aye, indeed it is, lassie. I just hope that this time, I dinna fail in my duties managin’ such a large estate.”

      Jessie reached over and squeezed her father’s gloved hand. “We’ll be fine, Da. I know it. Just ye wait and see.”

      Alasdair nodded and sighed. “It’ll be a different life, Jessie. No’ the one I’d hoped for you.” As he patted her hand in return, a wistful expression filled his eyes. “If only Duncan Ross had offered ye his hand in marriage. Ye would be happily handfasted with a braw future, full o’ wee bairns ahead of you.”

      Perhaps. Jessie was not averse to marriage, one day, but it would be to someone who truly cared for her, not just the contents of her bridal tocher. That someone was evidently not Duncan Ross. As soon as the Munroe’s fortunes had dried up—and her bridal portion with it—so had the young laird’s attentions. Deep down, Duncan’s rejection still smarted a little, but she certainly wasn’t going to show it, even in front of her father.

      Jessie tossed her wind-blown curls out of her eyes again. “That’s bletherin’ haver, Da. Ye know as well as I do, that Duncan Ross turned out to be—and ye must excuse my coarse expression—a horse’s behind.” Her father’s bark of laughter was such a reward to her ears, Jessie couldn’t help but grin back. “I’m only three-and-twenty, Da. Please dinna fret about whether or no’ I’ll make a good marriage. Let’s do our best to make a good first impression with Lord and Lady Strathburn, and their son.”

      “The son, Simon Grant, the Master of Strathburn, isna in possession of a wife, ye ken,” her father replied with a conspiratorial glint in his eye. “I checked.”

      Jessie rolled her eyes as she flicked Blaeberry’s reins. “Well, let’s just hope he isna a horse’s arse as well.”
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks later, Jessie cursed inwardly on finding herself in an extremely vulnerable position, in more ways than one. Perched on a ladder, reaching for an ancient and dusty volume on the topmost shelf of one of the many bookcases in Lochrose Castle’s library, she was far from impressed when the son of her father’s employer, the Master of Strathburn—and resident horse’s arse—slid his hand about her ankle.

      “You’re certain you can reach it, Miss Munroe?” Simon Grant’s voice dripped with contrived concern as his hand continued its upward journey under her wren-brown wool skirt to her stocking-clad calf. “Here, let me steady you.”

      As Jessie grasped the unwieldy copy of Homer’s Iliad, she was suddenly possessed by the overwhelming urge to “accidentally” drop the epic work onto the slimy toad’s periwigged head—but considering Lord Strathburn himself had requested the volume, she refrained from giving into the impulse.

      Besides, she was sure it would not go down well with the earl if she knocked his son unconscious. Or worse…

      “I am verra steady, sir.” Jessie forced the relatively polite reply through tightly clenched teeth. “But perhaps ye might take the book from me?”

      She passed down the heavy tome so Simon was forced to grasp it with both hands. As swiftly as she could, she then descended the ladder and stepped away from the odious man. She wasn’t daft; she would not give him the opportunity to trap her body up against the bookcase. Although she’d been living at Lochrose for less than a month, she was already wise to most of Simon’s insidious methods of gaining close and unwelcome proximity to her.

      “It’s always a pleasure assisting you, Miss Munroe,” Simon said in a silken tone. He traversed the richly woven Turkish rug to a mahogany desk and made a brief pretense of studying the book’s pages. “An interesting choice of reading for a young lady like you, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

      Looking up, his gaze slid over her body with such deliberate slowness, Jessie was unable to suppress a shiver. Displeasure and disgust tangled her insides into tight knots. Some might consider Simon Grant’s gray eyes and patrician features handsome, but not Jessie. She was rapidly learning from experience that there was nothing attractive about this man whatsoever. The refined air he affected—from the top of his perfectly powdered periwig to the tips of his high-heeled, silver buckled shoes—it was all a facade.

      The Master of Strathburn was no gentleman.

      “Yer father asked me to locate the book,” Jessie said as docilely as she could whilst undergoing the horrid man’s continued scrutiny. Her father had begged her to control her sharp tongue around the earl and his family…which was easier said than done when she was in the presence of Simon Grant. “As yer mother is otherwise engaged with her seamstress this afternoon, she asked me to spend some time reading to his lordship while he takes tea. This book was his choice.”

      The Master of Horse’s Arses smirked. “I see,” he remarked dryly, turning his attention back to the volume.

      Wonderful. Now he was going to read the cursed book. Under the cover of her skirts, Jessie began to tap her foot.

      Within a few days of their arrival and her father’s commencement as factor, the imperious Lady Strathburn had declared that Jessie was to serve as her companion. The countess’s winter-gray eyes had regarded her with a peculiar mix of speculation and disdain as she pronounced that Jessie must make herself useful. After all, how could she possibly expect to remain at Lochrose unless she earned her keep? Of course, Jessie could do nothing but acquiesce.

      Her father had agreed to the arrangement immediately. He was clearly pleased that Lady Strathburn had developed an apparent interest in his daughter. It also meant Jessie would be spending a considerable amount of time within the castle instead of hiding away in the factor’s allocated residence, the Gate House.

      And therein was the rub. Jessie strongly suspected her father still harbored the unrealistic hope that Simon Grant may take a romantic interest in her, and that perhaps in time she might make a well-placed marriage after all. But Jessie knew this would never happen—for two reasons.

      Firstly, she had nothing to recommend her. A penniless, untitled lass was not marriage material for the Earl of Strathburn’s heir.

