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2011 Golden Heart winner Máire Claremont first fell in love with Mr Rochester, not Mr Darcy. Drawn to his darkness, she longed to find a tortured hero of her own . . . until she realised the ramifications of Rochester locking his first wife up in his attic. Discovering the error of her ways, Máire now looks for a real-life Darcy and creates deliciously dark heroes on the page. Oh, and she wants everyone to know her name is pronounced Moira. Her parents just had to give her an Irish Gaelic name.
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A richly romantic and enthralling novel of beauty, passion and scandalous secrets from the acclaimed author of The Dark Lady.


Lady Mary Darrel should be the envy of London. Instead, all society believes her dead. For Mary holds a secret so dangerous, her father chose to keep her locked away . . . and have a grave made for her near her mother’s. Driven to the edge of desperation, Mary manages to escape the asylum, only to find that her fate yet again rests in the hands of a man . . .


Edward Barrons, Duke of Fairleigh, longs for some way to escape the torment of his father’s crimes. In Mary’s warrior spirit and haunted gaze – which so mirrors his own – he finally sees his path to redemption. He will stop at nothing to keep her safe, even as she seeks revenge. But will the passion they discover in each other be enough to save them from their demons?
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Chapter 1


London


1865


Lady Mary, only daughter of the Duke of Duncliffe, stood silently on the doorstep of the servants’ entrance to one of London’s many whorehouses and dared herself to knock. It was no ordinary whorehouse. Oh, no. This particular establishment was her last and only chance at salvation.


The irony didn’t escape her that most would consider this door the path to hell, not heaven. But thanks to the machinations of her father, she was not most.


Cold, piercing raindrops slashed down on her raised white knuckles. Her pale flesh glowed unnaturally in the gas-lamp light and pelting water. What little color she’d once had had vanished due to her imprisoned existence these past years. Weaving slightly, her muscles burning with the ache of sleeping in roadside ditches and on muddy fields, she braced one hand against the cold white stone doorway. With the other, she grabbed the brass knocker and rapped it against the polished red door.


There was a scuffle of shoes against stone on the other side and then the wide door swung open on iron hinges.


A girl, her white mobcap fixed atop nut brown hair, gaped. Her round brown eyes traveled the length of Mary’s bedraggled frame, widening so far the orbs might have popped out of their sockets. A peep of dismay—no doubt from taking in her mud-stained skirts, the ratted quilt about her shoulders, and her hair, her shorn hair—passed her plump lips.


“Look ’ere, me girl,” said the maid in her low, thick East End inflection. “We don’t take in no common doxies.”


Mary leaned against the frame. Now that she had finally reached her destination, all the strength she’d clung to seemed to be fading. “Please, let me in.”


The rain began to pour down in furious late-winter earnest, slicking her short hair to the top of her head. Mary cringed against the icy assault, eyeing the space between the door and frame as if it were a portal to bliss.


The girl, most likely the scullery maid, started to shut the door, her round face creasing with disgust.


Oh, no, she would not!


Mary thrust herself forward, jutting herself between the door and the jamb. For one brief moment she was sure the maid would slam it against her, bruising flesh with no care for bone. Thankfully, the maid hesitated and Mary placed her hands on the rain-spattered panel. “I beg of you.”


The girl shook her head, the mobcap fluttering. “I told you, I did. We only ’ave ladies of ’igh quality ’ere.”


Mary drew herself up. “I am a lady. Born and bred,” she declared, determined to convince the maid. “But even true ladies fall upon times of difficulty.”


That much was true. Once, she had been one of the most pampered young ladies in Christendom and beyond, but few souls from that hallowed realm would recognize her now. “I have traveled a very far distance. Please, allow me to see Madame Yvonne.”


The girl lingered in the doorway, her eyes darting around in indecision. “You do speak like a lady, but I can’t let you in. I’ll get the sack.”


