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      COUNTY ANTRIM, IRELAND – OCTOBER, 1888

      There was only one topic of conversation in the close-knit circles of the Ascendency in the north of Ireland for the better part of the autumn of eighteen eighty-eight, and that was Lord Deane Crenshaw, the Duke of Blackburn. More specifically, all high society could talk about was the fact that he had come to Ireland specifically to find himself a suitable duchess. An unprecedented number of balls had been put together, garden parties were as plentiful as clovers, and young ladies from every good family within a fifty-mile radius of Toome Hall, where the duke was staying with his aunt and uncle, Lord and Lady Toome, had been called home from whatever visits, finishing schools, and holidays they’d gone off on so that they could meet Blackburn and flirt shamelessly.

      Because not only was Blackburn a duke, he was a duke with a scandalous reputation. And nothing was more worthy of gossip and speculation than a young, single duke with a scandalous reputation who was in search of a bride.

      Deane was well aware of all of this as he was whisked from one cluster of beautifully dressed and coifed young ladies with stars in their eyes to another by his aunt at the musical evening she was hosting at Toome Hall.

      “You have the pick of them, Your Grace,” she whispered as she clung to his arm, glancing up at him. Lady Toome was startlingly short with light coloring, and Deane was over six feet, with black hair and blue eyes that betrayed his Irish connections, so the two of them standing side by side as they made their way across the room was an odd sight, as far as Deane was concerned. “Every one of the fine ladies here this evening is here for one reason and one reason only.” She glanced up at him with coquettish eyes and a mischievous grin.

      “To sample your special recipe for punch?” Deane asked, pretending to be utterly ignorant of his aunt’s machinations, when, in fact, they weighed painfully on him.

      “No, you silly.” She laughed loudly, smacking his arm and drawing the attention of the dozen or more young ladies in the room. “But you have the right idea,” she went on, lowering her voice to a whisper. “I should laugh more at the things you say. That will make the ladies think you have a sense of humor.”

      “But I do have a sense of humor,” Deane said in a low mutter, certain his aunt either didn’t hear him or didn’t have time for him to have a mind of his own.

      As far as he was concerned, he had a very good sense of humor. He would have to after finding himself wrapped up in the comedy of errors that had led him to Ireland in the first place. A man had to be able to laugh at life when he found himself in a situation where he was seduced by one of the most worldly and sought-after widows in London to be her plaything for a summer. Lady Constantine had lived up to her name in that she had constantly wanted him in her bed or by her side at the opera, or entertaining the idea of running away to the continent together. Deane had been too flattered—and, unfortunately, too aroused—by the older woman’s interest in him to say no.

      A man also required a sense of humor to end up seduced again by his lover’s rival. If he were honest with himself, he should have known what was about to happen when Lady Devereaux invited him to her townhouse, then insisted on interviewing him in the privacy of her boudoir. Even a dolt without Deane’s Cambridge education should have been able to see that the second widow wasn’t interested in discussing the politics of the day or getting his advice on the investments she claimed to have made. But, as usual, Deane had allowed his little head to do the thinking, and within a fortnight, the cat fight between Lady Constantine and Lady Devereaux over which of them should have the right to sink their claws into his flesh had spilled over into every drawing room in London and every scandal sheet in England, necessitating Deane’s flight to his aunt and uncle in Ireland, at his eldest sister, Victoria’s insistence.

      He had to have quite the sense of humor not to dissolve into a pile of dust at the absolute disgrace he’d made of himself and the thoroughness with which he’d ruined his life.

      “Ah, there,” Lady Toome whispered, her hand tightening on his arm. “Lady Vanessa Rathkenny is free at last. She is the one I truly wish you to meet.” She changed direction abruptly, tugging him over to the potted palms near the French doors leading out to the terrace, where a tall, willowy woman in a lavender gown that hinted the final stages of mourning, had just left off speaking with two other young women who had been thrown at Deane earlier.

      Deane fought to smile instead of wince. “From the color of her gown and her decoration, I take it she’s a widow?” he asked.

      “She is.” Lady Toome continued, slowing her steps, presumably so she could tell the whole tale before they reached the woman. “Such a tragic story, really. Poor Rathkenny adored her so, but he was struck down in his prime after being thrown from a horse while racing with his friends. Dear Lady Rathkenny has been left a widow at the tender age of thirty.” She grinned broadly at Deane, as though that were the best thing to ever have happened to either of them. “She still has plenty of childbearing years left in her, and she has the social grace and understanding to make the perfect duchess.”

      “Does she?” Deane asked, squirming on the inside. Lady Rathkenny could have been the nicest woman alive, for all he knew, but his history with widows had him trembling in his boots.