      And secondly, but most importantly, she couldn’t stand the man.

      Jessie hadn’t yet told her father that the Master of Strathburn’s interest in her was not the least bit seemly or well-intentioned. He’d had enough stress over the past year, and worrying about her wellbeing was the last thing he needed.

      But today’s encounter with Simon Grant had been the most invasive by far. Beneath her irritation, Jessie realized she was even a wee bit frightened. Right at this moment, fear prickled along her skin and her heart was hammering uncomfortably against her ribs. Her instincts told her to keep well back from the desk, out of Simon’s immediate reach. She really couldn’t wait to quit the otherwise deserted library.

      “Mmm, the Iliad, the finest example of the epic poem I do believe,” drawled the earl’s son. Just like his mother, Lady Strathburn, Simon Grant affected the accent of the English upper classes. It made Jessie want to roll her eyes. “However,” he continued, “I see this copy by Foulis is in ancient Greek. Tell me, Miss Munroe”—Simon’s eyes swept over her again, a questioning smile curving his thin lips as he closed the book—“are you planning on translating it for my father?”

      Of course I am. We kept scores of indecipherable texts in ancient languages in Dunraven’s library. Jessie bit her tongue to stop the sarcastic retort escaping. Keep ye counsel, lass. Ye dinna want to provoke him. “I’m afraid my linguistic talents dinna extend to that language,” she admitted through tight lips. “I wasna aware it was written in Greek, ancient or otherwise.”

      Simon’s cool, calculating gaze dropped to her mouth. “My tongue, on the other hand, is adept, Miss Munroe. I would be delighted to improve your talents in that area, if you are so inclined.”

      When it’s a cold day in hell. Jessie willed herself to ignore Simon’s double entendre, but to her chagrin, her cheeks flushed hotly with both indignation and embarrassment. “I’m sure that will no’ be necessary, sir,” she replied, amazed how her voice kept steady. “But perhaps ye ken of another copy. An English translation?” If she could encourage him to look in the shelves, perhaps he would be diverted enough for her to beat a hasty retreat back to the drawing room and Lord Strathburn.

      Simon rounded the desk then leaned his hip against it, all studied nonchalance. “I may have a copy myself. In my private collection,” he said, tapping a finger against his lower lip. “Perhaps you could accompany me upstairs to my rooms to help me look for it?”

      Jessie’s stomach lurched with revulsion. Steeling herself to remain impassive in the face of such an inappropriate suggestion was proving no mean feat. Nevertheless, she lifted her chin and said, “Alas, I fear that I’ve been far too long already, and I’m keeping Lord Strathburn waiting.” Her gaze darted to the desk as she weighed up the risk of taking the Greek version of the Iliad versus leaving it.

      Simon’s mouth curved into a knowing smile as he placed a proprietorial hand on the dusty cover of the book. He knew she wouldn’t go back to his father empty-handed.

      Damn him and this cat and mouse game he was playing. He was daring her to come closer to take it.

      Well, dare away, sir. Jessie changed tack. “Perhaps I shall just take the other book Lord Strathburn requested. If ye will excuse me, sir.” She bobbed a quick curtsy then crossed to the nearest bookshelf and pulled out a random volume. Shakespeare’s Macbeth. It would have to do.

      She was about to turn from the bookcase and head for the door when she felt Simon behind her, closing off her route. Stupid, stupid. How thoughtless of her not to have kept her eye on him. A cold frisson of unease slid through her, chilling her to the very bone.

      Simon leaned over her shoulder. “Macbeth. Another tale of great passion and violence.”  He was so close, Jessie could feel the brush of his breath against the exposed nape of her neck. The sour odor of the claret he’d partaken with his lunch still lingered, and nausea roiled. She hated feeling so helpless—frozen, like a trapped deer, too afraid to move or breathe.

      Where was her anger, now that she needed it?

      A lock of her hair had escaped a pin and had fallen forward onto her cheek. At these close quarters, Simon had obviously noticed.

      Reaching out, he tucked it back behind her ear, his long fingers trailing slowly down her neck before grasping her shoulder. “In the words of Macbeth, ‘Let not light see my black and dark desires,’” he whispered into her ear.

      Jessie shivered even as her chest tightened in panic. Trapped against the bookcase, she did not dare to turn around.

      “Are you cold, Miss Munroe?”

      Simon’s murmured question prompted a sudden idea to effect an escape. “I’m a wee chill perhaps, sir. I do hope I’m no’ catching a cold,” she replied then sniffed, loudly.

      To Jessie’s relief, her ploy worked. Simon immediately took several steps away from her, leaving her room to safely turn around without brushing against him. Lady Strathburn had alluded on more than one occasion that her precious son had a delicate constitution. Jessie had correctly surmised that Simon would be particular about not contracting sickness. Macbeth in hand, she hurried to the library door.

      As she grasped the doorknob, Jessie turned her head to make sure Simon wasn’t following. Thankfully, he’d retreated to one of the window embrasures, his attention seemingly claimed by the view of Loch Kilburn.

      Do no’ linger, Jessie. Go. She quietly pulled the door open. But then it creaked.

      Damn.

      When Simon glanced over his shoulder at her, his gray eyes held a distinct, predatory gleam. A wolf’s stare. Jessie’s whole body instinctively recoiled and she stumbled over the threshold.

      “Good day, Jessie,” he murmured as she began to close the door.

      She didn’t bother to reply. An unwanted book in her hand, her heart in her mouth, she all but fled back to the drawing room.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Simon heard the door close behind Jessie Munroe, he pulled out a silk kerchief from his coat pocket then sat in the window seat behind his desk. His erection, straining painfully against his breeches, demanded immediate attention.

