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      May 22, 1825

      

      “This is a rather slapdash affair, isn’t it?” Primrose Everly whispered into her older sister’s ear.

      “Hush,” Heather scolded. “Not everyone wants a long engagement like you, Prim. Look at them—I predict she’ll be with child by next month.”

      Heather grinned as their new brother-in-law, the Duke of Selbourne, twirled their middle sister past them, Violet’s joy evident as she gazed into her husband’s eyes.

      Prim frowned as they passed. Their mother had given her full approval for the marriage, orchestrating this small wedding in a matter of days, but Prim was still foggy on the details.

      “They’re just dancing. I don’t see what you see. Besides, it was Peverel that wanted the long engagement. He thinks rushed ones are scandalous.”

      And this wedding would certainly be infamous, if everything Violet had said about the events of the house party leading up to it were true.

      I wanted him, and now I shall have him, Violet had confessed to her sisters. She’d waited five long years for her duke, but Prim’s nearly two-year engagement was nothing out of the ordinary. It’s what Peverel had wanted, and she had no reason to object to such a wait. What was the rush? She was in no hurry to reach her marriage bed, and neither was her fiancé. He was a gentleman through and through, not some creature enslaved to his primitive nature.

      The duke, however, looked more than ready to throw Violet over his shoulder and carry her away to his lair. Prim hid a grimace behind her fan. How distasteful to be at the mercy of a man’s desire. She thanked the heavens for Peverel’s cool demeanor. He would never behave in such a fashion.

      Heather tugged on her elbow. “Come, Erick has a brand-new foal, and I know you will want to see it before you go. The newlyweds will wish to retire to their room soon, anyway.”

      Prim made a face and Heather laughed.

      “One day you will understand, little sister.”

      “No, I won’t.”

      She wished Violet all the happiness in the world, but what Prim didn’t understand, was how Violet had come to be so in love in the first place. Three weeks ago, she’d left for a house party. Lord Roderick Andrews had been the man her sister was supposed to marry—or so Prim and her mother had hoped. Instead, she’d somehow ended up marrying Lord Andrews’ older brother, the duke.

      Prim shook her head as she followed Heather from the ballroom to the stables. She had recognized the duke as the young man Violet had met years ago in Hyde Park, when she’d pegged him in the head with a kite. That much she understood, but what she couldn’t figure out was why Violet was so taken with him, and why she had taken the chances she did.

      Her sister had been quite open about things when Prim had arrived, which was a pleasant surprise. For years, Violet had been rather close-lipped about her feelings, and the reasons she had for turning down eight proposals during her four seasons. Prim shook her head at the difference in her sister. Now Violet was bursting with happiness, and everything she said involved Weirick, the duke.

      Perhaps that was why Prim found Peverel so interesting. Emotions never got the best of him. He was cool, collected, and so very smart. But he also said the sweetest things to her, and he cared for her in a way that was not—well, it was nothing like Violet and Weirick’s relationship.

      Violet behaved like she routinely wanted to undress her husband and drag him to the bedchamber.

      Prim would never leer at Peverel in such a way. It was undignified, to say the least. She supposed that people simply loved differently. Her love for her fiancé was calm and respectful, whereas Violet and Weirick were hot and explosive when it came to their emotions.

      They were different; that was all.

      Prim felt much better, now that she’d rationalized it all in her mind. She noticed that Heather had gotten far ahead of her, and had already disappeared inside the stable. Lifting her skirts discreetly, Prim trotted into the stable, eager to see the new foal.

      She skidded to a stop at the unexpected sight of a man, and the air immediately left her lungs.

      A shirtless man, dripping wet as he sloshed water from the pump onto his chest. Then he took notice of her, his gaze holding her prisoner.

      And just like that, everything that made Prim cool and reserved evaporated in wafts of steam from her skin.

