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To every reader who's dreamed of Jamie and Claire, and the playful banter, irresistible connection, and unwavering devotion the feel for each other. 










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Meet the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Historical Romances by Andrea
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Prologue




Lowland Scotland, Fall Equinox, 1851

The musty tang of hard cider hit the back of Grace’s throat as she watched the whirling couples. The empty mug dangled from her hand and she tried to muster the courage to step forward. 

The evening before the games was always filled with laughter and joy at a harvest safely stored and excitement for the displays of strength and courage they’d all witness on the morrow. It was a time of celebration and many a couple had been handfasted when it was over. This marked the fifth year in a row of Grace watching from the edges of the crowd while Duncan MacTavish swung someone else into his arms. 

The sparks flew into the sky and flickered out against the starry night, each one winking out against the darkness like her dreams. Once the sun disappeared behind the hills, the brisk air would settle in, and once again she’d be alone with nothing but thoughts of him to keep her warm. Grace rubbed her arms beneath her shawl as she watched her heart’s desire smile at the lass in his arms who wasn’t her. 

Grace wanted Duncan MacTavish to see her as a woman, but her confidence deserted her when she saw the smile he leveled at Bridget Givens.

For the last ten years, whenever she’d bested him, he laughed, slapped her between the shoulder blades and expected her to follow him around. Grace grew weary of trailing in his wake, and being dismissed as nothing more than the girl who’d grown up beside him. 

He was spinning one Bridget around the bonfire, the bright orange flames casting shadows over his profile. She eyed the jawline like a blade, the nose with the bump on its bridge he’d gotten the first time he tried to toss a caber when they were fifteen, and the lips quirked in a half-smile as he flirted with the girl in his arms.

She wanted the wink she knew Bridget Givens was receiving. She wanted to feel the solid weight of his palms slide around her waist.

Grace smoothed her skirts, took a deep breath for courage, and strode forward. 

When she tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to face her, she couldn’t make out his expression. 

She swallowed and gathered her courage again. “I’d like tae dance.”

His gaze flew over her head, scanning the crowd of villagers. When he looked at her again, there was bewilderment in his gaze. “Ye want tae dance wit’ me?”

“Aye,” she confirmed as she clutched her skirts.

His hands were still on Bridget’s waist, and her arms still encircled his shoulders. She was glaring at Grace. “Wait yer turn, ye besom. If’n he’d wanted ye, he would hae asked.”

The other woman’s haughty expression made Grace want to kick her in the shins. 

“‘Tis alright, Bridget,” Duncan said, his gaze still on Grace. “Ye can find me later,” he told her as he dropped his hands and stepped away, putting space between them.  

Bridget scowled at them both and stomped away.

Duncan sketched a ludicrous bow, his grin in full force, as he held out his hand to Grace, palm up. “Shall we?”

Grace set her hand in his, and when he enveloped it and tugged her forward, a crackle of lightning went straight from her wrist to the base of her spine. She gingerly stepped into his arms and bit her lip as she stared up at him. 

When his hands slid around her waist and he pulled her far closer than he’d held Bridget, her pulse quickened. He lifted a hand and she braced herself not to flinch away. A calloused thumb brushed over the edge of her lips where she’d nearly bitten the skin raw. “Yer lips are too bonny tae suffer sech wounds, Gracie. Ye maun be more gentle,” he murmured in a husky voice as he dropped his hand.

“I’m nae longer a lass, Duncan and ye needn’t address me as if I still were.”

His laugh was rough. “Och, I ken yer status all tae weel.”

Grace dipped her head and stared at his chest. “Ye could hae told me no if dancin’ wit’ me was not tae yer likin’.”

“We’re nae dancin’ yet, lass,” he said as he spun her closer to the fire. The sounds of a jig suddenly filled the air, and his smile glittered as he hauled her around the circle.

His feet moved like sunshine on water, smoothly guiding her as they leapt and skipped in time to the music. When the notes died away, they were near the edge of the fire. He set off for the meadow, her hand still wrapped in his. Grace gathered her skirts above her ankles with her free hand and stumbled after him. 

He halted just over the rise, and whirled them about so her back was pressed against the stack of hay that rose behind her in the moonlight. His hand rose to her flushed face, bracketing her jaw. She leaned into his touch and closed her eyes. 

“Look at me,” he demanded in a ragged voice.

When Grace opened her eyes, his gaze was steady and fierce. “I ken ye’re not a lass, Gracie. I’ve kent it since the summer we turned seventeen. But I dinna think ye kent I’m a man.”

She raised her hand and smoothed it over the bristle of his cheek. “I ken it well. I cannae help but ken it. And when ye pull anither lass intae yer arms, me gut burns wit’ envy.”