      The maids wouldn’t be in to tend the fire and light the candles for at least an hour or two, so he would not be disturbed. And if they did happen to poke their heads in—Simon smirked as he squeezed his rigid length through his clothes—perhaps they could lend him a helping hand.

      He’d thought that slaking his lust with the red-headed lass he’d come across on a lonely country lane just outside of the village of Grantown yesterday evening would dull his appetite for Miss Munroe. If anything, it had just made the ache in his loins all the worse, especially when he recalled how the girl had initially struggled and begged him to leave her be.

      He liked it when they fought back. He had no doubt that the high-and-mighty Miss Munroe would try to resist him too.

      The throbbing in Simon’s groin was now urgent. He swiftly unbuttoned the front of his black velvet breeches and closed his eyes, tugging frantically. As his release spread into his waiting silk kerchief, he shuddered and smiled with a mixture of satisfaction and anticipation. As luck would have it, Jessie’s father was leaving tomorrow to collect rents and inspect the entirety of the Strathburn estate before winter descended. The excursion also included a trip to Inverness to attend to certain business matters. The journey would not be a short one.

      At last, his pretty Jezebel would be alone. He would be able to do whatever he wished.
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      On Jessie’s return to the drawing room, it was to find Lord Strathburn fast asleep in his favorite chair before the fire. Beside him on the hearthrug lay his devoted deerhound, Caesar. Neither stirred at her entry. She’d obviously been too long in the library. Hopefully, the earl wouldn’t be too annoyed with her when he awoke.

      A half-drunk cup of tea sat on a small cherrywood table at Lord Strathburn’s elbow. Sneaking a cup from the fine-bone china teapot to calm her jangled nerves was indeed tempting—Jessie’s stomach still churned and her hands wouldn’t stop trembling—but the risk of being caught taking such a liberty by the countess made her think better of it. She really didn’t want to jeopardize her father’s position.

      With a shaky sigh, Jessie sank onto the window seat, discarding Macbeth onto the brocade cushion beside her. Outside, the mirror-like surface of Loch Kilburn reflected the fiery wooded braes and azure-blue sky. It was the type of autumn day just perfect for riding.

      But not for her. Not anymore. Gone were the days when she could saddle Blaeberry whenever she liked to ride out and explore the countryside. The longing to be as free as the eagle presently swooping over the loch was suddenly so acute, tears misted Jessie’s vision. Perhaps early tomorrow, before Lady Strathburn made a claim on her time, she could sneak away for a ride. It was also the day that her father would be leaving.

      The thought passed like a dark cloud across Jessie’s mind.

      The idea of spending even a full day alone at Lochrose without her father’s protection, let alone a fortnight, made her inwardly shudder, especially after Simon’s lecherous conduct in the library just now. But to make matters worse—and despite her protestations—her father had arranged for her to stay not in the Gate House, but up at the castle during his absence. It would be almost impossible to avoid Simon.

      Cold dread snaked down Jessie’s spine at the thought of the coming days. And nights. She didn’t know if she would be able to tolerate the man’s unwanted attentions for much longer.  The urge to knee him in the nether regions, or even plunge something sharp like a toasting fork into his person, was well-nigh overwhelming.

      But for the sake of her father, she must bury her irritation and trepidation and carry on as though nothing at all was amiss. She didn’t have the heart to tell her dear da about Simon’s advances, just when his spirits seemed so much improved.

      Why, only just this morning during breakfast he’d reported with a wide smile that the earl was a most canny and fair employer. Jessie knew that if she did tell her father what was really going on, he would be infuriated with the earl’s son and would want to depart straightaway, effectively ending their employment. And then what would they do?

      Positions such as these were few and far between, and destitution was hardly an inviting prospect.

      With a heavy sigh, Jessie dashed away her useless tears and firmed her resolve. Regardless of how unpleasant life was at Lochrose, she would just have to swallow her frustrations and somehow soldier on.

      Glancing over at Lord Strathburn, Jessie could see he was still snoring quietly. His head rested against the side of his leather wingback chair and a woolen blanket was draped over his knees. His silver-topped walking stick rested against the chair’s arm. Despite her own cares, she smiled softly. He was a charming man—nothing at all like his son—and perhaps only a decade older than her father. Yet, in many ways, he seemed at least twenty years older.

      The castle’s cook, Mrs. MacMillan, had recounted the sad story of the earl’s decline over tea and scones in the kitchen on Jessie’s first morning at Lochrose.

      “The good man never recovered after his eldest son, Robert, rode out with the Young Pretender at Culloden. It broke his heart when Lord Lochrose chose to join the Rebellion.”

      Oh… “Wouldna Lord Lochrose have put his family in jeopardy?” asked Jessie. “If the English forces suspected that Lord Strathburn was a supporter of the Jacobite cause as well?”

      “Without a doubt,” said Mrs. MacMillan sagely. “Only Lord Strathburn is canny and publicly disowned Robert. He didna really have any other choice, or else the entire estate could verra well have been forfeited to the Crown. Given that Robert has disappeared, Master Simon will undoubtedly inherit everything when the earl passes. Which I’m sure pleases her ladyship no end.” The cook had winked at Jessie in a conspiratorial fashion. “Though ye didna hear that from me, lassie.”

      Curious about the fate of the earl’s oldest son, Jessie had ventured, “I apologize if this question seems indelicate, Mrs. MacMillan, but…does the family know what became of Lord Lochrose at Culloden? I’ve heard it was a terrible battle.”