“You’ll get the sack if you don’t.” Mary’s patience swiftly disappeared as that last vestige of strength she’d summoned sputtered out. She’d come too far to be turned away at a servants’ door.


She attempted to suck in a steadying breath, but coughed instead, a harsh rumble. Each laborious breath she took strained her chest, but she threatened all the same: “I’ll call upon the m-main entrance if you prefer.”


The girl’s mouth dropped open, her face paling at the very idea. “You wouldn’t dare.”


Mary glared back at her, teeth chattering. “I have nothing to lose,” she said through numbed lips. “Can you say the same?”


The maid seemed about to protest, but then her gaze hovered over Mary’s face.


Mary lifted her chin. “Will you keep a lady standing in the rain?”


The kitchen servant shook her head and backed out of the doorway.


Without waiting upon ceremony, Mary stumbled in. The amber light and blooming warmth of the kitchen greeted her, its pleasantness bringing a smothered cry of joy to her lips. It was so splendid to see something—anything—that reminded her of what she had once had: a home.


Even if this was only a servants’ hall in a brothel.


A fire burned brightly in the great cooking hearth, decked out with iron pothooks and a steaming kettle. Carrots, potatoes, turnips, and leeks ready to be peeled and chopped lined the long oak worktable. It was the most perfect thing she had seen since the day before her mother died.


She didn’t dare to blink. If she did, this moment might vanish like the laudanum dreams that came and went with the roll and fall of one’s thoughts.


A cat lay curled up on the stuffed dark brown armchair before the fire, his tabby stripes rumbling ever so gently as the contented animal purred. She couldn’t recall the last time she had seen a civilized cat. She had become all too accustomed to the yowling beasts that hunted down rats, hissing and spitting if you tried to touch them.


“Now, miss, as you can see—” The maid smoothed her reddened hands down her crisp white apron and kept several paces from Mary. “I’ve got me a bit of work to do. So you sit your bones there.” She pointed to a hard bench far from the fire. “And I’ll send up word.” The maid eyed her warily, clearly unsure what to make of Mary. “What name shall I give ’er?”


“No name.” Mary’s fingers twitched at the end of her ratty quilt, water dribbling along her skin. No one could know her name. She didn’t even like to recall it herself. “Convey merely . . . that it is Esme’s daughter.”


The girl stared blankly, thankfully not recognizing the given name. “A-are you in trouble, miss? Madame Yvonne won’t want trouble.”


Though it took far more of her reserves than she could spare, Mary called to mind the attitude she had taken with all her father’s servants, a kind, firm authority. “What is your name?”


“Nell.”


Mary nodded once. “She will wish to see me, Nell. Now go find a footman and have him tell your mistress.”


Assured at Mary’s tone, Nell turned on her heel and headed up the narrow stair.


Slowly, her body as frail as an old woman’s, Mary lowered herself into a chair across from the worktable. It was hard and straight backed with no armrests. She would have liked to sit closer to the fire and the cat but was simply too exhausted to move again. Her clothes and thin quilt, pilfered from a farmer’s drying line, were soaked. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt warm.


Nor could she stop shivering.


For the first time in what felt like days, Mary allowed herself to sigh and close her aching eyes. That serving girl had looked at her as if she were a spirit escaped out of damnation. A far cry from how servants used to look at her, with smiles and the desire to please.


She probably did look a hideous fright. More than a fright. She most likely looked like a hag—no mean feat for an eighteen-year-old daughter of a duke.


She drifted momentarily before something jerked her out of repose.


In the distance, the clattering of steps, muffled voices, and the bustle of quick movements down the stairs drifted into the peaceful kitchen.


Mary’s eyes flew open and she jumped quickly to her blistered feet, ready to flee in case it was a group of footmen set on kicking her out. Surely her mother’s friend wouldn’t . . . But she’d learned there was no one she could truly trust. Even her own once beloved father had turned against her.


