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“Hush, Anna.” Conlan’s arms slid around her, 
drawing her tight against him just 
as she had wanted. “For once in your life, 
just hush.”

      
      His mouth came down on hers. He was not harsh, but he was insistent, his lips opening over hers, his tongue seeking entrance. She opened for him, letting him in, meeting him eagerly.
      

      
      Oh, yes, this was what she longed for. That sensation of every rational thought flying out of her, of falling down into pure, hot need.
      

      
      His hand slid down her back as their kiss deepened, and his coat fell away from her shoulders. The cold air washed over her,
         but she only felt it for an instant before it was replaced with his heat. He wanted her. Not the image of her, the earl’s fine, pretty daughter, but her.
      

      
      “I don’t want to need you,” he said fiercely.

      
      “I don’t want to need you, either,” she whispered. Her head fell back against the wall. She closed her eyes tightly, reveling
         in the glorious pleasure of his touch. “But I fear I do. Oh curse it, Conlan, if you don’t touch me I’ll scream.”
      

      
      
         “4 Stars! McKee sets the stage for a romantic adventure that captures the spirit of Ireland and a pair of star-crossed lovers
            to perfection.”
         

         —RT Book Reviews on Countess of Scandal

      
      
   
      
      To Mrs. Harold, my high school AP History teacher, and all the wonderful teachers I had over the years who encouraged me in
         my writing. Teachers rock!

      
   
      
      
AUTHOR’S NOTE


      
      I was so excited to revisit the Blacknall sisters in Duchess of Sin and discover exactly what happened to Anna. I never had any sisters of my own, though I always wanted one, and this family
         is my way of living out that fantasy. It makes it even more fun that they live in my very favorite place on earth, Ireland,
         in a time of great excitement and change. And their story isn’t quite finished! We get to see Caroline in book three, Lady of Seduction.
      

      
      Here’s some of the history behind the story: The Act of Union was actually two acts, the first passed as an Act of the Parliament
         of Great Britain on July 2, 1800, and the second an Act of the Parliament of Ireland on August 1, 1800. The two acts united
         the Kingdom of Great Britain and the Kingdom of Ireland to create the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, which came
         into effect on January 1, 1801. In the Republic of Ireland, the first Act was not repealed until the passing of the Republic’s
         Statute Law Revision Act in 1983.
      

      
      Before these Acts, Ireland had been in personal union with England since 1541 when the Irish Parliament passed the Crown of
         Ireland Act proclaiming Henry VIII as King of Ireland. England and Scotland were united into a single kingdom in 1603.
      

      
      The Parliament in Dublin had gained a measure of independence by the Constitution of 1782, and many of its members guarded
         this hard-won freedom fiercely (the most notable being Henry Grattan, the hero of the anti-Unionists and a minor character
         in this story). They rejected a motion for Union in 1790 by 109 votes versus 104. Not that the Irish Parliament was open to
         all Irishmen—only Anglicans of a certain class could become Members of Parliament.
      

      
      By the late 1790s, with the French Revolution of 1789 and the Irish Rebellion of 1798 (the background of the first Daughters
         of Erin book, Countess of Scandal), Britain was scared and determined to make those wild Irish settle down. The final passage of the Act in the Irish Parliament
         was achieved in part by bribery, such as awarding peerages, estates, and money to get votes. The measure passed 158 to 115.
      

      
      A good source to learn more about the politics of the time is Alan J. Ward’s The Irish Constitutional Tradition: Responsible Government and Modern Ireland, 1782–1992 and W. J. McCormack’s The Pamphlet Debate on the Union of Great Britain and Ireland. (Grattan’s speech in Parliament, which I had Anna witness, can be found here in its entirety.) You can visit my website,
         http://laurelmckee.net, for more sources and historical info, as well as pictures of the sites seen in these books.
      

      
      And as for the Children of Lir, a statue of them can be seen in the Garden of Remembrance at Parnell Square in Dublin. It is said to symbolize the rebirth of the Irish nation
         following 900 years of struggle for independence, just as the swans were reborn after 900 years. It’s a very moving sight,
         and one I’m grateful to have seen!
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Chapter One

      
      Dublin, December 1799

      
      She really should not be doing this. It was a terrible, imprudent idea.
      

      
      But that had never stopped her before.

      
      Lady Anna Blacknall drew the hood of her black cloak closer over her pale gold hair, which would shimmer like a beacon in
         the night and attract unwanted attention. She pressed her back tighter to the stone wall, peering out at the world through
         the eyeholes of her satin mask. Her endeavor to become invisible seemed to be working as everyone hurried past her without
         even a glance.
      

      
      But where was Jane? If she turned coward and refused to appear, Anna couldn’t get into the Olympian Club on her own. Jane
         was the one who was a member, and the club had a strictly enforced “guests of members only” policy. It wasn’t likely Jane
         would abandon her, though. Jane, the widowed but still young Lady Cannondale, was the most daring woman in Dublin, always
         up for a lark or a dare. She was also Anna’s new bosom bow—much to her mother’s chagrin. Katherine Blacknall, Lady Killinan, feared Lady
         Cannondale would land Anna in scandal and ruin.
      

      
      It was fortunate Katherine didn’t realize that most of their pranks were Anna’s idea, just like the one tonight.

      
      Anna pressed her hands tightly to her stomach where a nervous excitement fluttered like a hundred demented butterflies. This
         seemed like such a fine idea when she first heard about the exclusive, secretive, scandalous Olympian Club and found out Jane
         was a member. Tonight the club was holding a masked ball, the rare opportunity for non-members to see what went on inside
         its hidden environs. Surely something so secretive must be worth exploring.
      

      
      Strangely, though, Jane had tried to put her off, to laugh away the invitation to the ball. “It is sure to be quite dull,”
         she insisted, taking the engraved card from Anna’s hand after she found it hidden in Jane’s sitting room. “The club has such
         a reputation only because it restricts its membership. There’s just cards and a little dancing, like everywhere else in Dublin.”
      

      
      Anna snatched the invitation right back. “How can a masked ball at a secret club possibly be dull? I’ve been so bored of late.
         Surely this is just the excitement I need!”
      

      
      Jane had laughed. “You have been to parties every night this month. How can you be bored?”