      Mrs. MacMillan patted her arm with a floury hand. “Och, it’s all right to ask, lassie. It’s no’ often talked about here, ye ken, given what passed between Lord Lochrose and his father was such a tragedy—the way they fell out with each other. Rumor has it that the canny wee devil managed to escape the battlefield and left Scotland. But it’s been ten years, so nobody really kens where he ended up or how he’s fared after all this time.” The cook’s expression grew thoughtful. “If Robert has survived, I’m certain his lordship would be verra happy to have him home once more. But unless the Sassenachs take the price off his head”—Mrs. MacMillan shrugged—“he willna be able to set foot on Scottish soil again. Better to live in exile than end up meeting the same fate as poor Fraser of Lovat.”

      Jessie had to agree. Although she’d only been fourteen years old at the time, she still recalled how shocked her father had been when Fraser of Lovat, the chief of one of their neighboring clans, had been beheaded at the Tower of London in 1747 for his role in the Rebellion. The English did not easily forgive or forget Scottish traitors. In recent times she’d heard of pardons being granted in rare instances—young MacDonald of Clanranald had been one such case. But by and large, acts of clemency were few and far between.

      “But thank heaven for small mercies.” Mrs. MacMillan had given Jessie a warm smile. “I thank the Lord yer father has come. It’s about time Lord Strathburn passed the runnin’ of things over to a manager before Lady Strathburn and the young master go through the family’s entire fortune and spend all our wages.” The cook blew out a heavy sigh. “It never used to be this way, ye ken.”

      Mrs. MacMillan, obviously a keen orator, refilled their teacups at this point before continuing to reminisce. “It seems like only yesterday that Robert was here. A fine man in the making he was. He took after his lordship, in looks and temperament. Charming and full o’ good humor. Fair minded with the staff and tenants and a natural born leader. Everyone thought verra well o’ him.” The cook’s brown eyes twinkled. “A bonnie man to look at too, he was. Och, all the lassies were turning their heads for Lord Lochrose. Why, he even made an old piece o’ mutton like me flush and jibber when he looked my way. Quite the rake he would have been. If he’d stayed, he’d be wed by now to be sure, with a few wee bairns underfoot.”

      She grasped Jessie’s hand and looked her in the eye, suddenly serious. “Now Master Simon, he’s quite a different kettle o’ fish. Ye must needs be careful around him for if he likes the look of a bonnie lassie such as yerself… Weel, let’s just say, the other female staff have dubbed him ‘Master of the Wanderin’ Hands’ if ye ken what I mean. Though, ye have yer father here, so he may no’ think it wise to try any such nonsense with you.”

      If only it were so.

      The sound of a birch log falling in the grate pulled Jessie from her reverie. An early portrait of the earl hung over the fireplace in the drawing room. Tired of sitting idly, she crossed the room to study it.

      It was hard to reconcile the weak and broken man slumbering behind her with the braw and confident looking clan chief in the painting. The younger version of Lord Strathburn had been very handsome, she decided. Even though the earl’s countenance was now deeply lined with age, one thing about him hadn’t changed—the deep blue eyes looking down at her from the portrait had a familiar lively spark in their depths. There was little resemblance between the earl and Simon, who favored his mother in looks.

      She suddenly wondered what Robert Grant, Lord Lochrose, looked like, and if he had indeed been as attractive as Mrs. MacMillan claimed. Not that she would ever meet the man.

      Turning to face the room once more, Jessie noticed that the earl had shifted slightly in his sleep and the blanket had slipped off his knees. As she bent to retrieve it, she spied something lying on the floor next to the earl’s discarded walking stick. It was a small, round silver case, like a pocket watch, suspended from a chain. His lordship must have dropped it in his slumber.

      Picking it up with the intention of returning it to the side table, the clasp unlatched in Jessie’s fingers revealing not a timepiece, but a small portrait. It was of a young man in his late adolescence or early twenties. Perhaps this was the earl’s long-lost eldest son…

      If it was, Mrs. MacMillan had been right. Robert Grant, Viscount Lochrose, had been extraordinarily handsome. One might even say he’d been beautiful. Rather than wearing a powdered peruke like most aristocrats, Lord Lochrose had worn his dark brown hair clubbed at the nape of his neck. Just like the earl, he possessed arresting midnight-blue eyes that contained a devilish twinkle. In fact, as Jessie examined the miniature painting more closely, she could definitely see a marked resemblance between the young man’s features and Lord Strathburn’s. There was something similar in the lines of the straight nose and strong square jaw and the curve of his wide mouth—a mouth that was tilted into a lopsided smile as if he were secretly amused.

      Without thinking, Jessie gently touched the portrait with the tip of her finger. She was sure Lord Lochrose would have made her blush and stammer, too.

      The sound of Lady Strathburn’s voice in the hall outside startled Jessie from her musing. She hurriedly clicked the portrait’s silver case shut before depositing it into one of the earl’s hands. Even though he was asleep, his fingers closed around the case reflexively, possessively.

      Jessie stepped away just as Lady Strathburn swept into the room. In the countess’s wake followed her harried looking seamstress.

      “Now, Miss Munroe, what have you been up to all this while?” Lady Strathburn’s cold gray eyes flickered over Jessie, then her husband who was now stirring. She didn’t wait for Jessie to reply. “Not much I see. We must keep you busy. You can assist Mrs. Beattie with her sewing for the rest of the afternoon.”