      He studied her as he ran his fingers through his dark, damp hair. Beads of water slowly slithered down his broad chest, some catching in his chest hair, some following a wicked trail to his navel, and then into the waistband of his breeches. Others simply took their time, and his chest did look like a divine place to linger.

      She’d never seen a man with such large muscles in his arms and chest, tapering down to a lean waist.

      Prim licked her lips, her mouth suddenly as dry as the Sahara.

      He smiled at her and wiped his face with a towel, pulling on his shirt in what appeared to be slow motion.

      “Miss Primrose, I presume?” he asked with a Scottish burr.

      She fisted her hands on her hips and reminded herself that she was not intrigued by manly nakedness. “Uh, yes, and you are?”

      He walked forward, his stride loose and long, and extended his hand. 

      “Major Lachlan Dennehy, but me friends call me Lachy.”

      “Lachy… Pronounced almost like lucky?”

      Prim ignored his extended hand. She was an engaged woman, yet she was certain that touching this man would somehow alter that fact.

      “Aye, lucky I am.”

      Then he winked at her, smiling crookedly, his irises black in the dim light.

      Prim instinctively squeezed her thighs together. For some reason, her body was tingling in odd places. “I’m looking for my sister. There is a new foal here, yes?”

      She tore her gaze away from him and scanned the stable which was obviously empty, except for the horses and the two of them.

      “Out in the paddock.”

      “Thank you.”

      Prim turned away and walked as carefully and as quickly as she could. Heather stood at the fence, stroking the nose of an adorable colt. Prim hurried to her side, startling the colt.

      Heather brushed a stray curl from her cheek. “Goodness, Primrose. Where did you wander off to? And why are you so flushed?”

      “There is an odd man in the stable. Do you know who Major Lachlan Dennehy is?”

      “Of course. He lives here.”

      “What?”

      “He’s been in the East India Army for some time, but now he’s returned. He’s part of the original clan this castle belongs to. Erick and he are working on plans to improve the village, and Erick invited him to make use of the empty tenant cottage nearest the castle.”

      “Oh,” Prim replied.

      That settled it: She could never come back here. Just knowing he was still inside the stable, his shirt sticking to his damp skin, set her blood on fire. A mere man was not supposed to make her feel like this, certainly not a man who was not her intended husband. She was suddenly overheated, her skin prickly and her head woozy. She needed to get back to London and back to Peverel, as soon as possible. Seeing him would surely cure her of this temporary madness.

      “Let’s go back inside,” she said abruptly. “I need to prepare for my return to London.”

      “Are you in that much of a rush to see Lord Peverel?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      Prim averted her face to hide her burning cheeks, her attention aimed away from the stable as they passed by, just in case Major Dennehy stepped out.

      Heather linked their arms, and they returned to the drawing room in time to hear another toast to the blissfully happy couple. Prim observed Violet and the duke very carefully now, noting how his gaze rarely left her face, or how he would lean closer to hear her when she spoke. And her sister hung on his every word, adoring him with her eyes. An odd ache built in Prim’s chest, and she deliberately turned her thoughts to Peverel.

      What do people see when they look at the two of us?

      There was an air around Violet and duke, warm and vibrant, and their love was nearly blinding in its intensity. Prim pictured herself with her fiancé, but the image in her head felt neither warm nor vibrant. Her own thoughts about Peverel inspired nothing inside her, at least, nothing like what Violet exuded, for example—or the inferno that had taken over Prim’s body while witnessing water slip over the major’s bare skin.

      Her body flashed hot and then cold. She stepped back from the crowd, her hands shaking as she wrung them together and searched for some champagne to calm her nerves. She grabbed a glass from the refreshment table and tucked herself into an alcove, where no one could easily spot her, but where she could still see the happy couple. She gulped down her drink, her frantic thoughts calming as the effects of the alcohol overtook her.

      She understood now what Heather had seen.

