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      Some secrets can't stay hidden.

      When Moira MacLeod returns to the Scottish Highlands in the winter of 1779, she carries a burden no amount of silence can keep. What happened in England left marks that go deeper than reputation, and with her betrothal to Ewan MacRae still standing, the truth will have to come out.

      She expects him to walk away. Any sensible man would.

      But Ewan MacRae has never been sensible when it comes to Moira MacLeod. And the vow he makes before God and both their clans will cost him far more than his pride.

      A clean Highland romance of wounded faith, steady love, and the slow courage it takes to build a life worth keeping.
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      Dear Reader, this story walks through some difficult places on its way to hope. If you'd like to know what to expect before you begin, a full content guide is available at audreyraymond.com/content-guide.

    

  


  
    
      To all of you who like myself adore the holidays, love, and historical matches made in fictional heaven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Blessed is the season which engages the whole world in a conspiracy of love.”

      

      

      

      
        
        — Hamilton Wright Mabie
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      The English countryside stretched before Moira MacLeod like a carefully tended grave. Beautiful, ordered, and suffocating in its stillness. She stood at the window of her guest chamber in Lord Harwood's estate in Cumbria, watching the manicured gardens below with their neat hedgerows and precisely clipped topiaries, and felt the wild Highland wind that lived in her blood grow restless against her ribs.

      Three weeks. She had endured three weeks in this place, and each day of October had felt longer than the last.

      Behind her, the chamber door opened with a soft click. Moira didn't turn, knowing from the light footstep it was her cousin Isla, who had accompanied them south from Scotland.

      "They're gathering in the drawing room," Isla said quietly. "Your father sent me to fetch you."

      Moira closed her eyes briefly. Another evening of stilted conversation, of English ladies studying her with barely concealed disdain, of men who looked through her as if she were merely decorative furniture. "I'll be down shortly."

      "Moira." Isla's voice softened. "It's nearly over. Then we'll be home."

      Home. The word conjured images of windswept cliffs and grey stone keeps, of heather-covered hills and the fierce joy of riding across open moorland with her hair streaming behind her. Home meant the MacLeod stronghold, where she was known and valued. Where Ewan waited.

      The thought of him eased something tight in her chest. Ewan MacRae, with his copper hair and steady gaze, sure as the mountains themselves. He had looked at her since childhood as if she were something precious. Their betrothal had been arranged by their fathers when she was barely sixteen, but over the years, genuine affection had grown between them. More than affection, if she was truthful. When he smiled at her, she felt seen in a way these English aristocrats could never manage.

      "I know," Moira said, forcing herself to turn from the window. "I'm being foolish."

      "You're being Scottish," Isla corrected with a hint of warmth. "And there's no shame in that, no matter what these southern peacocks might think."

      Despite everything, Moira smiled. Isla had a gift for cutting through pretense with a few well-chosen words. She crossed to the dressing table where her gloves lay waiting. Proper English evening gloves, not the practical leather she preferred for riding. She caught sight of her reflection in the mirror: dark waves falling past her shoulders that refused to be tamed into the elaborate styles English ladies favored, eyes shadowed with exhaustion and homesickness. The English found her manner of wearing her hair scandalous. Unmarried ladies were meant to have it pinned and styled, not flowing free. But Moira refused to apologize for her Highland ways.

      She pulled on the gloves, feeling the constriction as both literal and metaphorical.

      "You look beautiful," Isla said. "Though I'd wager you'd rather be wearing trews and boots with your hair in a proper braid for riding."

      "Don't tempt me." Moira smoothed her hands over the pale blue silk of her gown, another English constraint requiring stays so tight she could barely draw a full breath. The MacLeod women favored more practical dress, with loosely laced bodices that allowed for actual movement. But here, appearance mattered more than comfort or sense.

      They descended the grand staircase together, Isla half a step behind in the position proper for a lady's companion. The sound of conversation drifted up from below, punctuated by occasional laughter. Male voices, mostly. Lord Harwood was hosting several other gentlemen this week, all of them involved in the same political maneuvering that had brought her father south.

      Laird Fergus MacLeod stood near the fireplace in the drawing room, deep in conversation with their host. He was a tall man, commanding in his bearing, with the authority of someone accustomed to leading. His Highland dress, the belted plaid in MacLeod colors, stood out among the English evening coats and breeches like a banner of defiance.

      He looked up as she entered and gave her a slight nod. His expression was carefully neutral, but she knew him well enough to read the concern beneath it. He hadn't wanted to bring her to England, but the negotiations had been delicate, and her presence as his heir had been deemed necessary to demonstrate the strength of clan alliances.

      Politics. Always politics, threading through their lives like wool on a loom.

      "Miss MacLeod." Lady Harwood materialized at her elbow, all false warmth and assessing eyes. "How lovely you look this evening. That shade of blue is quite becoming, though perhaps a bit pale for your coloring."

      The critique was delivered with a smile, as all the best insults were. Moira had learned that much about English society.

      "You're too kind, Lady Harwood." Moira matched her smile with one equally empty.

      "I was just telling Lady Pemberton about the Scottish custom of handfasting." Lady Harwood's voice carried, drawing attention from the other women nearby. "Such a quaint tradition. Almost pagan, really."

      Heat crept up Moira's neck. She was mocking the very ceremony that would bind Moira to Ewan, the tradition her own parents had used, the bond that had joined Highland couples for generations. To hear it dismissed so carelessly made her want to defend her heritage with considerably less courtesy than Lady Harwood was showing.

      But that was exactly what they wanted. To provoke her into some display of Highland temper they could gossip about later.

      "The tradition predates Christianity in Scotland," Moira said evenly, "but it has long been blessed by the church. Highland couples marry before God and kin, my lady. We simply do not require a cathedral to feel His presence."

      Lady Pemberton, a thin woman with a sharp nose and sharper eyes, tittered behind her fan. "How refreshingly direct you Scots are. Here in England, we've learned the value of subtlety."

      "Aye, I've noticed. You've perfected the art of saying cruel things with a smile."

      The silence that followed was profound. Lady Harwood's expression froze mid-smile. Lady Pemberton's fan snapped shut.
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