      
      “All anyone talks about are the Union debates in Parliament,” Anna said. Those endless quarrels for and against Ireland’s
         Union with England, rumors of who had been bribed with titles and money to switch sides, and who had come to fisticuffs over the matter in St. Stephen’s Green. She was so vastly tired of it, tired of everything.
      

      
      It did not distract her from memories of the Uprising, either—from the old, terrible nightmares of blood and death in battle.
         Only dancing and wine and noise could do that, for a few hours, anyway.
      

      
      She had finally persuaded Jane to take her to the Olympian Club’s masked ball. Anna crept out of her house at the appointed
         hour, in disguise, to wait on this street corner. But where was Jane?
      

      
      She tapped her foot under the hem of her gown, a borrowed frock of Jane’s made of garnet-red satin embroidered with jet beads
         and trimmed with black lace. Her own gowns were all the insipid whites and pastels of a debutante, but this gown was much
         better. The beads clicked and sang at the movement, as if they, too, longed to dance, to drown in the sweet forgetfulness
         of music and motion. But if Jane did not hurry, they would have to leave the ball before it even started! Anna had to be home
         before dawn if she didn’t want to get caught.
      

      
      At last, Jane’s carriage came rattling around the corner. The door opened, and Anna rushed inside, barely falling onto the
         velvet seat before they went flying off again. Her nervous butterflies beat their wings faster as they careened through the
         night, and Anna laughed at the rush of excitement.
      

      
      “I thought you changed your mind,” she said, straightening her skirt.

      
      “Of course not, A.,” Jane answered, tying on her own mask around her piled-up auburn hair. “I promised you an adventure tonight.
         Though I do fear you may be disappointed once you see how dull the club really is.”
      

      
      “I’m sure it can’t be as dull as another ball at Dublin Castle,” Anna said with a shudder. “Terrible music, endless minuets
         with stuffy lordlings. And Mama watching to see if I will marry one of them and cease my wild ways at last.”
      

      
      Jane laughed. “You ought to let her marry you off to one of them.”
      

      
      “Jane! Never. Just the thought of one of them touching me—that way. No.”

      
      “It only lasts a moment or two, A., I promise. And then you have freedom you can’t even imagine now. My Harry was a terrible
         old goat, but now I have his money and my Gianni, who is quite luscious.” Jane sighed happily. “It is a marvelous life, truly.”
      

      
      “But you are Harry’s widow, Jane. You no longer have to endure his—attentions.” Anna stared out the window at the city streets
         flashing by, a blur of gray-white marble, austere columns and black-painted doors. She thought of old Lord Cannondale before
         he popped off last spring, his yellow-tinged eyes that watched Jane so greedily, his spotted, twisted hands. And she thought
         of someone else, too, that crazed soldier who had grabbed her in the midst of battle… “Not even for freedom could I endure
         sharing my bed with someone like that.”
      

      
      “Well, what of Grant Dunmore then? He is young and so very handsome. All the young ladies are in love with him, yet he wanted
         to dance only with you at Lady Overton’s ball last week. He would not be so bad.”
      

      
      Yes, there was Sir Grant Dunmore. Not so very old at all, and the most handsome man in Dublin, or so everyone said. Surely
         if she had to marry someone, he would make a fine enough choice.
      

      
      “He’s all right,” she said neutrally.

      
      “Oh, A.! Is there no one in all of Dublin who catches your eye?”
      

      
      Anna frowned. Yes, once there had been a man who caught her eye. It felt like a hundred years ago, though in fact it had not
         even been two. When she closed her eyes she could still see him there. The carved lines of his dark, harshly elegant face,
         and the glow of his green eyes. The way his rough, powerful hands felt as he reached for her in that stable…
      

      
      The Duke of Adair. Yes, she did still think of him, dreamed of him at night, even though they had not met since those fearsome
         days of the Uprising. She was on the run with her family, and he was intent on his own unknown, dangerous mission. He would
         not want to see her again, not after what she had done to him.
      

      
      She shook her head hard, trying to dislodge him from her memories—to shake free any memories at all. The past was gone. She
         had to keep reminding herself of that. “No, there is no one. I’ve never met anyone who appealed to me as your Gianni does
         to you.”
      

      
      “We shall just have to change that then,” Jane said. “Oh, look, here we are!”

      
      Desperately glad of the distraction, Anna peered out the window to find a nondescript building. It could have been any other
         house on Fish Street, a square, harsh, classical structure of white stone. The only glimmer of light came from a leaded, fan-shaped
         window over the dark blue door. All the other windows were tightly shrouded with dark drapes.
      

      
      Anna smoothed her black silk gloves over her elbows, taking in a deep, steadying breath as a footman opened the carriage door.

      
      “Are you quite sure this is the place?” she said. “It doesn’t look scandalous at all.”
      

      
      “I told you it might be disappointing,” Jane answered, stepping down to the pavement. “But then again, the most delicious
         forbidden places are adept at disguise.”
      

      
      Just like herself? Anna had found she, like this house, was very good at putting up façades and pretending to be what she
         was not. Or maybe trying on different masks to see which was really her, to hide the terrible hollowness inside. But that
         would require far too much introspection, and that she did not have time for.
      

      
      She followed Jane up the front steps, waiting just behind as her friend gave the unsmiling butler her invitation.

      
      “Follow me, if you please, madame,” he said, letting them in after examining them carefully. As two masked footmen stepped
         forward to take their cloaks, the door swung shut with an ominous, echoing clang. Now that they were really in that strange,
         cold, silent house, Anna wondered if Jane was right—maybe they should not be there.
      

      
      She caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror as the butler led them up the winding marble staircase, and she scarcely recognized
         the woman who stared back. In that sophisticated red gown, with her face covered by a black satin mask and a beaded black
         lace net over her blond hair, she looked older than her eighteen years.
      

      
      That was good. Sometimes she did not want to be herself at all, didn’t want to be Anna Blacknall, with all those duties and
         expectations and memories.
      

      
      And she didn’t want anyone else to recognize her, either. If anyone discovered she was here, she would be quite ruined. She would disappoint her mother and family yet again,
         in the worst way. But on nights like this, it was as if a terrible compulsion, almost an illness, came over her, and she had
         to run away.
      