He caught her hand and held it to his cheek. “Ye’re all I’ve ever wanted, Grace.”

His tone was solemn, and she wanted to believe him. “Ye’ve niver said anythin’.”

“I’m sayin’ it now,” he said as he tipped her chin up. 

When their lips met, the lightning raced down her spine again, settling in the soles of her feet as she rose to her toes and twined her arms about his neck. When she mashed her lips harder against his and tangled her fingers in the unruly waves of hair at his nape, he groaned.

His hands moved to her arse, cupping her and pressing her more fully against him. “Ye always smell like gorse and heather and it drives me mad,” he murmured into her ear.

He lowered his mouth to hers, biting the edges of her lips, abrading them far more sweetly and gently than the nip of her own teeth. She gasped when his tongue slipped inside her mouth, and  tasted the burn of whiskey. 

“I can taste the whiskey on yer breath, how do I ken ‘tisnae what’s doin’ yer talkin’?” She breathlessly asked as she broke the kiss.

“ ‘Tisnae the whiskey. ‘Tis always been you, and me heart wants more than a tup beneath the moon. Me heart has only ever wanted you, Grace Cameron. Will ye handfast wit’ me?”

“Our hearts are in accord, Duncan MacTavish,” Grace assured him, her heart like a blazing sun in her chest, crowding her ribs.








  
  
Chapter One




Lowland Scotland, Fall Equinox, 1863

The promises Grace and Duncan had made beneath a harvest moon, their wrists wrapped together with a scrap of MacTavish plaid, their pulses thudding in unison, were nothing but the dead ashes of a story that would never be. 

No matter how they’d felt about each other or how wonderful it was to make peace after an argument, they’d always been arguing or making up. Grace chided him for his flirting and he told her to stop acting like a besom. When Grace scolded him for leaving his clothes all over the cottage along with the half-finished projects he’d abandoned, he told her to dwell on the good things in life and cease her nattering about the small stuff. Their union was already plagued by strife and when Grace lost the babe, they took out everything they were feeling on each other instead of seeking solace. The pain they should have shared became a burden each bore alone, until they both said words they couldn’t take back. 

Their union had been nothing but fighting outside of the bedchamber, no matter how well they’d gotten along inside it. And when the hope they’d been nurturing together was extinguished, the joy they took in each other was extinguished as well.

Grace knew she was a fool for mourning what might have been and wishing they’d gotten the life they wanted, but knowing he was here, that the life they’d tried to build together was here, made it impossible to let go of her grief. She’d realized that the only way to rise above the way those memories rendered her immobile was to physically leave them behind. 

A fortnight ago, the minister had let her know that his cousin was seeking a new housekeeper for his home on the outskirts of Inverness. When Grace had asked what the qualifications were for the position, her current employer had told her that though he would miss her bread and was loath to lose her, he’d already recommended her for the position and it was hers if she wanted it. Because she’d been feeling particularly hopeless and morose, she’d impulsively told him to relay her willingness to accept it. The letter from her new employer had arrived yesterday, and advised her that she would begin her new position just after the games. In less than a month, she’d be starting her life over again, and now she finally had the chance to walk away from Galashiels,  her feet were cold in her shoes.

She wasn’t an eejit. She knew her cold feet and reluctance to leave were because of him. If she left, their paths would never cross again - an outcome she both longed for and dreaded. 

The view from the kitchen window on the tailend of summer was distractingly lovely and Grace let her mind wander as she kneaded the rubbery dough. The gorse glowed bright yellow, like the inside of a shiny yolk, and the heather swayed around the bushes, the color of the waves and the bruise blooming on her shin from the collision with her metal footboard that morning.

The full flower of the meadow was beauty that chafed at her soul like a shoe against a blistered heel. Hobbling and impossible to ignore. Just like Duncan MacTavish, her ex-lover and the bane of her existence. He’d plagued her since the day she’d walked away eleven years ago. With an all too familiar pang in her chest, she focused on the blooms swaying in the breeze. Just as she had when she’d left him standing in front of their cottage. 

Walking away from the man she’d loved for as long as she could remember had broken her heart, and she knew she should be grateful for the security of her position as cook to the minister and his wife. Although her work had been its own kind of salvation while her heart mended, it had only made the sharp knife of yearning more keen. Yearning for what could have been and might have been if they’d nurtured what was between them instead of grinding it beneath their heels with frustration and anger. 