      “Aye, milady.” Jessie forced herself to bob a quick curtsy. It was difficult to maintain a respectful manner around the countess when she behaved so arrogantly…which was most of the time.

      She began to take her leave, but the countess raised her hand. “Wait a moment.” Lady Strathburn’s eyes narrowed as she made a blatantly scathing appraisal of Jessie’s serviceable gown of brown wool.

      The countess herself was always expensively and tastefully dressed. A tall woman of middle age, she’d kept her handsome figure well. This afternoon she wore a panniered silk gown striped with lavender, cream, and leaf green. Cream Bruges lace cascaded from her sleeves and a fichu of lavender chiffon was pinned over her ample bosom with an elaborate pearl brooch. Like her son, she adhered to the fashion of wearing a powdered wig. Today her artfully arranged ringlets were dusted with a lavender hued powder to complement her dress.

      Her perusal complete, the countess added in a clipped tone that brooked no argument, “Might I suggest you do something about the state of your own wardrobe, Miss Munroe? I have been meaning to mention it to you since you arrived. If you wish to continue attending on our family, you must attire yourself in something more suitable than drab gowns that have seen better days. Why, our scullery maid is more presentable. Have Mrs. Beattie measure you up for at least five dresses and matching accoutrements.”

      Jessie’s cheeks flamed with barely concealed shame. “With the greatest respect, milady, I-I have limited means and canna afford more than a gown or two⁠—”

      “That is not my concern,” Lady Strathburn said with a derisive sniff. “I’m sure the price of your new wardrobe can simply be deducted from your father’s salary if you cannot pay.”

      “Caroline, you will do no such thing.”

      The countess whirled around to see that her husband had risen from his seat. Even though the earl was leaning heavily on his walking stick and his eyes were slightly puffy with sleep, his expression was nothing but determined.

      Turning to Jessie, he addressed her in his soft Scots burr. “Choose anything you want, my dear lass, anything at all. Mrs. Beattie may just add it to Lady Strathburn’s account.”

      Jessie shook her head. “That is far too generous, milord. I dinna think⁠—”

      “Now, now. Think nothing of it, Miss Munroe,” the earl said with a smile, his eyes regarding her with genuine warmth. “Just indulge the whim of an old man who would’ve liked to have had a daughter of his own.”

      “Well…thank ye, milord.” Jessie returned his smile. His unexpected kindness brought tears to her eyes and she curtsied with a bowed head so he wouldn’t see her unseemly rush of emotion.

      As Jessie turned to follow Mrs. Beattie from the room, her gaze locked momentarily with Lady Strathburn’s. The look in the older woman’s eyes was so venomous, Jessie’s nape prickled with cold dread. The Countess of Strathburn did not take well to being crossed.

      Life at Lochrose was proving to be more perilous with each passing day.
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      With a groan, Simon finished throwing up into a chamber pot, then thrust the porcelain vessel at his valet, Baird. His head ached like hell. Damned cheap Portuguese red wine. Why couldn’t his father afford to stock their cellars with something half decent from France?

      The sudden racket coming from outside didn’t help his already foul mood. Simon donned the silk banyan proffered by Baird then staggered to the bedroom window. Pushing back the heavy velvet curtains, he grimaced at the early morning brightness. Below, Alasdair Munroe was riding out of the gates of Lochrose with the earl’s man of business and a small group of men-at-arms who would provide them with protection during their rent-collecting tour of the Clan Grant lands.

      Despite the sickening pounding in his head, Simon smirked with satisfaction. Now he had plenty of time to do as he liked with Jessie. And there would be ample opportunities.

      He’d been more than pleased to hear that Munroe had requested for his daughter to actually stay within the castle instead of remaining at the Gate House during his absence. For her safety. Simon’s smile widened at the unintended irony.

      Oh, his mother had been less than impressed by the arrangement, but at his insistence, she’d grudgingly acquiesced to install the girl in one of the east wing guest rooms instead of with the other staff in the servants’ quarters. She knew it was useless to thwart his needs.

      “For heaven’s sake Simon, just don’t get this one with child,” had been her final words to him at dinner last night as his father had shuffled from the room on the arm of his valet.

      Not that it would have mattered if his father had been there when dearest mama made her pronouncement. The doddering old fool usually didn’t know what day it was, let alone what his son got up to.

      A sudden flash of red at the corner of Simon’s vision claimed his attention. Turning, he caught sight of Jessie riding out from the direction of the stables. Ah, the comely Miss Munroe was intending to take a morning ride.

      Alone.

      Simon watched as she ambled her mount across the wide stretch of lawn toward the trees and mist-veiled loch beyond. The lying hussy obviously didn’t have the cold she’d purported to have yesterday, if she was up and about at this chilly hour.

      Struck with sudden inspiration, Simon called over his shoulder to Baird to ready his riding clothes. Although it was early in the day, it was high time he made it abundantly clear to the chit what his expectations would be over the coming weeks. And that she should think twice about evading him.

      Cupping his groin, Simon felt his already half-hard prick jerk in anticipation.

      Not long now, my sweet Jezebel. Very soon, you’ll be all mine…
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        * * *

      

      The autumn morning was crisp and clear as Jessie set out for a long overdue, and much longed for, ride on Blaeberry. Lady Strathburn would not expect her presence until at least mid-morning, which meant she had at least an hour or two to herself.

      Jessie had tried very hard to smile and chatter away as if she didn’t have a care in the world as she’d bid her beloved father farewell in the stable yard. Now he was gone, her troubling thoughts returned full force to plague her. She prayed her ride would provide a welcome distraction. She really didn’t want to think about Simon Grant at all this morning. There would be more than enough time to worry about Lochrose’s resident reprobate later.