      
      They turned on the landing at the top of the stairs, making their way down a long, silent corridor. Medieval-looking torches
         set in metal sconces flickered, casting bronze-red shadows over the bare walls. At first, the only sound was the click of
         their shoes on the flagstone floor. But as they hurried farther along, a soft humming noise expanded and grew, becoming a
         roar.
      

      
      The butler threw open a pair of tall double doors at the end of the corridor, and Anna stepped into a wild fantasy.

      
      It was a ballroom, of course, but quite unlike any other she had ever seen. The floor-to-ceiling windows were draped in black
         velvet; streamers of red and black satin fell from the high ceiling, where a fresco of cavorting Olympian gods at an Underworld
         banquet stared down at them. More gods, stone and marble, stood in naked splendor against the silk-papered walls. The air
         was heavy with the scent of wax candles and exotic orchids and lilies, tumbling over the statues in drifts of purple and black
         and creamy white.
      

      
      A hidden orchestra played a wild Austrian waltz, a sound strange and almost discordant to Anna’s ears after the staid minuets
         and country dances of Society balls, but also gorgeous and stirring. Masked couples swirled around the dance floor, a kaleidoscope
         of whites, reds, blacks, and greens. It was a primal scene, bizarre and full of such raw energy.
      

      
      That nervous feeling faded, replaced by a deeper stirring of excitement. Yes, this Dionysian place was exactly what she needed
         tonight.
      

      
      Jane took two glasses of champagne from the proffered tray of another masked footman, handing one to Anna. “Cheers, A.,” she
         said, clicking their glasses together. “Is this more like what you expected?”
      

      
      Anna sipped at the sharp, bubbling liquid, studying the dancers over the golden rim. “Indeed so.”

      
      “Well, then, enjoy, my friend. The card room is over there, dining room that way. They have the most delectable lobster tarts.
         I think I will just find myself a dance partner.”
      

      
      “Have fun,” Anna said. As Jane disappeared into the crowd, Anna finished her champagne and took another glass, making her
         way around the edge of the room. It was decidedly not a place her mother would approve of. It was too strange, too dark—the dancing much too close. One man leaned over his partner,
         kissing her neck as she laughed. Anna turned away from them, peeking into the card room where roulette and faro went on along
         with more intimate card games. There seemed to be a great deal of money, as well as piles of credit notes, on the tables.
      

      
      No, the Olympian Club was assuredly not Dublin Castle, the seat of the British government, and not some stuffy Society drawing
         room, either. And that was what she wanted. There was no forgetfulness in staid reels and penny-ante whist.
      

      
      She took another glass of champagne. The golden froth of it along with the rich scent of the flowers was a heady combination.
         For a moment, the room swayed before her, a gilded mélange of red and black and laughing couples, and she laughed too.
      

      
      “You shouldn’t be here, beag peata,” a deep voice said behind her, rough and rich, touched at the edges by a musical Irish accent. Though the words were low,
         they seemed to rise above the cacophony of the party like an oracle’s pronouncement.
      

      
      Anna shivered at the sound, the twirling room slowing around her as if in a dream. Her gloved fingers tightened on the glass
         as she glanced over her shoulder. And, for the first time since she stepped into the alternate world of the club, she felt
         a cold frisson of fear trickle down her spine.
      

      
      The man stood far enough away that it would be easy for her to run and melt into the crowd. Yet something in his eyes, a fathomless,
         burning dark green behind the plain white mask, held her frozen in place as his captive.
      

      
      He was tall and strongly built, with his broad shoulders and muscled chest barely contained in stark black and white evening
         clothes. And he was so dark—bronzed, almost shimmering skin set off by close-cropped raven-colored hair and a shadow of beard
         along his sharp jaw. Dark and hard, a Hades in his Underworld realm, yet his lips seemed strangely sensual and soft.
      

      
      They curved in a wry smile, as if he read her fascinated thoughts.

      
      “You don’t belong here,” he said again.

      
      Something in that gravelly voice—the amusement or maybe the hint of tension—made Anna prickle with irritated anger. He did
         not even know her; how dare he presume to know where she belonged. Especially when she did not even know that herself.
      

      
      She stiffened her shoulders, tilting back her head to stare up and up into his eyes. He really was cursed tall! She felt delicate
         and small beside him when she wanted to feel like a powerful goddess.
      

      
      “On the contrary,” she said. “I find this all remarkably amusing.”

      
      “Amusing?” His gaze swept over the room before landing on her again, pinning her as if she were some helpless butterfly. “You
         have strange taste in amusement, beag peata.”
      

      
      “You should not call me that. I am not that small.”
      

      
      One dark brow arched over his mask. “You know Gaelic?”

      
      “Not a great deal. But enough to know when I am insulted.”

      
      He laughed, a harsh, rusty sound, as if he did not use it very often. “It is hardly an insult. Merely the truth—little one.”

      
      Before Anna could tell what he was doing, he grabbed her wrist, holding it between his strong, callused fingers. Though his
         touch was light, she sensed she could not easily break away. That eerie fascination, that hypnosis he seemed to cast around
         her, tightened like a glittering web.
      

      
      Unable to breathe or to think, she watched as he unfastened the tiny black pearl buttons at her wrist, peeling back the silk.
         A sliver of her pale skin was revealed, her pulse pounding just along the fragile bone.
      

      
      “You see,” he said quietly. “You are small and delicate, trembling like a bird.”
      

      
      He lifted her wrist to his lips, pressing a soft kiss to that thrumming pulse. Anna gasped at the heat of that kiss, at the touch of his tongue to her skin, hot and damp. She tried to snatch her hand away, but his fingers tightened, holding her
         fast.
      

      
      “You should not be here among the hawks,” he muttered, his gaze meeting hers in a steady burn.

      
      There was something about those eyes.…

      
      Anna had a sudden flash of memory. A man on a windswept hill, his long, black hair wild. A man who held her close in a dark,
         deserted stable, who kissed her in the midst of danger and uncertain fates. A man all tangled up in her blood-soaked memories.
      

      
      A man with dark green eyes.

      
      “Is—is it you?” she whispered without thinking.

      
      His eyes narrowed, a muscle in his jaw clenching. “I told you, beag peata. You should not be here.”
      

      
      “I go where I please,” she said, an attempt at defiance even as her head spun.