“Mary!” a voice cried from the servants’ hall. A deep, rich voice meant for the pleasure of a man. A tone so ingrained that such a temptation would always be in it. “Mary?” it called again, full of disbelief and shock.


A shuddering breath left Mary’s chest. Hope. For a brief moment, she let herself hope. Her fingers trembled as she wound them in the torn quilt tucked about her frame. “Yvonne?”


Yvonne swept into the room, her dark violet skirts so wide she could barely pass through the doorway. She glittered like the dew under the sun. A thousand rainbows clung to her wrist and throat and her fiery tresses were laced with diamonds and amethysts.


Mary had never seen anything so beautiful. Not even when she had watched the ladies of the court from the balcony of her own home. Those memories paled against this glorious moment. Yvonne was a living, sparkling angel come to sweep her to safety.


Yvonne stopped suddenly, her full skirts swishing about her legs. Her lime green eyes widened as her face tensed with horror. “My god.”


Her delicate hand flew to her rouged lips. Blinking fiercely, tears sprung to her eyes. For several moments she only stared, as if paralyzed, until at last she said in a hushed voice, “You look so much like Esme.”


When she was small, everyone had delighted in telling her how she was a miniature reproduction of her mother, but she’d assumed that the resemblance would diminish as she grew older. To hear such a thing today, when she felt but a mere shadow of herself, was a rare boon. “Do I?”


Her own throat closed as unbidden thoughts of her otherworldly mother flowed into her heart, warming her as no fire could. “Do I really look so much like her?”


Nodding, Yvonne hurried forward. Even though she was wearing a gown no doubt worth more than most men could make in several lifetimes, she swallowed Mary up in a soft embrace of roses and sweet-smelling powder.


Mary stiffened under the touch and kept her hands down at her sides, her fingers clutching at her muddied rags. How she wished she could reach out and embrace Yvonne . . . or cry with fury or relief. But no tears remained.


Those tears had been cried out in her dark, freezing room in the asylum where her father, the world, and God had abandoned her. There was nothing left to her now. No emotion except the will to survive. She continued to stand woodenly in the embrace, half afraid that if she moved she would awaken and find herself sleeping in a ditch somewhere between Yorkshire and London. Or, worse, on her filthy, bug-ridden pallet under the watchful eye of the keepers.


There was also the possibility she might start screaming. She hadn’t been touched by anyone but . . . them in three years.


“Charles!” Yvonne moved slowly away, her soft hands gesturing with the same fluid animation as her features. “Carry Mary up to my apartments. Use the back stairs and ensure that no one sees you.”


The footman lowered his gaze. Consternation creased his young brow while he studied his white-gloved hands. “I—”


“Now.” Yvonne’s face remained beautiful and cool, like a painted Madonna dressed in gilded robes as she gave her orders. “And tell the cook to send up broth and wine. A good bottle of wine to fortify her.” She stepped back, giving the servant room. “Don’t tarry, Charles. Go on.”


Charles gave a curt nod, then stepped forward. His footman’s livery moved gracefully over his young, muscled body as he lifted his arms to carry her.


Even with his kind face, neatly combed blond hair, and gentle movements, her heart skipped a beat at the thought of his hands anywhere near her. An animal cry escaped her lips before she could stop herself. “Don’t touch me,” she hissed.


Charles froze, his ruddy cheeks tightening as if she’d slapped him. “I’m sorry, miss. It’s only what Madame—”


“No, Charles.” Yvonne’s own face suddenly strained with concern and a slow understanding. “I’m certain Mary is desirous to walk of her own accord. Is that not so, Mary?”


Mary noticed the coaxing note in Yvonne’s beautiful voice. It held that same tone the keepers had used on new patients. Only the keepers. The keepers . . . Mary blinked fiercely, refusing to think about those brutes of men and how simple coaxing had turned to brutal confrontations.


“Mary?” Yvonne said so lightly it might have been a whisper. “What do you wish?”