      “Ah, my dear Lady Rathkenny,” Lady Toome beamed as soon as they’d reached the target of her machinations. “It is so good to see you out and about in society again.”

      “It is good to rejoin society, my lady,” Lady Rathkenny said in a rich alto. She and Lady Toome exchanged polite nods before Lady Rathkenny lifted her hazel eyes to Deane. From the very first look, Deane could feel the matrimonial target shining on his forehead and Lady Rathkenny taking aim. “And might this be your esteemed nephew, about whom all conversation this autumn has been?”

      Deane did his best to stand straight and smile as Lady Toome said, “Yes, this is His Grace, the Duke of Blackburn.”

      Deane wished his aunt would stop introducing him as though he were the Pope. He was only thirty-two and a duke by default, as the youngest and only male child of his dear, departed parents. Practically every other duke he knew was twice his age, and for once, he just wanted to be treated like any other man who still considered himself young and full of life.

      “How do you do?” He bowed to Lady Rathkenny as formally as he could all the same, trying to smile when he was, in fact, in agony. He took Lady Rathkenny’s hand and bowed over it.

      “I am much better now,” Lady Rathkenny said with that particular spark in her eyes.

      Deane smiled, straightened, and glanced across the room for a way to escape. He also glanced around in search of another lady to talk to, a specific one at that—one he’d met briefly the week before at her sister’s wedding. But he had yet to catch sight of Lady Chloe O’Shea at any of the numerous social events he’d been trotted out to in the week since the wedding.

      Lady Toome cleared her throat, drawing Deane’s attention back to the moment and Lady Rathkenny. “Well,” she said. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll just leave the two of you to become better acquainted. I see my husband fumbling about in conversation with Lady Coyle, and I feel I must come to his rescue.”

      “But of course,” Lady Rathkenny said with a downright wolfish smile. She hardly waited for Lady Toome to leave and didn’t give Deane so much as a chance of starting the conversation before asking, “How are you enjoying Ireland, Your Grace?” She batted her eyes in a way Deane knew all too well as she asked her question.

      “I…well…that is to say, I don’t know how much of it I’ve actually been able to enjoy, since my aunt and uncle have kept me quite busy with social engagements,” he answered.

      “I see,” Lady Rathkenny said, glancing up at him from under her lashes. “And have you found society in Ireland…engaging?”

      Part of Deane wanted to sigh with exhaustion. He’d been through the same rigamarole Lady Rathkenny was attempting with him more times than he could count in the last few months, since the scandal broke.

      “I have made the acquaintance of quite a few people,” he said as politely as he could, hoping the woman would take the hint that he wasn’t the cad his reputation had made him out to be. “I met a fascinating gentleman, Lord Caelian O’Shea, who is building a flying machine. I would love to learn more about that. And Lord Garvaugh took me on a tour of his estate the other day and showed me some innovations he has made to his farms’ irrigation systems that I was quite impressed with.” He prayed Lady Rathkenny would lose interest in him fast.

      “That isn’t what I meant at all,” she said, dropping her voice to an even lower register and inching closer to him. She placed a gloved hand suggestively on his arm. “I meant, have you found yourself any particular company yet?”

      It was all Deane could do not to roll his eyes. He decided to continue to pretend he didn’t have a clue what the woman was suggesting. “I have been enjoying getting to know my cousins better, since we’ve only ever had reason to spend lengths of time together around holidays, when we are all in London.”

      Lady Rathkenny laughed as though he were a dimwitted child. “You have no need to pretend with me, Your Grace,” she said, leaning closer still. “I am not a delicate maiden, like most of the ladies your aunt has introduced you to thus far. I was married for five years. I know the ways of the world, and your reputation precedes you.” Her eyes glittered with lasciviousness.

      “Does it?” Deane asked, roiling with discomfort.

      “Oh, yes.” Lady Rathkenny bit her lip. “It has been whispered to me that you are quite talented, and that you have been blessed with certain, shall we say, assets that do not leave a lady wanting.”

      Deane’s face heated, and he wanted to sink into the floor. He was no more skilled than the next man who had more experience in bed than he should have. As for his assets, he was average, as far as he knew. Rumor and inuendo had a way of expanding things.

      “Well,” he answered, still playing oblivious, “I am quite good at cricket.”

      Lady Rathkenny sucked in a breath as though he’d said he was an expert at cunnilingus. “I look forward to putting your skills to the test, Your Grace.” She went so far as to pluck at one of the buttons on his jacket.

      That was the limit, as far as Deane was concerned. One little summer of mistakes, and now he was little more than a piece of meat for salacious widows to drool over. The whole thing was maddening.