      
      “Then you are a fool. Everyone should be most careful these days. You never know who is your friend and who your foe.”

      
      “Insults again?” Angry and confused and, she feared, aroused by him, she tried again to twist away.

      
      He would not let her go. Instead, he drew her closer, his other arm coming around her waist and pulling her up against him.
         His body pressed against hers, warm and hard through the slippery satin of her gown.
      

      
      “Since you insist on staying then,” he said, “you should have a dance.”

      
      Before she could protest or even draw a breath, he lifted her up, carrying her into the whirling press of the dance floor.

      
      She stared up into his eyes, mesmerized as he slowly slid her back down to her feet. He twirled her about, her hand held over her head in an arch.
      

      
      “I don’t know the steps,” she gasped.

      
      “We’re not at a castle assembly,” he said roughly, dipping her back in his arms. “No one cares about the steps here.”

      
      As he spun her around again, Anna stared into a dizzy haze. He was quite right—everyone seemed to use the dance merely as
         an excuse to be close to each other. Very close. The couples around them were pressed together as they twirled in wild circles, bodies entwined.
      

      
      She looked back into his eyes, those green eyes that saw so very much. He seemed to see everything she tried so hard to keep
         hidden—all her fear and guilt. That mesmerizing light in his eyes reeled her closer and closer.…
      

      
      She suddenly laughed, feeling reckless and giddy with the champagne, the music, and being so close to him, to the heat and
         light of him. Well, she had come here to forget, had she not? To leave herself behind and drown in the night. She might as
         well throw all caution to the wind and go down spectacularly.
      

      
      Anna looped her arms around his neck, leaning into the hard, lean strength of his muscled body. “Show me how you dance then,” she said.
      

      
      His jaw tightened, and his eyes never wavered from hers. “You should go home now.”

      
      “The night is young. And you said I should dance.”

      
      In answer, he dragged her tight against him, his hands unclasping hers from around his neck as he led her deeper into the
         shifting patterns of the dance. Even as the crowd closed around them, pressing in on her, she could see no one but him. The rest of the vast room faded to a golden blur; only he was thrown into sharp relief. He held her safe in his
         arms, spinning and spinning until she threw back her head, laughing as she closed her eyes.
      

      
      It was like flying! Surely any danger was worth this. For one instant, she could forget and soar free.

      
      But then he lifted her from her feet again, twirling her through an open door and into sudden silence and darkness. She opened
         her eyes to see they were in a conservatory, an exotic space of towering potted palms and arching windows that let in the
         cold, moonlit night. The air smelled of damp earth, of rich flowers, and of the clean salt of his warm skin.
      

      
      There were a few whispers from unseen trysts behind the palms and the ghostly echo of music. But mostly she heard his breath,
         harsh in her ear. She felt the warm rush of it against the bare skin of her throat. Her heart pounded, an erratic drumbeat
         that clouded all her thoughts and obscured any glimmer of sense.
      

      
      For the first time since they started dancing, she felt truly afraid. She was afraid of herself, of the wild creature inside
         that clamored to be free. Afraid of him, of his raw strength and strange magnetism that would not let her go, and of who she
         suspected he was. Afraid he would vanish again.
      

      
      He set her down on a wide windowsill. The stone was cold through her skirts, and his hands hard as he held her by the waist.
         Anna braced herself against his shoulders, certain she would fall if he let go. Falling down and down into that darkness that
         always waited, so she could never find her way out again.
      

      
      “You should listen to me, beag peata,” he said, his accent heavy and rich like whiskey. “This is no place for someone like you.”
      

      
      “Someone like me?” she whispered. “And what do you know of me?”

      
      “You are too young and innocent for the likes of these people.”

      
      “These people? Are you not one of them?”
      

      
      His lips curved in a humorless smile that was somehow more disquieting than all his scowls. “Assuredly so.”

      
      “And so am I—tonight. I am not so innocent as all that.” Innocents did not do what she had done, seen what she had seen. They
         did not commit murder.
      

      
      “Oh, but you are,” he whispered. “I can see it in those blue eyes of yours. You are an innocent here.”

      
      She laughed bitterly. “But I can be a fierce innocent when I need to be.”

      
      “You’re very brave.” He took her hand in his, sliding his fingers over the silk of her glove.

      
      She gasped. His hold wasn’t painful, but she was all too aware that she could not break free from him, could not escape. The
         pulse at the base of her throat fluttered, and she couldn’t speak. She just shook her head—she was not brave at all.
      

      
      “Brave, and very foolish,” he said hoarsely, as if he was in pain. “Don’t do this to me.”

      
      “What…” She swallowed hard, her throat dry. “Do what to you?”

      
      “Look at me the way you do.” He leaned into the soft curve of her body, resting his forehead against hers. She closed her
         eyes, feeling the essence of him wrap all around her. She felt safe, safer than she had in so very long, and yet more frightened than ever. This had to be a dream. He could not be real.
      

      
      He let go of her wrist, bracing his hands on the windowsill behind her. Slowly, she felt his head tilt and his lips lower
         toward hers—the merest light brush, a tantalizing taste of wine and man. His tongue swept across her lower lip, making her
         gasp at the hot sensations. The damp heat of it was like a drug, sweetly alluring like laudanum in wine, pulling her down
         into a fantasy world. He bit lightly at her lip, soothing it again with his tongue.
      

      
      She felt his hands slide over her shoulders, bared by the daring gown, trailing a ribbon of fire over her collarbone, the
         hollow at the base of her throat, and the sensitive skin just at the top of her breasts.…
      

      
      But then he was gone, pulling back from her, and his arms dropping away. She cried out involuntarily, her eyes flying open.
         He stood across from her with his back turned and his shoulders stiff.
      

      
      She would wager that was not the only part of him that was stiff, either, but he would not turn to her again.
      

      
      “Go home now,” he growled, his hands tightening into fists.

      
      Anna was sure she might be foolish, but she certainly knew when to cut her losses and retreat. She leaped down from the ledge,
         her legs trembling so that she could hardly walk. But she forced herself to turn toward the door, taking one careful step
         after another.
      

      
      “And don’t ever come here again!” he shouted after her.