      There was passion and desire between Violet and her husband. It was the physical expression of their love. Prim thought that if these emotions were elements, love would be air, and passion would be fire. After all, fire was bold and impossible to ignore. Air was invisible, impossible to grasp on to, but it was always there. All she needed to do was draw out Peverel’s passion, and then their calm, peaceful, and breezy relationship would magically transform itself into a wildfire.

      All Prim had to do was be as bold as Violet, and show her fiancé her own passionate side.

      “I want that,” she whispered to herself.

      An image of a shirtless Lachy suddenly flashed in her mind. No, she told herself and pushed the image away. Peverel wanted to marry her, and it was Peverel who had danced with her and rained attention on her these past two years. He had a charming smile and effortless wit.

      Prim swore right then that when she returned to London, she would show him that they didn’t need to be so cool and reserved with each other. Sometimes a little heat was called for in a relationship.

      After all, they would be married by the end of the season.
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      June 3, 1826

      

      Dearest Primrose,

      It is with the utmost regret that I must withdraw from our betrothal. I wish my timing was better, and not the morning of our wedding. I tried to keep my promise to you. I fought with all my being, but alas, it is undeniable that I do not deserve you.

      With sincerest regret,

      Peverel

      

      Prim’s hands shook as she stared down at the letter, her gaze boring into the paper so hotly it should have caught fire. But it didn’t. The embossed parchment, thick and expensive, simply became blurry. Only her eyes were burning. Tears rushed forward, eager to escape the wrath and shock inside her. She set the letter down, the weight of her mother and sisters’ expectations silent and heavy behind her. In the mirror, Ingrid, her lady’s maid, met her gaze. Her face said everything.

      Prim swallowed. She had to say something, but words failed her. She refused to look at the women surrounding her, their three shadows waiting in the early morning dimness of her room.

      She simply held the letter out wordlessly, and it was Violet, the most vivacious of them all, who darted forward to snatch it. Prim waited for the rest to happen naturally. There was the expected cursing, tears, and outrage, and through it all, she held her head high as she stood and turned to Ingrid.

      “Take this dress off me and burn it,” she ordered, her throat tight.

      “Jilted… Jilted!” Her mother wailed, and fell back onto Prim’s bed.

      Violet twisted the parchment in her hands, as if it were Peverel’s neck. “I knew he was a worthless fool. I’ll have Weirick rip his limbs from his body.”

      Heather wrapped her arms around Prim. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s-it’s fine,” Prim replied, but the truth was, she could barely draw breath.

      Her sister grabbed her by the shoulders then, and Prim was forced to meet Heather’s concerned gaze. “Don’t worry about anything. We will leave London immediately, and you won’t have to deal with any of the difficulties.”

      Prim nodded. She had nothing more to say—not a word. Her anger coiled inside her like a cold snake, waiting, for what she didn’t know. Heather moved away, and she stood still as Ingrid divested her of her wedding gown. Prim watched, her hands stiff and numb as she withdrew them from the sleeves. She shivered, suddenly alone as the maid disappeared into the dressing room, and Heather and Violet took their sobbing mother out into the hall.

      Then she pulled on her dressing gown, the misty, dreary morning a perfect backdrop for this catastrophic occasion.

      Jilted.

      She’d been deserted by her fiancé of almost two years.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In a blur of action, her trunks were packed, and suddenly she was standing on a ship, the Darling Emerald, headed to Alberhill Castle. Everywhere Prim turned, the pitying scrutiny was unbearable, especially once her mother had calmed down and had insisted she would not leave her daughter’s side.

      The constant vigil was unbearable. Prim found every excuse to wander away and find a nook to hide in. Below deck, tucked away in her cabin with a cold cup of tea, she stared out the small port window at the gray foggy horizon.

      She took a deep breath, the tightness in her chest easing as she found relief in solitude. She wished she had Peverel’s letter with her to read again. In their haste to leave, Prim wasn’t sure what had become of it. Violet might have burned it, or it might be sitting on her bed, for some curious maid to find.

      Either way, she had no answers or explanations for his actions.