      Blaeberry puffed white clouds into the frigid air and her hooves crunched the frost-rimed ground as Jessie gave the mare her head. In no time at all they reached the small stretch of woodland lining the shore of the loch. Entering the copse, Jessie slowed Blaeberry’s pace to a sedate walk and let the mare pick her way through the ancient beech, chestnut, and oak trees. Wraithlike shreds of mist rising from the loch drifted around them as they drew closer to the water’s edge. Aside from the quiet crunch of Blaeberry’s hooves on the carpet of leaf litter and the occasional plaintive call of a bird, there was utter silence.

      Once they reached the shore, Jessie slid from Blaeberry’s back and found a smooth gray boulder to sit upon at the water’s edge. She was determined to find some peace for at least a little while. Closing her eyes, she tried to empty her mind of everything except for what she could sense: the cool edge to the breeze lifting fine tendrils of her unbound hair off her face; birdsong and the sighing of the leaves in the woods behind her; and the intermittent jangle of Blaeberry’s harness. She was so exhausted, her very bones ached. She’d tossed and turned, barely sleeping at all last night.

      When Jessie again opened her eyes, the mist had fully risen and the loch’s waters sparkled with dazzling light. The air was still frosty but huddled in her chestnut velvet riding habit and thick cloak of red wool, she felt warm enough. And contented. Blaeberry had wandered off a few yards to crop the lush grass on the bank. Somewhere in the woods behind them, a rook called.

      When Blaeberry abruptly lifted her head and turned toward the trees, ears pricked, Jessie frowned and looked toward the shadowy copse as well. And then her heart seized. She heard it too.

      The approach of another horse.
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        * * *

      

      Robert reined his hired mount to a stop within a dense coppice of Scots pines on a low ridge overlooking Loch Kilburn…and the home he thought he’d never see again—Lochrose Castle.

      From this vantage point, he had a good view of where the castle’s grounds ran into the waters of the loch, mist-shrouded at this early hour. Behind the adjoining woods, the two turreted towers of the castle were silhouetted against the peaks of the Cairngorms and the dawn-hued sky.

      A range of emotions washed over him, but one surfaced above them all: a poignant yearning as sharp and strong as the slice of a dirk blade pierced his chest.

      He had a powerful sense of homecoming, of belonging to this place, yet the scene before him also seemed slightly alien, different to how he’d envisaged it in his memories. And dreams. An odd sense of unreality clung to him and he had the urge to pinch himself, to make sure he was really here.

      Ten long years he’d been gone...

      Perhaps everything seemed different because he was now changed. He was no longer a hot-headed, adventure-seeking youth of one-and-twenty who thought he knew everything and took his responsibilities for granted, but a man of one-and-thirty. He’d certainly learned the hard way that honor and duty to clan and family were far more important than chasing phantasms of glory on the battlefield for James Stuart, the pretender to a long-lost throne.

      He needed to right past wrongs. Indeed, he fervently prayed with his entire soul that he would be given the chance to do so.

      Swallowing past a hard lump in his throat, Robert focused on how he could gain access to Lochrose undetected. The reason for this early morning foray was essentially for reconnaissance. He needed to minimize the risk of being caught when he attempted to reconcile with his father. Arrest was a very real danger, even after a ten-year absence. Although raw impatience clawed at his insides, he knew that walking straight in through Lochrose’s front door in broad daylight would be beyond foolish. Simon and his stepmother, Caroline, would not let him escape this time.

      Not when a fortune and title were at stake.

      Robert surmised that the best time to reach his father without rousing anyone’s notice would be at the crack of dawn or during the dead of night, when others such as his damnable brother and stepmother would likely be abed. Which meant he’d probably missed his chance of acting today. The sun had risen too high already and the mist was almost completely burnt off. But he could still scout closer to the castle.

      With a shiver, Robert urged his horse down the slope. Here in the heavy bone-chilling shade of the trees, his dark brown wool coat and buckskin breeks failed to ward off the bite in the air. Although the morning was fine, he’d forgotten how damn cold it was in the Highlands. Thank God he and his squire, Tobias, had been able to hole up in his father’s obviously long-abandoned hunting lodge last night. Robert’s mouth tilted into a wry grin. Living in the Caribbean for so long had made him soft indeed.

      About half-way down the brae, a flash of red across the loch caught his eye.

      Dragoons? Surely not…

      Pulse leaping, Robert halted and narrowed his eyes against the bright diamonds of sunlight dancing on the water. No, there weren’t any cursed English soldiers skulking about the loch. There, on the bank, sat a woman in a scarlet cloak. Her horse, saddled and harnessed for riding, grazed nearby.

      Who was she? From this distance it was difficult to make out anything in particular about the woman beyond the fact that she had glorious, red-gold hair. The only other thing Robert could deduce was that as she was obviously out for a ride, she definitely couldn’t be one of the castle’s servants.

      Was she a visitor, then? Perhaps a guest of his father or stepmother?

      His interest piqued to razor sharpness, Robert slipped from his horse and tethered the reins to a low pine bough. Thanking the Lord for his hard-earned soldier’s stealth, he slowly descended the last part of the slope before silently threading his way through the trees by the bank, toward the solitary woman. When he was but twenty yards away, he took cover behind the thick trunk of an ancient chestnut tree, the golden and brown foliage of the low hanging boughs providing him with sufficient cover.