      
      She broke into a run, hardly stopping until she was safely bundled into a hackney carriage, racing toward home. She ripped
         off her mask and buried her face in her gloved hands. But that did not help at all; she could smell him on the silk, on herself, taste him on her lips.
      

      
      Damn him! How could he do this to her again? Or rather, how could she do this to herself? He had drawn her into his strange
         world once before—she couldn’t let him do it again. She wouldn’t let him.
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Chapter Two


      
      Aigh se,” Conlan McTeer, Duke of Adair, muttered. He rubbed his hands hard over his face, resisting the urge to drive his fist into
         the stone ledge where she had just sat. Even though she had finally shown a glimmer of sense and fled, her presence lingered—a whiff of lilac perfume,
         a drift of warmth and softness in the air. He flexed his hand, trying to shake away the imprint of her skin there.
      

      
      It was her, Anna Blacknall. He knew as soon as he saw her there in the ballroom with the candlelight shining on her pale gold hair.
         Despite the risqué red gown and the satin mask, she could not hide her ladylike bearing or the wonder in her blue eyes as
         she watched the dancers.
      

      
      Yet even then he could scarcely believe it. Lady Anna, daughter of Protestant aristocracy and the toast of the Society Season,
         sneaking into the scandalous Olympian Club? Wandering alone amid hardened rakes and roués in her risqué scarlet dress? For
         one instant, he was sure it must be a trap, something meant to lure him and his work out into the open.
      

      
      But even as the thought flashed through his mind, he dismissed it. No one knew he owned the Olympian Club. And especially
         no one knew his connection to Anna, of what happened between them two years ago in the midst of the violent upheaval of the
         United Irish uprising.
      

      
      Sometimes in the bleak hours of night nothing could ease the memory of her beautiful face or her fierce anger and fiery spirit.
         No woman could substitute, no amount of whiskey could drown her out. She stubbornly refused to leave him.
      

      
      Come the light of morning it was easy enough to push her memory away, because their paths seldom crossed. He occasionally
         glimpsed her riding in St. Stephen’s Green or on her way to the visitors’ gallery at Parliament with her friends during Union
         debates. And he certainly heard gossip about her. But he never went to Society balls, and she never came to his sort of parties. Until tonight.
      

      
      Conlan braced his palms against the ledge. It was mere hard, cold stone now, with no vestige of her heat. He could think now
         without her intoxicating presence so close. The party whirled on beyond the glass conservatory doors—louder, wilder—but he
         was removed from all that revelry, as he always was.
      

      
      He tried to think coldly and rationally. If Anna was not here at the behest of someone trying to ruin him, why was she here? He had heard rumors that she was a most daring young lady, the toast but also the talk of Dublin for her exploits—card
         playing, horse racing in the park, lines of suitors trailing behind her. Perhaps she had slipped into the Olympian Club on
         some kind of dare.
      

      
      But how could she get in? His staff was well-trained to scrutinize invitations and to only let in members and a very limited number of their guests. The exclusive nature of the club was one factor in its great success. People always wanted
         to be in where others were out, and they were willing to pay a great deal for that.
      

      
      Someone, then, had brought her as their guest. And he intended to find out who that was, to make sure Anna had found out nothing
         at all on her little visit. She wasn’t stupid. She might be able to convince all of Dublin into thinking her a fluff-brained
         Society beauty, concerned with nothing but ballgowns and games of chance, but he knew better.
      

      
      He rubbed at the scar just beneath the cropped hair at the back of his neck, feeling the raised ridge that was a constant
         reminder of just how quick-witted and brave Anna Blacknall could be. And how he had once played the fool for her. She was
         the only person who managed to slide past his defenses during the dangerous days of the Uprising, the only one who brought
         him down.
      

      
      That would not happen again.
      

      
      Conlan frowned as he stared at the faint shadow on the window where her head had pressed. Is it you? she had whispered. Did she remember, too?
      

      
      A moan echoed through the conservatory followed by a rustle of silk. He was not the only one to lose his wits in passion amid
         the plants then. Good—that was what the Olympian Club was designed for, to wrap people up in hedonistic delights, make them forget everything else
         in pleasure so they gave up all their power. All their secrets.
      

      
      Its allure was not meant to work on him, though. Pleasure could hold no snares for him any longer; he learned his lesson when he was a careless young man and nearly
         lost everything for it.
      

      
      Silently, he pushed away from the ledge and crept around the banks of towering palms and heavily scented flowers. There were
         a few couples hidden amid the shadows, engrossed in each other, but one pair lay entwined on a wrought-iron chaise just under
         the moonglow of a skylight. The woman’s head was thrown back, her gown slipping from her white shoulders. The distinctive
         auburn hair identified her as Lady Cannondale.
      

      
      The man who knelt over her, kissing the curve of her neck as his hand slid beneath her skirt, was Sir Grant Dunmore, Conlan’s
         cousin—and most bitter enemy. Once, years ago, Grant tried to use the Penal Laws that allowed a Protestant to claim a Catholic
         relative’s property. Conlan’s ancient title saved his estate, but it was a hard-fought battle and not one he would ever forget
         or forgive.
      

      
      Conlan smiled. It had been a long road trying to lure Grant into the web of the Olympian Club. And yet in the end, all it
         had taken was Lady Cannondale’s charms.
      

      
      “Oh,” she moaned, hooking her bare leg around his hips, tugging him closer against her. “You are being terribly naughty tonight, Sir Grant.”
      

      
      He laughed hoarsely, bracing himself on his forearms to gaze down at her. “Not nearly as naughty as I can be, my dear Jane.”

      
      “Then why are you holding back?” She threaded her fingers through his bronze-colored hair. “Tell me again about how cleverly
         you persuaded Lord Ross to vote for the Union.…”
      

      
      Conlan had a sudden vision of Anna sighing as he kissed her, her mouth opening to him. What would she have done if he laid
         her back on one of those chaises, spreading her legs and tugging up her dress as Grant did with Lady Cannondale? A little daredevil Anna might be, but he doubted she would welcome him with moans and sighs, her lithe
         legs wrapping around him tightly.
      

      
      But a man could always dream.

      
      He backed away, leaving Lady Cannondale and her lover to their business. He hurried out of the humid darkness of the conservatory
         and back into the whirling brightness of the ballroom. The music had reached an even faster pitch, the dance more frantic,
         and the laughter even louder.
      