      Yet there was something about the letter that still confused her. He’d said that he didn’t deserve her. For nearly two years he had showered her with gifts and attention. He’d been at her side for every society function since their engagement, and attentive to her every need—except one.

      He’d been utterly perfect. It was she who had felt flawed.

      Prim swallowed as she saw a seagull swoop into the water. The bird flew low over the waves, wings spread, rocking from side to side. They were out of the harbor now, following the coast of England north.

      She touched her fingers to the window as if she could touch the bird. She envied it. It seemed happy, and free… Prim smiled sadly, because now she, too, was free. Tears pricked her eyes, and this time she didn’t stop them from falling, or will them away. These ones were different. They didn’t burn, and they weren’t from a place of fear or anger. They were tears of relief.

      Prim could admit it to herself, but never out loud—because if someone heard her, then she’d have to explain herself, and she didn’t yet understand why she was relieved to be a jilted woman. All she knew was that in the last several months of her betrothal, something had changed.

      Or perhaps she had changed.

      After much thought, she now had an inkling of when it had started, but it was still just a suspicion. It involved meeting a man called Lachlan Dennehy, and the feeling that her life would never be the same after that one encounter.

      It was all that Scotsman’s fault. He had done this to her, with his rippling pectorals and wet skin. If she was going to be honest with herself—which she ought to, given her current circumstances—she needed to accept the truth. Lachy Dennehy had ruined her.

      Not in the literal sense. Prim blushed at the thought. She’d spent many sleepless nights thinking about all the ways he could have ruined her. Kisses so wicked they singed her undergarments, touches she not dare think about in the light of day. No, he’d ruined her with one smoldering look. That was all it took to change her forever. No longer was she deserving of Peverel’s saintly courtship.

      She had been tainted by the passion of a Scotsman.

      Shaking her head, she turned away from the window. She was being ridiculous. Lachy Dennehy most likely didn’t remember her at all. Prim hadn’t remembered him from the years she’d come to Alberhill castle, after Heather had married Erick, the Duke of Alberhill.

      Now she refused to ask about him, despite finding him shirtless in the stable, bathing himself at the water pump. She’d already given too much of herself to thoughts of him, so much so that she’d destroyed her own engagement to Adam St. Augustus, Viscount Peverel, a perfect man, if ever there was one.

      Errant thoughts of Lachy still made her feverish. How ironic that she would be returning to Alberhill, where her ruination had begun. They would reach it by nightfall, and Prim would have to endure more of her mother’s incessant hovering, never mind the pitying glances of everyone living in the castle.

      She would be suffocated by their concern, but Prim didn’t need it.

      She was free now, but she didn’t know where to go from here.

      What will become of me? What will become of Peverel? Had he somehow sensed the change in me?

      Cheeks flushed, Prim recalled the time she’d asked him to kiss her, and he’d refused. But something had come between them then, altering their path, and she wasn’t quite sure who deserved the blame.

      She’d bet her left arm Lachy would kiss any woman who asked him to, without hesitation, unless said woman was particularly distasteful. Would he kiss me if I asked? No, Prim scolded herself. She’d done enough damage already. She was not going to daydream about intimacies with a Scotsman when she would inevitably be in close proximity to him. It was unthinkable. She didn’t know him, and her reputation was already in tatters. The worst thing she could do now was have an affair with a clansman of no fortune.
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      Lachy surveyed the land before him with pride. The coming week would see the first of the cattle delivered. He smiled at the setting sun and turned to climb into his cart and head home.  He rubbed his thigh, the muscles sore but loose after a long day of work on his feet. Having been crushed by his felled horse during battle, he was lucky to have the leg at all—along with his life. The pain reminded him of his fate daily. His stomach rumbled as he trotted down the lane in the shadows of the trees lining the road to Alberhill Castle.

      Squinting at the road ahead, Lachy suddenly saw a black shape come over the rise of the hill. A carriage? He slowed and pulled his cart to the side of the narrow road, to wait for it to pass.