      “If you will excuse me, Lady Rathkenny,” he said, glancing to the French doors behind them as one of the footmen tending to refreshments for the party escaped to the terrace, where extra bottles of wine and trays of snacks were being kept at the ready, “I need to have a word with that footman about a canape I sampled earlier that seems to have gone off. I wouldn’t want anyone else to be made sick.”

      “No, not at all,” Lady Rathkenny said, her eyes still sparkling, as though he’d made an assignation with her. “Perhaps we will see each other later?”

      “Perhaps,” Deane said.

      He didn’t waste any time. He leapt toward the door, slipping outside before Lady Rathkenny, or his aunt, or any of the other female guests who wanted a bite of him, could catch him and drag him back into the house. As soon as he was outside, faced with a startled footman, Gerry, he asked, “Which is the quickest way to get as far from the house as possible?”

      Gerry laughed. “Head that way, straight through the boxwood garden. And if you’re interested, since it’s a nice, clear night, keep going up the hill and you might be able to see the meteor shower.”

      “Meteor shower?” Deane asked, striding swiftly in the direction Gerry had pointed. “That would be a damn sight better than anything going on in there.” He gestured over his shoulder with his thumb, but kept walking into the dark, desperate to get as far away from mischief-minded ladies as possible.

      

      It was a beautiful night, or so Chloe O’Shea told herself. It was warm for October, and the clouds had cleared midway through the afternoon, meaning she’d be able to watch the meteor shower after all. She’d gone so far as to strap her telescope to her bicycle and to make her way to the highest hill within a short distance of Dunegard Castle so that she could get the best view. She told herself that her choice of a hill that was technically part of Toome Hall, and within sight of the manor house there, was not because a very special evening of dancing and musical entertainment was happening there to celebrate Lady Toome’s nephew, the Duke of Blackburn, whom she’d met at Colleen and Lord Boleran’s wedding the week before.

      She couldn’t have cared less about such frivolous social events, especially when she hadn’t been invited. She told herself she wouldn’t have enjoyed the evening anyhow. The sun might have been in Libra, bringing balance and fairness to all things, but the moon, Mercury, and Venus were all in Scorpio, meaning everything would have been far too overwhelming and overstimulating for her. She was a Gemini, and Gemini and Scorpio did not mix well.

      That didn’t stop her from sighing and glancing down the hill toward the brightly-lit house. The house was easily half a mile away, but Chloe fancied she could hear the music of whatever orchestra Lady Toome had hired wafting through the night. And if there was one thing Chloe loved as much as she loved the stars, it was music. Even if she hadn’t thought about Blackburn every day for the past week—since he’d caught her stuffing wedding cake into her mouth and come to her rescue by thumping her back when she’d choked on it—she would have liked to have heard the orchestra.

      She sighed and dragged her attention back to her telescope. It was probably for the best that she hadn’t been invited. People might have called her innocent, or even flighty, but she knew enough to know that Lady Toome did not like or approve of her. She was savvy enough to know that, even though her sisters, Marie and Colleen, had made brilliant matches within the last few months, that didn’t mean the rest of the O’Shea family’s reputation had been redeemed. They were still considered mad, bad, and scandalous to know, as that old poet was once called. She couldn’t remember which one off the top of her head, since poetry had never been half as interesting to study as the stars.

      She adjusted her telescope and gazed up into the heavens, searching out Saturn. There was something about looking at Saturn through her telescope that always thrilled Chloe. The instrument wasn’t half as wonderful as the telescopes she’d seen the one time her brother, Fergus, had taken her to the Royal Observatory in Greenwich a few years ago, when they’d been in London. That single trip had ignited Chloe’s interest in everything related to the stars. She’d only been a girl then, but she’d been allowed to look through Sheepshanks equatorial, an amazing refracting telescope, to see far out into the heavens. That one moment had made her feel infinitely small, and yet astoundingly powerful, at the same time. In fact, she fully intended to return to Greenwich someday to⁠—

      “Oh! I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

      Chloe gasped and jerked back from her telescope at the deep, male voice that interrupted her thoughts. Her body flushed hot and cold at the idea of being caught trespassing. Those electric feelings only intensified when she made out the sight of Blackburn himself in the light of the single lantern she’d brought with her, which was secured to the handlebars of her bicycle, a few feet away.

      “Oh, dear,” she gasped, clapping a hand to her chest. “I…I didn’t think anyone would notice if I set up here,” she defended herself, certain Blackburn would take her to task. “This is the nicest hill within miles, and the heavens are so bright tonight. But if you want me to leave⁠—”

      “No!” Blackburn shouted, so loudly that Chloe jumped behind her bicycle, as if it could protect her from Blackburn’s wrath. Not that it was wrath, exactly. “I mean, sorry, that was a bit too loud.”