      
      He peered into the card room, making sure Anna hadn’t retreated there. He had heard she enjoyed a hand of whist almost too
         much. But all was well there. The roulette wheel spun with abandon, notes of credit no doubt piling up. Sarah, one of the
         pretty faro bankers, noticed him watching and gave him a little nod. Another most successful evening at the Olympian Club.
      

      
      The buffet in the dining room had just been replenished and footmen now hurried to and fro with trays laden with fresh glasses
         of champagne. Conlan wouldn’t be needed for a little while longer. So he hurried down the stairs into the austere marble silence
         of the foyer. McIntire, who had long been the butler at Conlan’s family estate of Adair Court in County Kildare, had come
         out of retirement for this job and was calmly sorting invitations at the front door. No one else was around.
      

      
      “How did we do tonight, McIntire?” Conlan asked, leaning on the gilded balustrade. The cool quiet was delicious after the
         bacchanalia of the ball.
      

      
      “Quite well, Your Grace,” McIntire answered. Conlan had told him several times not to do all that “Your Grace”-ing at the
         club, but McIntire was set in his ways. “Every invitation that was sent was redeemed, and most members brought guests of their own. Shall we be expanding the membership list soon?”
      

      
      “That all depends on who applies.” Conlan tapped his fingertips on the gilded marble, thinking of Grant Dunmore and Lady Cannondale
         entwined on the chaise upstairs. If his cousin applied, they could assuredly add one more member. “Tell me, McIntire, do you
         remember a lady in a red and black gown arriving this evening? With blond hair?”
      

      
      McIntire looked affronted. “I remember everyone who arrives here, Your Grace. That is my job.”
      

      
      Conlan grinned. “And you are extraordinarily good at it. Who did she come with? A man?”

      
      Suddenly, he had the strangest urge to punch whoever dared bring Anna here tonight. The man who held her arm, leading her
         through the door to the questionable delights of the Olympian Club…
      

      
      “She came here with Lady Cannondale, Your Grace. In fact, she left a note for her ladyship before she departed.”

      
      Conlan laughed aloud. With Lady Cannondale—of course. He had vowed he wouldn’t be a fool over Anna Blacknall, and yet there
         he was wanting to fight her imaginary escort like a pub brawler. “Did she leave? Alone?”
      

      
      “Yes, Your Grace. She ran out of here so very quickly she left this.” McIntire picked up a black satin cloak from where it
         was draped on a chair.
      

      
      Conlan frowned as he reached for the slippery fabric. It still smelled faintly of lilacs, its springtime sweetness strange
         and unexpected in the lurid midst of the club. “Did she go in Lady Cannondale’s carriage?” If she walked, alone and unprotected
         in the cold night, he would have to rescue her.
      

      
      “One of the footmen found her a hackney.” McIntire hesitated before he went on, shuffling the invitations in his wrinkled
         hands. “She seemed rather upset, Your Grace.”
      

      
      And well she should be, the little cailleach. Sneaking into a masked ball—being dragged away and kissed by a barbaric Irishman. Hopefully she had learned her lesson.
      

      
      And hopefully he had learned his, too.
      

      
      “She shouldn’t have come here,” he said roughly. “Lady Cannondale should have more care with the people she chooses as her
         guests.”
      

      
      McIntire watched him thoughtfully. “I beg your pardon, Your Grace, but do you know her?”

      
      “I know she’s a young lady who has no business here. If she tries to come into the club again, McIntire, let me know at once.”

      
      “Of course, Your Grace.”

      
      “Sir!” one of the footmen called down the stairs. “Sarah sent me to tell you Lord Overton is asking for more credit in the
         card room.”
      

      
      “Tell her to meet me in my office; I’ll deal with it there.” Conlan folded Anna’s cloak over his arm and turned back up the
         stairs.
      

      
      Sarah waited for him in his small office, sitting on the edge of the desk, her long legs crossed under her black silk skirts.
         She smiled at him, leaning back on her palms as he closed the door behind him.
      

      
      “Took you long enough to get here, Conlan,” she said.

      
      Conlan tore off his mask, running his hand through his rumpled hair. “It’s a busy evening.”

      
      “Oh, yes, I know. Lots of dancing…”

      
      He ignored that. “There’s a problem with Overton?”

      
      “Not a problem. He just wants yet more credit. He used it all at the faro table tonight, the naughty man.”
      

      
      “Hmm.” Overton was one of the most vocal proponents of the Union of Ireland and England, thanks to the massive bribes he received
         from London. Had he gone through that money already, burying himself in gaming debts again? Interesting.
      

      
      But not as interesting as the appearance of Lady Anna Blacknall tonight. She stayed in his mind, like the cailleach he called her, refusing to depart and leave him in peace. He kept hearing her voice, feeling the softness of her skin under
         his touch and her breath on his lips.
      

      
      He tossed aside her cloak, the shimmering fabric sliding to the floor. If only she could be tossed aside so easily. He had the terrible suspicion that he had not seen the last of her, though. Something had
         bound them together since those secret moments in the deserted stable, and those bonds tightened now, reeling him closer to
         the mysterious golden witch.
      

      
      “Aigh se.” He didn’t want her in his head again; he couldn’t afford the distraction, not now when all his hard work was so close to completion. He
         just had to drive her out. She was just a woman, after all, and an Ascendancy woman at that. A pampered lady of the Protestant
         aristocracy.
      

      
      He smiled at Sarah, moving closer to the desk. He planted his hands on either side of her, feeling the warmth of her voluptuous
         body, breathing in the familiar scent of her perfume. A musky French blend, not fresh lilacs like Anna Blacknall.
      

      
      She laughed, throwing back her head as he pressed an openmouthed kiss to her shoulder, bared by the low-cut gown. Her brown hair gleamed in the lamplight and her tall body wrapped boldly around his as she pulled him against her. Sarah
         had none of the golden litheness of Anna, which was exactly what he needed to drive the cailleach away.
      

      
      “Do we have time?” Sarah whispered, her hands reaching eagerly for the front of his breeches.

      
      Her desire fueled his, as it always did. His old friendship with Sarah was uncomplicated, enjoyable, born of mutual need and
         mutual hatred of the English. But tonight, even as he kissed her, he kept seeing Anna’s face in his head. Heard her voice
         in his ear, calling out his name.
      