Mary nodded absently, trying to focus on Yvonne so she could leave the asylum behind her. “Yes. Myself. I’ll take myself.”


“Of course, my dear. And I shall go with you.” Yvonne stepped forward, her gown shimmering the deep glow of amethyst in the firelight. Carefully, she extended a white-gloved hand adorned with jewels. “Come.”


Mary stared at it for a moment. She’d trusted only one other person in the last years. Another girl in the asylum, Eva. Though she wished she could reach out and take Yvonne’s sweetly offered hand, she knew it was best not to attempt it. She shook her head gently. “I cannot.”


Yvonne lowered her arm and a sad smile flickered at her lips. “Of course. I shall lead and you shall follow.”


Mary nodded, the only action she seemed capable of without shattering to pieces.


“Oh, and, Charles—Send up hot water for a bath.” Yvonne’s eyes trailed over Mary, a pained expression darkening her eyes. “I think we will need quite a lot of it.”


Yvonne edged carefully around her, chose a lit candle in a brass holder from the side table, and then took to the back stairs, her steps brisk and firm. Mary followed her, taking each pace with as much care as she would over burning coals.


She had to stare down, careful not to step on the folds of Yvonne’s stunning swaying skirts. They climbed the steep, narrow stairs in absolute silence. The silence grew heavier with each step and Mary’s heart beat harder against her ribs. Unspoken secrets hung around her like murderous ghosts, each one threatening to steal her life or mind away if she betrayed them.


When they reached the landing, Yvonne whisked down the cream and gold hallway. Everything was gold. Swirls of it climbed the walls and snaked across the ceilings. And mirrors.


So many mirrors. Mirrors upon mirrors lined the walls like empty and ever-changing family portraits.


The faint light of the candle illuminated Yvonne’s beautiful figure, and, ever so slightly, Mary spotted her own small shadow following like some twisted creature.


Mary stopped. Her heart slammed against her ribs as she slowly turned her eyes to the mirrors to her left and met a pinched face with hollow, darkened eyes. A strangled gasp escaped from her lips.


Yvonne whipped around. The candlelight now shone fully on Mary’s face.


“No no no no,” Mary babbled. She looked . . . exactly like her mother. Exactly as she had been at the end. Gaunt, beaten, bruised. A face without any vibrancy, only horrid shadows and emptiness. Slowly Mary lifted her hand to her face. She traced the bones, staring wide-eyed at her ghostly reflection. It was all there. The dark hair, only far too short. The extremely high cheekbones from some French vicomtesse in her distant past. And the eyes. Almond shaped and bizarrely violet. Kashmiri eyes. A gift from her maternal great-great-grandmother, a shocking woman, she’d heard.


She’d never thought it possible. She’d been determined that she would be stronger than her mother, but her father had truly won. Two women beaten, one in the grave, one dead in so many ways yet still traversing the world.


“Mary?” Urgency tightened that beautiful voice. “When was the last time you saw a mirror?”


Mary blinked and lowered her hand from the horror before her. “I—”


Her brow furrowed as she tried to recall the large London town house on Wallace Square. That house had had hundreds of mirrors. Even more mirrors than those around her now. Mirrors her mother had danced and preened before while her husband had lounged against a silk chaise, smoking his cigar, drinking his French brandy, enjoying his pretty toy of a wife.


Yvonne glanced from Mary’s face to the reflection. “It has been some time, I should think.”


Mary held her own wounded gaze in the mirror. “It has.”


“Come.” Yvonne held the candle back toward the empty hall, the glow flickering in the mirrors. “We must speak and not in the hall.”


Mary glanced about and sucked in a harsh breath. If she listened carefully, she could just hear the voices of men and women drifting from the bedrooms and up from the salons below. Although she had never been to Eden’s Palace, she did know it was frequented by the wealthiest men in London.


Men who might know her father.