      As it lumbered closer, he recognized it as a hired carriage from Aberdeen. Curious now, he hummed softly as it came into view.

      “Oh, I lost me love to the sea when she floated down the river Dee. I pray she yet return to me, my dearest lover, bonny Emily…”

      Then the carriage slowed, and Lachy nodded to the coachman in greeting. “Aye, aye.”

      The lantern hanging on the side shed its light upon the glass. The carriage rolled on by him, but not before Lachy caught a glimpse of a pale face he knew far too well from his dreams. His gut clenched. “What hath hell brought back to me, ’tis my very own, bonny Emily,” he muttered.

      Primrose Everly.

      He hadn’t seen the other occupants of the carriage, but he doubted she’d be alone. He’d just flicked the reins back toward home when yet another carriage came over the crest of the hill. This one slowed, and then the duke stepped out.

      Lachy hopped down from his cart. “Your Grace, I had no idea you’d return so soon.”

      “There was an unexpected change, unfortunately,” the duke replied. “I will be in residence for a time with my family.”

      “You’ll be pleased to know the dairy is ready for operation.”

      The duke grinned. “I never doubted you, major. We can speak more tomorrow.”

      “Aye, Your Grace.”

      The carriage rolled on, and Lachy put his back to the castle. The air was colder now, and the hairs on his neck chilled and stiffened as he climbed into his cart and drove far away from the temptation that was Primrose Everly.

      Nary a day had passed without visions of her bonny face filling his head since their chance meeting in the stable. A grand impression he’d left her with—half naked, bathing himself at a water pump, like a proper savage. He would never forget her face as she’d devoured his bare chest with her gaze, how her lush pink lips had parted with surprise, her aquamarine eyes wide, absorbing what he would bet was her first glimpse of a man’s body.

      When he entered the quiet village, the only proof of life came from the tavern yard, where noisy patrons filtered in and out. It was the only building that still saw a modicum of use. The shops along the main street had shuttered one by one as his people turned to the larger town of Aberdeen for goods and work.

      Lachy pushed open the tavern door.  The stench hit him like a wall, filling his nostrils with dirt, sweat, and stale beer. He shouldered his way through the mass of bodies, finally reaching the bar.  Squeezing between two lads, he ordered his usual meat pie and beer.  He turned around to find an open table, and there his uncle stood, arms folded, glaring at him.

      “Uncle, you look well,” Lachy said tentatively.

      The other man sneered. “I didna see you leave the ’ouse this morning.”

      “You wouldna seen an elephant march through your room, let alone me leave the ’ouse, you gin-soaked fart. If you don’t recall, I don’t even live there anymore.”

      Then Lachy brushed past his uncle and searched the room for a table to eat his meal.

      Everywhere he looked, patrons slumped over grimy, damp tables. It was enough to turn one’s stomach. He’d slept in dirt cleaner than this pub during the war.

      He turned back to the bar, and Polly handed over his plate and mug. He pushed his way back to the entrance, spilling half his ale by the time he’d made it to the cool fresh air outside. He sat on a stump by the door and set the pewter plate on his knee to eat.

      The evening air soothed his temper, but the sour taste in his mouth was due to his uncle’s scathing comments, which was why he’d accepted the duke’s offer to stay in a tenant cottage closer to the dairy. His uncle hadn’t forgiven him for joining the military, and he sought to remind him of it every damn morning.

      Lachy knew his uncle wouldn’t be deterred for long, however.

      The tavern door swung open then, a waft of rancid air with it, but it wasn’t his Uncle Bruce who paused at his side, but Shamus Duncan, the oldest living clansman in the village.

      He squatted beside Lachy, his bones creaking. The three strands of hair on his glaring white head floated back into place like feathers. Absurdly enough, Shamus sill had a magnificent mustache; it looked like inverted bull horns running from his nostrils to his chin.