      “It was, rather,” Chloe panted.

      “Again, I’m sorry.” Blackburn took a step toward her, wincing. “It’s just that I don’t want you to run off on my account. In fact, I cannot believe my luck in finding you up here. I had to escape that abominable party, and there didn’t seem to be any way to do it other than tearing off into the night. Gerry showed me how I could get away, and then I saw the light up here from your lantern….”

      Chloe stared at him, not certain the man was making sense. He was a duke. The duke. The duke that every conversation had been all about for weeks now. And he wanted to get away from a party—that Chloe had not been invited to—in his honor?

      “Anyhow,” he went on, “I’m glad to finally meet you again, Lady Chloe.”

      “You remember my name?” Chloe asked, blinking.

      Blackburn laughed. “Of course, I do. You made quite an impression on me at your sister’s wedding last week. I was hoping we would get the chance to⁠—”

      He was halfway through his sentence, on his way to moving closer to Chloe, when he bumped into her bicycle in the dark, sending the whole thing tipping toward Chloe. The lantern crashed to the ground in a flare of burning oil between them.
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      Finally, Deane felt as though he could breathe. It was more than the fresh air and the peaceful night. Lady Chloe O’Shea was every bit as charming and sweet as he remembered her to be. And he was unforgivable for startling her the way he had. He’d been so intrigued by the fact that the sister of an earl had set herself up with a telescope, alone, late at night that he hadn’t thought to make his presence known gently. And then, as he usually did, he became overexcited when he thought he’d given her the impression he wanted her to go away. The truth couldn’t have been more the opposite.

      And then he’d gone and upset her bicycle, or more importantly, the lantern that had been sitting on top of it.

      “Stand back!” he called, stepping around the contraption to grab Lady Chloe around the waist and whisk her away from the blast of burning oil. “You’re all right,” he said, keeping his arms around her and backpedaling.

      In the process, he bumped into her telescope, knocking that over as well.

      “Oh!” Lady Chloe gasped and pulled out of his arms, diving after her telescope. She had the fastest reflexes of anyone Deane had ever known and managed to catch the shiny, brass instrument before it could topple into the grass.

      “Good catch,” he called, as if he were at a cricket match and she’d stopped a ball from going over the boundary. “I would never have forgiven myself if something that precious had broken.”

      “It is precious,” Lady Chloe said, sounding as though she were catching her breath in relief as she set the telescope upright again. “But it’s also surprisingly sturdy. I’ve knocked it over several times, and it’s been fine.” She stopped with a slight squeak and straightened, glancing to the lantern fire—which had quickly burnt itself out on the damp grass—once she had the telescope back on its feet. “I hope my bicycle is undamaged,” she said, crossing to the bicycle.

      Deane cursed himself for doing nothing but standing there, staring at her while she spoke. Without the lantern, Lady Chloe was illuminated only by the bright moon and stars above, which gave her an otherworldly look. She was quite lovely, if he did say so himself. She was short, but she had the look of someone who spent a great deal of time outdoors, engaging in natural exercise—as opposed to the sallow, slender ladies he knew in London. Her face was round, and even in the dark, he could tell her cheeks were pink with health—and likely a bit of embarrassment, caused by him. She had beautiful, long, reddish-blonde hair as well, and whether it had come out of a style she’d had it in earlier, or whether she’d left it mostly loose on purpose, it fell in a captivating cascade down her back.

      But he shouldn’t have been staring at her and dreaming at all. He should be helping her, which was precisely what he had planned as he lunged toward her bicycle.

      Only, instead of helping her reach for the contraption and pull it upright, he thumped into her, sending her reeling to one side.

      “Blast it, I’m so sorry again,” Deane said, cursing himself with his tone. “It’s a good thing I didn’t engage in any of the dancing at my aunt’s ridiculous soiree this evening. I would likely have stepped on the toes of every woman she threw at me.”

      Much to Deane’s surprise, Lady Chloe laughed. The sound was open and free, and it squeezed at his heart—and his balls—as it rang in the night air. “Forgive me,” Lady Chloe said as they tugged the bicycle upright together, “but I suddenly had the image of Lady Toome lifting her female guests and bodily hurling them at you, like a caber-tossing competition I once witnessed on a trip to Scotland.”

      Deane laughed as well, charmed to the tips of his toes. “Have a care!” he called out jokingly, miming defending himself. “Here comes Lady Forsythe!”

      “Duck!” Lady Chloe played along. “Lady Coyle has quite a bit of wind behind her.”

      “Oh dear.” Deane stood straight, dropped his shoulders, and pretended to be staring up at a ceiling. “Lady Rathkenny seems to have caught her skirt in the chandelier. Is there a footman on hand to
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