Grace had always wanted her brash, devil-may-care neighbor to notice she was more than the lass who’d grown up next door. She’d spent countless afternoons at her Mam’s knee, listening to stories about her fairytale romance with Grace’s father, Lachlan. Her father was a former reiver and her mother was a former runaway bride. He’d kidnapped her because he’d thought she was someone else, but the kidnapping had turned into a rescue. 

Grace had carried those stories like a talisman, and taken every dare Duncan MacTavish tossed in her direction with a smirk and a wink. She saw the way her parents bantered, and met each other toe to toe, fierce and then passionate. She saw the way they argued and the way they brushed against each other when they thought no one was watching, reveling in the simplest contact, grounding each other to the world with their fathoms-deep love. When she was old enough to want those things for herself, she wanted them with Duncan. 

She’d beat him at foot races, outfished him and even mended his shirts when he was careless. But none of those things were enough to turn his head or persuade him to do more than thump his fist against her shoulder when she bested him at something.

Until the summer before Grace turned twenty-three. 

She’d all but given up hope he’d ever see her as more than a hoyden – and then he’d kissed her behind the hay wagon after the harvest festival and games. Grace had grasped the opportunity with both hands and scrambled up him as if he were the tallest oak in the forest - full of perches for reading and thinking. They were handfasted the very next evening.

They soon learned that kisses were not a preferred substitute to food in their bellies, and that all the old wives’ tales about money being the root of all evil between a man and a woman held a kernel of truth. 

Grace and Duncan were at each other’s throats the entire twelve months they shared a house, and it didn’t feel like the arguments her parents had that only happened on the surface and always ended with one of them backing the other one into a corner and kissing them senseless. 

They made up after they fought, but the apologies always sounded hollow and Grace realized the way they made up after a fight wasn’t enough to make the marriage tolerable. 

Three hundred and sixty-six days after they set up house she made him breakfast, walked out of the door of the cottage they shared and left him to his own devices.

She went back home to her parents and Duncan stayed in the cottage she’d abandoned.

They’d waged battle against each other ever since.

She set the loaves to rise on the counter, dusted off her hands, and made her way to the grocer’s for the rest of the ingredients she’d need to finish the baking for the upcoming week.


      [image: ]Mary pulled Grace aside when she exited the grocer’s and persuaded her to share in a midday cup of ale. They’d settled on one of the benches in front of the tavern and Grace had just taken a sip from her tankard. 

“Duncan told Jamie he wants ye back.”

“He said what?” Grace asked in disbelief as she nearly sprayed Mary with her ale. Surely she’d misheard. The constant sparring that had been part and parcel of their marriage hadn’t stopped when she left him. Everyone in the village knew there were no two people more determined to rile each other up and burrow under one other’s skin. Grace had believed her regret was one-sided.

Mary leaned forward excitedly. “I heard him tell James he finally realized no other woman would do and he thinks if he wins the caber toss you’ll let him back intae yer bed.”

Grace shook her head. “So he didn’t know you were eavesdropping?”

Mary cackled. “They were both so far in their cups they would nae have noticed if the roof collapsed on their heads.”

Jamie, Mary’s husband, and Duncan were bosom friends. Just as she and Mary were. They’d all grown up together, and sometimes Grace was envious of the way Mary and Jamie worked. In ways she and Duncan could never seem to manage. 

“Of course there was no mention of a formal arrangement. Only of tupping,” Grace scoffed. 

Not only did her ex-lover insult her at every turn, and she him, according to the gossips he’d thoroughly fucked his way through every single woman, and some not so single women, in three counties. Despite her preference to ignore any mention of his proclivities, his exploits were so renowned, it was quite difficult to avoid hearing about them.

Their latest squabble in the market yesterday had drawn a crowd. It began when he insulted her bread. She was selling some of her freshly baked loaves and he’d strolled up to her stall with a smirk. 

“It should be illegal to sell unsalted rocks,” he’d pronounced as he’d rocked back on his heels like a great lummox.

“And it should be illegal to walk around like a big, surly goat. Why won’t you shave your beard? Are ye tryin’ to disguise yer weak chin?” Grace had retorted.

They’d glared at each other over her counter of salted, soft bread. His jaw had been a hard, unyielding line as he crossed his arms over his chest. 

Grace shook her head to dispel the aggravating memory. “Did my former lover happen to describe exactly how he’ll woo me back?”

Mary tapped her chin. “I don’t think there was much strategy beyond hoping the caber toss would be enough to woo you back to his bed.”

Grace rolled her eyes. “Every year he convinces himself he’s finally going to win it because of some new technique he’s perfected. None of them ever work. Does he think the fact he’ll be shirtless, with only his plaid slung around his shoulders, will be enough to entice me?”