Yvonne bustled down the hall without another backward glance. Mary scurried after her, her own tired legs protesting every movement. At last, they reached a tall set of double doors, carved with a beautiful pastoral scene in which naked men and women lay entwined in the fields.


Yvonne pushed the doors open and rushed in, quickly lighting the many candelabras placed strategically about the large blue and gold chamber.


Mary turned and closed the tall doors herself, the panels almost too heavy for her to shut. She hesitated on the edge of the room, feeling utterly out of place in this lush chamber.


“Sit there before the fire,” Yvonne insisted, pointing to a pair of delicately embroidered slipper chairs before the hearth.


She had no wish to catch her own reflection again in one of the many mirrors about the room, so she glanced down as she hurriedly crossed to one of the chairs Yvonne had indicated.


The heat penetrated her body with a delicious caress and she was tempted to relax just a little. It had been almost three years since she had sat before a fire so large, or with such exquisitely carved pale stone about it. Three long years since she’d felt any measure of safety or peace.


Several moments of prolonged, tense silence—which neither she nor Yvonne attempted to break—passed before Charles entered with a large tray. Three other footmen followed behind him, one balancing a hip bath and the other two carrying large buckets of water.


Mary recoiled on the chair. Every muscle in her body locked with stillness, as if she could render herself invisible.


With silence and ease, the servants moved about in a ritualized dance. Charles placed the tray on a gold-rimmed marble table near the empty chair across from her.


While the footmen worked, Yvonne poured out two large glasses of red wine, the liquid sloshing loudly in the glasses.


As soon as the servants had silently disappeared, Yvonne handed one of the crystal goblets to Mary.


Gracefully, she lowered herself into the chair opposite Mary, her amethyst skirts settling about her as if she wasn’t wearing hoops beneath the silk at all.


Mary clutched the glass in her hands, waiting for the interrogation to begin. Dreading it.


“Drink,” Yvonne ordered.


Dutifully, Mary lifted the glass to her lips and took a sip. The heady wine was almost too much flavor for her deadened palate. It burst across her taste buds, filling her mouth with an earthy delight.


“Your father said you had passed away.” Yvonne toyed with her own glass. “Did you open your tomb and come forth to haunt us?”


The wine sputtered out of her mouth. Mary gasped and coughed as it stung her nose.


“Don’t waste it, Mary dear. You need every drop.”


Mary didn’t bother to pat at the wine on her frayed clothes. Instead, she wiped the back of her hand over her mouth, drawing red liquid from her lips. Red, the color of watery blood, now trickled down her hand. Only it wasn’t blood. Indeed, it was not.


She kept her eyes wide, determined not to think about blood, or the way it slid along stone floors.


“You are surprised to hear of your death?”


Mary laughed, a short, horrid little bark of sound. “It is news to me, I must confess. Unless, of course, I cannot recall my own funeral and Christ has ordained another Lazarus.”


Playing her fingertip along the crystal rim of her glass, Yvonne said, “When the footman told me you were downstairs, despite it being against all possibility, I somehow felt sure it was you. I had always wondered, you see. The timeliness of your death after your own mother’s demise . . . always struck me as overly coincidental. Your mother had mentioned a few things about your father’s behavior. Before the end.”


Perhaps Yvonne would believe her if she told her the truth. But she bit back the words so ready to flow from her lips. She couldn’t trust anyone. It wasn’t safe. Not if Yvonne truly was going to give her refuge.


“We should go and see your grave. We could place flowers on it.” Bitterness laced Yvonne’s words. “I have these last three years. It is suitably by your mother’s.”


“My father is a monster.” It seemed the only thing to say short of starting a discourse of anger that might never end.


“God, I am so glad you came to me.”


“You were the only person my mother truly trusted.”


Yvonne smiled sadly. “She was kind to me. Even when your father demanded she give up seeing me, she’d come in secret.”


Mary fidgeted. It was hard to speak of her mother after what had happened, but Esme Darrel had spoken quietly of Yvonne, of her goodness. As if somehow her mother had known something was going to befall her and knew that Mary could go to the madam if she ever needed help.