      
      “There’s always time,” he muttered, forcing Anna’s image away as he pressed Sarah back onto the desk and eased into her welcoming
         body.
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Chapter Three

      
      Yeow!”

      
      The piercing shriek split the quiet night on aristocratic Henrietta Street. At its sudden clamor, Anna tripped and crashed
         to the pavement.
      

      
      “Blast!” she cried, her knees stinging under the skirts of her borrowed gown. But the pain was nothing to the certainty that
         she had been found out. She was caught sneaking back into the house, and there would be no freedom ever again.
      

      
      She knelt there, the wind cold on her bare arms and her heart pounding like thunder in her ears, as she waited for doom to
         fall. Instead there was the soft brush of something fluffy and feathery against her skin.
      

      
      “Yeow.” Quieter now, not so much the scream of wrath. A cat’s bright green eyes peered up at her in the dark before it stalked
         off into the night.
      

      
      Anna’s breath left her lungs in a great whoosh, and she hung her head to laugh. Just a stray cat. She wasn’t about to be raked
         over the coals after all, although surely she would be if she didn’t get in the house soon.
      

      
      But her legs still trembled, too weak to let her stand up just yet. She sat back to assess the damage. Her gloves were torn
         where her hands had hit the pavement. Her palms were scraped, but luckily the dress was intact. She had left behind her beaded
         hair net along with her cloak, and now her hair fell from its pins to straggle down her neck.
      

      
      So much for sophisticated elegance. One kiss, and she went dashing home like a coward, turning into a ragamuffin as she went.
         One fiery kiss, unlike any she had ever known since…
      

      
      Since the last time he kissed her, in that deserted stable. The Duke of Adair—yes, it had to be him. She was sure of it despite
         the mask. Even though they had not met for two years, she remembered every brief second of their encounters. She especially
         remembered the way his touch made her feel so very alive, as if she had been asleep all her life and only awakened when he touched her.
      

      
      She stripped off her ruined gloves, scowling. She did not know exactly what part Adair played in the ambush on her brother-in-law
         Will’s regiment, but she wasn’t entirely a fool. He was an Irish nobleman, whose estate had been nearly taken away by the
         Penal Laws against Irish Catholics. He had not been strolling away from a tea party when she found him hiding in that stable.
         She was a masochistic fool, swooning for a man like that. It was stupid, dangerous—and horribly alluring.
      

      
      “Damn it all,” she muttered, balling up the silk gloves in her fist. She would just have to stay away from him in the future,
         which shouldn’t be too difficult. They hardly moved in the same circles. And she had to hope he had not recognized her, although she had the sinking suspicion he had.
      

      
      But she couldn’t worry about that now. She had to get into the house before she got caught.
      

      
      She grabbed onto the iron railings, hauling herself to her feet even as her knees screamed in protest. Once she had her balance
         again, she dashed down the stone steps to the servants’ entrance below the street level.
      

      
      It was usually locked once everyone retired, but she had had a new key made and easily let herself back in. The cool corridors
         were quiet, still smelling faintly of the roast and boiled vegetables from dinner and the smoke from the banked fireplaces.
         All the servants were upstairs in their quarters asleep, but soon enough they would be down here to start the day all over
         again. She had to hurry.
      

      
      Not even daring to breathe, Anna ran up the back stairs and down the carpeted hall to her chamber. Her door, along with those
         of her mother and sister, were closed. The house was silent. Success was within her sight!
      

      
      But all that triumph collapsed when she slipped into her room, only to find she was not alone after all.

      
      Her younger sister, Caroline, lay on her stomach across Anna’s bed, a book open before her. The flickering light of one candle
         glinted on her spectacles.
      

      
      “So you’re back at last,” she said calmly, turning over a page. “You were gone a very long time.”

      
      “Caroline!” Anna cried in a whole new rush of panic. She crossed her arms over her midriff, wishing she still had her cloak
         to cover the scarlet gown. Surely even Caroline, who cared nothing for fashion, would notice such a thing. “What are you doing
         here? Are you spying on me?”
      

      
      “Certainly not. I merely happened to glance out the library window earlier tonight and saw you leaving. I was rather curious because you claimed to have a headache after dinner.”
      

      
      “Did Mama see?”

      
      “No, she had already retired.” Caroline closed her book, Great Battles of Ancient Ireland, and sat up on the bed. Her brown eyes were bright with inquisitiveness.
      

      
      “Are you going to tell her?” Anna asked warily.

      
      “That depends. Where were you?”

      
      She could hardly tell Caroline the truth—that she had run off for a night of dancing and gaming at the notorious Olympian
         Club and ended up kissing a wild Irishman in a dark conservatory. To buy herself a moment to think, she ducked behind her
         dressing screen to struggle out of the gown. Luckily, Jane’s garments were made to get out of fairly easily. Her Gianni must
         be so happy.
      

      
      “I just needed a breath of fresh air,” Anna said, draping the slippery red fabric over a chair and kicking off her heeled
         slippers. “This house is so stuffy sometimes.”
      

      
      “So it is,” Caroline answered. Anna heard her climb down from the bed, the sound of pouring water. “No wonder Eliza always
         hated it. But why did you need a ballgown to go for a stroll?”
      

      
      Anna froze as she rolled down her stockings. She had a sudden flashing image of Adair dragging up her skirts, his dark hand
         on her pale thigh, warm and strong and delicious.…
      

      
      “Blast,” she whispered, shivering at the thought. She tore off her light stays and chemise, pulling her nightgown over her
         naked skin before she could have any more such fantasies.
      

      
      “What did you say, Anna?”

      
      “I said—what else would I wear for a midnight stroll?”
      

      
      Caroline suddenly poked her head behind the screen, holding out a damp washcloth. “You have rouge on your lips still.”

      
      Anna took the cloth in silence, scrubbing at her rouged lips and powdered cheeks. She wished she could wipe away Adair and
         the burning intoxication of his touch so easily.
      

      
      “Were you meeting Sir Grant Dunmore?” Caroline asked.

      
      Now that Anna did not expect. “Grant Dunmore? Why would you think that?”
      