      The woman was now slightly angled toward him. Her head rested on her knees, as if she were dozing, her unbound hair cascading like a waterfall of living flame around her. He silently begged her to look up so he might see her face.

      And then she did, and his breath caught in his throat.

      She was one of the most stunning women he’d ever seen.

      Even from this distance Robert could see that her face was classically beautiful with a small straight nose, determined chin, and lush mouth. Her high cheekbones were blushed pink from the cold of early morning. He was too far away to discern the shade of her eyes, but he imagined they were brown, a rich warm brown. But it was her tumble of magnificent hair that transfixed him the most. He was suddenly filled with an inexplicable urge to run his fingers through its rich abundance. To bury his face in the curls at her neck and inhale her sweet scent. To taste her satiny skin and those delectable lips...

      The woman was smiling serenely, gazing out across the water. Her beauty was so arresting, Robert suddenly fancied her to be a mystical creature like a naiad of the loch, or a lady of the lake. Something within him stirred, a feeling stronger than mere arousal. It was a longing so acute he wondered if he were bewitched.

      He burned to know who she was.

      The unmistakable sound of another horse approaching shattered the silence. Damn.

      The young woman and her horse had heard it too. Cursing silently again, Robert retreated a little farther behind the tree. The girl stood in one swift, graceful movement, and despite the fact that she wore a cloak, he could see that she was as slender as a willow bough. She turned away from him toward the trees.

      Horse and rider emerged.

      Simon.

      For a moment, time seemed to stop. Robert’s blood pulsed hard and hot and every muscle in his body tightened, battle-ready. Simon slid from his horse and prowled toward the woman who remained silent. Motionless. Had she been waiting for him?

      The answer came quickly enough when Simon greeted her. “Well met, Jessie my dear.”

      Jessie. The goddess had a name.

      Robert’s jaw clenched to the point of pain. Jessie and his brother knew each other, and obviously well, given they were on a first name basis. It suddenly occurred to him that he was witnessing an early morning lovers’ assignation. Bitter disappointment churned in his gut. What the hell was such a goddess of a woman doing with his despicable brother?

      Yes, despicable. Nothing that Robert had learned about Simon of late—via Lady Ogilvy, or Tobias, his squire—had indicated that his brother had matured in the intervening years. That he was now a man of principle and character rather than a self-serving scoundrel. He was clearly still a libidinous blackguard who loved nothing more than to tup the poor maids at Lochrose and waste a small fortune at bawdy houses.

      By all accounts, Simon was not the sort of man who’d court a lovely young woman and do the honorable thing and take her to wife.

      It took every ounce of Robert’s mercenary training to keep his careening emotions in check while he continued to watch.

      Stay Robert. Don’t be a fool. You might learn something useful.

      An expression which could only be described as lustful distorted Simon’s features as he grasped the lass, Jessie, about the arms and pulled her hard against him. He spoke and Jessie replied, but at this distance, Robert couldn’t hear the exchange. Nor could he see Jessie’s expression, as she continued to stand with her back toward him. Resentment roiled afresh when Simon caressed the woman’s cheek then pressed his face against her hair and whispered something in her ear. There could be no doubting their relationship now.

      Then, just as he’d imagined doing only moments ago, his half-brother speared one hand into the fiery mass of Jessie’s hair and crushed her lithe body even closer to his. Their kiss was long and intense. Passionate.

      A lover’s kiss.

      Disappointment settled like a cold, hard stone in Robert’s belly. He’d seen enough. Jessie was not for him.

      With a snort of disgust, he turned away and quietly retreated back up the hill.
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        * * *

      

      “Well met, Jessie my dear.”

      Jessie stood frozen, terror gripping her insides as Simon, the Master of Strathburn, stalked toward her.

      She couldn’t believe this was happening, that he’d sought her out like this. Her father had only been gone an hour and already the brute was upon her. Dreadful awareness of how isolated and vulnerable she was out here by the loch crackled through her mind. How stupid of her to have put herself in this position.

      Well, she could be gormless no more. She would have to brazen out this encounter if she had any hope of remaining unscathed. Jessie instinctively knew that attempting to run from Simon would only inflame the situation, so she fisted her hands and lifted her chin—though she couldn’t quite swallow the hard lump of fear clogging her throat as Simon stopped before her.

      His silver-gray eyes gleamed with fierce hunger as they raked over her. A predator about to attack the lamb. Despite her mental bravado, Jessie’s heart crashed crazily against her ribs. Her mouth was so dry it felt as if it were filled with sand. Try as she might, she couldn’t formulate words. God help her. For the moment she was struck dumb with horror.

      Then Simon reached for her, grasping her forearms roughly. His fingers were like claws, bruising her even through her clothes. He bent toward her, his face so close she could smell his hot, fetid breath. “I think it’s about time you do something more to earn your keep here at Lochrose, don’t you?” His tone both cajoled and threatened.

      Jessie was sure that if he hadn’t been holding her so tightly, her knees would have buckled beneath her. “Whatever do you mean?” Damn it! Her breathless voice betrayed her fear. Although her question indicated otherwise, she knew exactly what he meant.

      Simon’s smile was knowing as he stroked her cheek with the back of his gloved fingers in a mock caress. “Ah, still playing coy, are we?” His expression suddenly changed, grew harder, wolfish. “Make sure you wear your prettiest night rail for me tonight, my sweet Jezebel. And if you please me, I might let your father retain his position.” His gray eyes darkened and dropped to her lips. “Mmm, you are too delicious for your own good, Jessie Munroe.” His mouth pressed against her ear as he whispered, “I could eat you all up right now.”