      He smiled at Lachy, all gum except for one tooth.

      Lachy couldn’t remember how old the man was. To Lachy, he’d always been old. In fact, he looked exactly the same as Lachy remembered from his boyhood.

      “Shamus.”

      “Good to see you, boy. We been waitin' for you.”

      “Did Uncle Bruce send you out here to ply the guilt?”

      “Do you feel guilty? Even a wee bit?”

      Lachy took a swig of his ale, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “Why should I? I had nothing to do with the castle being taken. It was more than fifty years ago.”

      “Eight and fifty, to be exact.”

      “Don’t you see how ridiculous that is? It was never mine, it was never me father’s—let it go, you old coot.”

      Shamus thumped Lachy’s knee with his feeble fist. “The castle belongs to Clan Dennehy, and you are the laird, whether you like it or not. You want to save the village, return it to its former glory and prosperity? This is how you do it—by claiming what is rightfully ours, and restoring the pride of the clan. To many of our people have left this land from rents too high to pay.”

      Lachy finished his ale and stood. “If the clan had any pride, the lot of you wouldn’t be jobless drunks. You would pay your rents, and buy the new machinery to survive these changes to farming. You would have kept working the land, and kept the shops full with wool, along with other goods. But you refused to work with the old duke, and the earl before him, and the clan lost its tenet farms. You lost your way, and I’m telling you, the dairy is how we get it back. It’ll mean more jobs for people to fill, without expensive machinery, and more money to spend right here in our own village. Don’t you want your kin to move back?”

      Shamus pushed to stand. “Aye, Lachy. We all do. It’s why you must come and speak to the lads. We’ve gathered in the old smithy.”

      Lachy turned away and took his plate inside the tavern. It was mostly empty now.

      “They went that way.”

      Polly, the tavern owner’s daughter, nodded toward the door behind the bar.

      Lachy sighed. He didn’t want to face them, when not even one man would help him bring their people back to work the dairy. But maybe they would listen to reason if he tried one more time, now that they had gathered together. They wanted change, and he only needed to convince them of what that change could be.

      He left through the back of the tavern and crossed the dirt lot that connected to the old smithy shop. He could already hear the arguing escalating inside.

      Shamus met him at the door.

      “You move damn fast for your age. How old are you?”

      “I forgot long ago. It doesn’t really matter anymore.”

      Lachy snorted as he held the plank door open for Shamus.

      The room quieted as they entered, and Lachy could feel the glares tossed in his direction turning to disdain. A fire had been lit on the old forge, and a few lanterns hung. He inspected the brittle and warped walls of the barn. The place was little more than kindling now that Ewan, the old smithy, had died. His son had moved to Aberdeen to pick up his trade, only coming back to work for the duke.

      The duke was their only source of income. Don’t they understand that?

      His Uncle Bruce stepped forward then, thumbs in the waist of his pants, like he was the proud mayor of this lot of unwashed drunks.

      Lachy folded his arms and waited.

      “Glad you saw fit to join us. We have similar goals, and that is to return our village and clan to prosperity.”

      “You might try keeping a job first, and spending your money on more than drink.”

      “Watch your tongue, boy,” his uncle snapped.

      Shamus scowled and picked up a thick, leather-clad book from the work table. “Quit bickering, or I’ll tan both your hides.”

      All eyes followed the book. Lachy regarded it with derision. It was the source of all this misplaced clan pride.

      The Dennehy Legacy, his uncle called it.

      In Lachy’s mind, it was just a journal, the rantings of his bitter ancestors, but his uncle held it above his head and the crowd quieted, as if it contained the words of God.

      “Why am I here?” Lachy asked, his voice breaking the spell.

      “You’re here to listen, boy.”

      He moved to lean against the table. “To who, you? Go on, then.”

      “We don’t want no dairy here,” his uncle said, sneering.

      Lachy scoffed. “You don’t want jobs? Money? A thriving village?”

      “Not
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