Her friend shrugged and grinned with a gleam in her eye. “He does have a brawny chest, and mayhap he hopes this year will be different?”

They exchanged a disbelieving look and burst into laughter.

“Not likely,” Grace cackled. 

“Pigs would sooner fly,” agreed Mary. 


      [image: ]Duncan watched the woman who’d always held his heart in the palm of his hand double over with laughter. She and Mary were seated on a bench in front of the alehouse, their legs stretched in front of them, and a pitcher nestled between them. The setting sun gilded her hair, and he knew if he was close enough to see it, the dusting of freckles across her cheeks would be glowing. Her curls were already escaping from her braid, and tendrils clung to her neck and cheeks like wisps of scarlet ivy.

He remembered how she’d glowed from within as her belly had swollen with their child, how the movement of the babe had felt beneath his palm. He remembered the day they’d lost wee Isla, and the agonizing terror he’d felt that he would lose Grace as well. 

Grace had never said the loss they’d suffered both alone and together had been the reason she’d walked away, but Duncan wouldn’t blame her. He knew he hadn’t been able to give her what she’d needed, too bound up in his own sorrow and fear. 

Since that morning, when she’d left without even a buss on his cheek, her eyes full of resolve, the barbs she threw in his direction had stung like a horde of wasps. He’d ignored the pain, convinced himself it was naught but what he deserved for his failure, and thrown insults right back. He surveyed the two women on the bench.

They were probably laughing about him, he bitterly mused. He’d told Mary’s husband Jamie about the caber toss and she’d probably just told her best friend. 

Grace had never understood why he entered the caber toss every year – even when he tried to explain it was a family tradition. The MacTavish men had been the caber toss champions of the village for six generations. 

Until Duncan. 

The closest he’d ever come to winning was the morning after he handfasted Grace Cameron. Their connection had soured after the first year, and after she’d left him he’d thrown worse than ever. 

If he was ever going to redeem himself in the eyes of his family, he needed the cantankerous redhead back in his bed. 

He lifted his chin and strode toward her.

“I can give ye somethin’ to laugh about, Grace Cameron,” he growled as he crossed his arms over his chest. 

The woman had the audacity to roll her eyes. “I doubt ye can find yer prick in the dark. The thought does make me laugh.”

“What is it yer mam used to say about poking a sleeping bear?”

She cackled delightedly. “That’s what ye need, a good poke. But ye won’t get it from me.”

“No one said I was asking,” he grumbled. 

“Duncan, ye were on yer knees begging me to stay eleven years ago. I’ll wager ye haven’t changed yer tune. It’s why ye move through the lasses like a scythe,” Grace scowled over at him. “Ye cannae find anyone to replace me.”

There was no bloody chance Duncan was going to confess he suspected that’s precisely what he’d been doing. There was no woman like Grace. And for him, there never would be. But she was already too certain of her charms and her power over him.

“I don’t want a replacement. All ye women do is turn a man auld and gray before his time.”

She laughed again, and the freckles were bright on her face. Like the speckled hen his mam had doted on when he was a child. 

“Och, I see the gray strands in your birdsnest of a beard - and they weren’t caused by a woman. ‘Tis because ye’re a stubborn goat.”

Duncan’s hand went self-consciously to his face and he frowned. She knew just how to sting him with her words. “Ye’re one tae throw rocks at a glass tower, Grace.”

She tossed her head back and laughed even more heartily. He fidgeted back and forth in his new boots, ignoring the way his toes scrunched painfully against the leather. He was keenly aware she was winning this sparring match. His Edinburgh and Glasgow business associates wouldn’t recognize him. 

This is what Grace Cameron had always done to him. Put him in his place. Made him feel helpless against the merciless digs of her wit. Her disdain should make him run away and avoid her at all costs, but like a glutton for punishment, he was a planet orbiting the sun. 

Because when he’d kissed her against the haystack twelve years ago, all her thorns had melted away. They’d drowned together in the middle of that kiss.

Afterward, when he’d peeled her dress away and she stood in nothing but moonlight, he wanted to drop to his knees and stay there forever. Both so he’d have the true taste of her in his mouth and because she looked like a pagan goddess.

The wee trip to Eden had lasted less than a month. Malcolm had still been an enlisted man, and Duncan knew nothing about running a sheep farm and hadn’t wanted to stand up to his grandfather. So he and his new wife would have starved if her parents hadn’t taken pity on them. 

After that they never had a moment alone together. Not even for a kiss. Let alone enough moments to make a bairn or remember why they decided to handfast.

When Grace and Mary stood, he realized he’d been gawping. He shook himself out of whatever spell memories of Grace without her claws had wrought,  and sketched a bow.
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