      One of his arms suddenly lashed around her waist, encircling her like a steel band, crushing her body against his. His other hand gripped her head and forced her to remain still as he violated her mouth, smothering her rising scream. He kissed her with such force, Jessie could only gasp with pain. His tongue plundered and his teeth ground so hard against her lips that she tasted her own blood.

      When the brute finally raised his head, his cold eyes were filled with cruel triumph. “You will leave your door unlocked tonight or suffer the consequences. Do I make myself clear?”

      Jessie nodded, still mute with terror. She instinctively knew that defying Simon Grant could be the catalyst for something much, much worse than the kiss she’d just been forced to endure.

      However, Simon seemed satisfied with her response. He smiled his wolf’s smile again. “Good. I’m pleased we now have this matter sorted out, my sweet Jezebel. I don’t want to have to punish you for being disobedient.” He trailed a gloved finger along her swollen bottom lip.

      As if he cared. Jessie knew that a desire to inflict cruelty and fulfill his own indecent urges were the only motives behind Simon’s actions.

      As soon as he disappeared into the trees, Jessie ran to the water’s edge and cast up the meager contents of her stomach. Her whole body shaking, she somehow dragged herself up and walked unsteadily toward Blaeberry. Her horse, clearly sensing something was amiss, nuzzled her gently.

      “I…I would sooner die than let him come anywhere near me again,” she whispered against the mare’s neck as hot tears burned her eyelids. “Aye, I’ll leave my door unlocked…but I willna be there.”
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        * * *

      

      When Jessie set foot in the kitchen an hour later, Mrs. MacMillan appeared to recognize that something was wrong with her straightaway.

      The good woman dropped her rolling pin and enveloped Jessie in a warm floury hug. “Och, goodness gracious, lassie, sit down afore ye fall down. I’ll fix ye some tea.”

      The motherly cook ushered Jessie to a wooden chair set at the large, well-scrubbed oak table in the center of the room, and quickly poured her a cup from Lady Strathburn’s very own fine bone china teapot. Jessie began to stammer a protest but was duly ignored as Mrs. MacMillan added two lumps of sugar and cream to her tea. To her dismay, her hands trembled as she lifted the cup to take a sip.

      Mrs. MacMillan frowned and shook her head, wild strands of her gray hair escaping the edges of her mobcap as she did so. She was clearly aghast at Jessie’s state. “Ye’re shakin’ like the birks when there’s a north-west wind a-blowin’. When ye’re done with yer tea, ye must tell me what’s happened. But I dinna think it will surprise me if it has somethin’ to do with Master Simon.”

      Jessie nodded then dutifully drank the sweet, milky tea. Mrs. MacMillan set a freshly baked bap smothered in butter and blackberry jam in front of her, but Jessie couldn’t bring herself to touch it. Her throat was tight and her belly still churned.

      When she’d drained her cup, Mrs. MacMillan shooed away the two scullery maids who’d been stealing curious glances her way. “Now lass, ye must tell me exactly what that bastard has done,” she said gravely, her shrewd gaze studying Jessie’s face.

      Jessie closed her eyes and swallowed back the tears which threatened to spill. She felt completely unlike herself—shaky, humiliated, and at the same time, angry as a wildcat caught in a rainstorm. Damn Simon Grant to hell for making me feel this way.

      But she knew she must confide in someone. She wouldn’t survive this situation unscathed unless she had help.

      Taking a deep breath, she looked Mrs. MacMillan in the eye and proceeded to reveal the details of her recent encounter with Simon, as well as all her fears about tonight and the coming days. Try as she might, she couldn’t keep the quiver from her voice.

      Mrs. MacMillan’s eyes flashed and her cheeks grew bright red with indignation as she listened. “Och, that sorry excuse for a man needs castratin’ with my meat cleaver,” she blustered when Jessie had finished. “I’d do it myself but for the fact that I’d end up swingin’ for it.”

      Despite her distress, Jessie smiled a little at the thought of unmanning Simon. Though she was still astounded he had the audacity to believe he could behave in such an abominable way and get away with it. Mrs. MacMillan had warned her on her first day to be wary of him. But to go so far as to rape her under his parents’ roof? How could he even consider such a thing?

      “Do…do you think Lord and Lady Strathburn know of their son’s…wicked tendencies?” she ventured.

      Mrs. MacMillan’s brows knitted together. “I would say that there would be little that escapes her ladyship’s notice. She kens about her son’s vices and does naught to stop him. As for the earl, I wouldna ken. He doesna have much to do with Simon, other than tryin’ to limit his drinkin’ and throwin’ away the family’s wealth. And he’s ill, poor man.”

      Jessie was certain the earl would be appalled by his son’s depraved behavior if he knew what was happening. It was a gamble, but she needed to consider entreating Lord Strathburn for aid as a course of action, if only to ensure Simon didn’t have a hand in having her father dismissed. “What…what if I spoke to Lord Strathburn? Do ye think he might help?”

      Mrs. MacMillan shrugged. “I dinna ken how he would react, to be honest. His lordship has always been a man of honor. But if ye kicked up a fuss and it was just yer word against Master Simon’s…? Weel, I wonder if Lord Strathburn would think that havin’ yer father and yerself here would be more trouble than it’s worth, when all is said and done.”

      And that was exactly what Jessie feared. When it boiled down to it, she and her father had been at Lochrose for less than a month. Lord Strathburn may simply see her as a troublemaker. In the end, it was a chance she was unwilling to take if it meant her father would lose his position.
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