      
      “He sent you flowers again today.” Caroline gestured to a basket of deep purple violets. “And you brought them up here and
         left all the other bouquets in the drawing room. Everyone says he is courting you, but then again so is every man in Dublin.”
      

      
      “I brought those in here because I happen to like violets.” Anna made herself laugh, pushing past her sister to sit down at
         her dressing table. Her hair was still a mess, falling down around her shoulders, and her cheeks were red from excitement
         and fear. Surely she couldn’t fool anyone. Guilt was written all over her face.
      

      
      She snatched up her hairbrush, yanking it through the tangled waves of hair. “Out of every man in Dublin, why do you think
         I was meeting Grant Dunmore? He is hardly courting me—we’ve only danced a few times and gone for a ride in the park once.”
      

      
      But then again, Jane had also thought he was courting her. Was that what everyone in Dublin thought?

      
      “He is very handsome,” Caroline said. She took the brush from Anna’s shaking hand. “Here, let me do that. You’ll pull your hair out by the roots and then no one will want to
         marry you.”
      

      
      “Least of all a man as handsome as Grant Dunmore?” Anna asked, suddenly curious. Caroline never seemed to notice men at all;
         she cared mostly for her books on Irish history.
      

      
      Yet Sir Grant was handsome enough to catch even Caroline’s distracted eye. He would make a fine match, and then everyone would cease gossiping
         about her after all the offers she had turned away.
      

      
      But Grant did not make her blood sing when he touched her hand in the dance or when he smiled at her. It seemed only mysterious,
         dark, elusive Irishmen could do that. Maybe her soul was so blackened that Conlan was what she deserved.
      

      
      “The two of you would look well together,” Caroline said, gently drawing the brush through Anna’s hair.

      
      Anna laughed. “You only want me out of the way so you can marry next! Will you find a handsome beau like Sir Grant?”
      

      
      “Not at all,” Caroline said. “I already have a plan.”

      
      “What sort of plan?”

      
      “I shall marry Lord Hartley. Then I won’t have to bother with debutante balls at Dublin Castle at all.”

      
      “Hartley!” Anna cried. “Caro, he is quite ancient. He’s already been married twice and has three children, plus very little
         hair.”
      

      
      “I admit he is not as handsome as Sir Grant, but he is a scholar and has a marvelous library. He’s also a member of the Hibernian
         Society and could allow me access to their library,” Caroline said matter-of-factly. She was the only girl Anna knew who would marry someone for their library. “And he is hardly ancient, only forty-five. Hardly older than
         Mama.”
      

      
      “And you are only just sixteen. You shouldn’t rush into such things, Caro.”

      
      Caroline laughed as she neatly plaited the now smooth strands of golden hair. “You are scarcely one to lecture me on caution, Anna! You never did tell me where you were tonight.”
      

      
      “I was not with Grant Dunmore.”

      
      “Then who were you with?”

      
      “I went to a party with Jane,” Anna said cautiously. And that was true, as far as it went. Caroline certainly didn’t need
         to know about Adair or the Olympian Club.
      

      
      Anna had the sudden urge to confide in someone about all her confused emotions. Caroline was too young and her mother was
         out of the question. If only Eliza were here and not living in Switzerland with her husband, Will. Her older sister certainly
         understood ungovernable passion.
      

      
      But Eliza was not there, and Anna just had to ignore those feelings until they vanished.

      
      “Mama won’t like that,” Caroline said. “She quite disapproves of Lady Cannondale.”

      
      “That’s why I didn’t tell her. And you won’t, either, will you, Caro?”

      
      Caroline tied off the end of the braid, her eyes narrowed in a most ominous manner. “I might not—if you help me with something.”

      
      “Help you with what? I don’t have any pin money left for you to spend at the bookshop.”

      
      “I suppose you lost it all at whist. But I don’t need money.”

      
      Anna was deeply wary now. “What do you need?”
      

      
      “Mama is interviewing drawing tutors for me tomorrow. You are so persuasive with her; surely you could get her to let me stop
         all these infernal lessons. Dancing, music, deportment—it’s all such a vast waste of time.”
      

      
      “Because you mean to skip debutante balls and marry Lord Hartley?”

      
      “Because it gets in the way of my studies. Persuade her to not hire a drawing teacher, and I won’t tell her you were sneaking
         out with Lady Cannondale.”
      

      
      “I’m sure she would not listen to me.”

      
      “And I’m sure she would!” Caroline knelt down beside Anna’s stool, staring up at her with beseeching eyes. “Please, Anna darling,
         talk to her for me.”
      

      
      “Just talk to her?” Anna said doubtfully. “That’s all you want?”

      
      “That is all. Except maybe you could also loan me that gown sometime.…”
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Chapter Four

      
      It was the crowded hour at St. Stephen’s Green. The wide, graveled lanes and walkways, lined with neatly clipped box hedges,
         were filled with people on horseback and foot and in fine carriages. Everyone went there every afternoon after Parliament
         adjourned and before the evening’s theatres and assemblies opened, to see and be seen. They wanted to hear the latest gossip,
         to criticize the fashions of everyone else, and find out the latest in the saga of the Union. The chatter was nearly deafening.
      

      
      But Anna was bored with it all. She saw it every day, and it never changed. The gossip was always the same; no one ever did
         anything truly shocking or exciting. Only the partners changed. And no one different ever showed up at the park.
      

      
      She perched on her prized mare, Psyche, leading the horse at a sedate pace alongside her mother’s open carriage. Even Psyche
         seemed restless today, shifting uneasily as if she wanted to run free. Usually at this time of year, they were home at Killinan
         Castle, joining in the hunt and going for morning rides over the rolling countryside. They could gallop and jump, the wind tearing through their hair as if they were flying.
      

      
      But there were no free, wild spaces in the city. No dirt lanes or fences to leap over. And Anna’s mother refused to leave
         Dublin while everyone else stayed there, waiting for the Union question to be resolved one way or another and indulging in
         Christmas festivities. Or perhaps she refused to leave until Anna was married off.
      

      
      Anna tightened her gloved hands on the reins and forced Psyche to settle down to a slow walk. She studied the faces around
         her, friends and acquaintances she had known all her life, and wondered who had been hidden under masks at the Olympian Club.
         Who had been there losing all their money at faro, dancing lasciviously with people not their spouses?
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