Yvonne leaned forward, her face determined. “What happened, Mary?”


Mary swallowed down the desire to confess it all. But there was so much she couldn’t speak of. Never could and never would. “I—I can’t say.”


Yvonne let out an exasperated breath. “Then at least tell me in what part of the country you have been?”


“North,” she croaked. She took a long, fast swallow of wine, unwilling to let herself taste the rich liquid lest she cough it up again.


“I see.” Yvonne leaned back, clearly not satisfied with this brief answer. “Does your father know you live?”


She wished her father did think her dead. At least then he would have no reason to seek her out and condemn her again to unrelenting misery. Mary glanced down, her chest tightening at the very thought of him, before she forced herself to meet Yvonne’s eyes and finally admit, “He was the one who sent me there.”


“Where, Mary?” Yvonne’s fingers tightened around her glass, whitening at the knuckles. “Where did he send you?”


Mary shook her head and tore her gaze away. It was as if she was being sucked back into memory and she couldn’t bear it. Her eyes glazed over till the room was but a blur.


“I’m not going to harm you. No one will, not ever again.”


Mary stared into the fire, not truly seeing the blazing light. Her eyes burned with the terrifying recollections of that place. Of her mother, of her broken body at the bottom of the stairs; of her father, remorseless and cold. “He sent me where I would be forgotten,” she said simply, the words unleashing a jagged slash of pain, twisting her face as if she might cry. But no tears came. “A madhouse, Yvonne. He sent me to a madhouse.”




Chapter 2


Edward slowly lifted his gaze to the plasterwork ceiling, wishing he could sink into the cushioned Chippendale chair. He was just as empty and desperate for any sort of meaning in his life as when he’d begun the night’s revelries. He shouldn’t have come to Madame Yvonne’s.


He’d finally learned that there was no real peace against the past. Not even the usual choices a man might make to launch himself into mindlessness were taking their effect.


A scream tore through his head and stole his breath away. Holding his body still, he willed that girlish cry of terror ricocheting through his mind to dim. Would she never cease? Would she never let him forget?


Edward reached for the brandy on the mahogany table beside him and allowed himself to distance his thoughts from memory. He focused on the drawing room and its striped ivory silk walls. A young blond woman eyed him from her perch on the settee at the far side of the chamber. She shifted slightly, plumping her full breasts against her low-cut saffron silk gown.


She had yet to find a companion tonight and he was not going to be it.


He sighed. Once, such a sight would have distracted him. Now, the idea of another empty night just left him . . . well, empty.


There was no escape from his pervasive certainty that he was a hollow and disappointed man. A man who would never make peace with his failures. Still, the feeling wasn’t quite strong enough to make him regress to a hermit’s existence. He grunted to himself at the thought of being his sole companion.


His mother’s own attempt at an opium-induced death was proof that solitude was not the answer to trouble such as his. At least he’d had the good fortune to learn from one parent’s mistakes.


The blond sauntered toward him, her skirts swishing, curls bouncing about her lightly rouged cheeks. “Would you care for company, Your Grace?”


It was strange that all the girls knew him, as if his reputation passed always before him like a damnable shadow. But his past generosity to the women of this establishment had made them eager for his company.


She stopped before him, her full skirts lightly brushing his knees. Before she could utter one more word, another light-o’-love slipped up beside her compatriot. This one was a brunette, her russet hair curled softly about her face. She gave him a slow smile and said huskily, “Perhaps Your Grace would care for a good deal of company?”


At one time he would have said yes. That now seemed like an age ago. “I don’t . . .”


“Or would you care for a private room to smoke one of these in?” The blond reached across the table to an opium pipe, which the young woman lit with an excitement that surprised even him.


He loathed opium in all its forms, but even so, he understood its power and siren call. It had never once passed his lips.


The brunette leaned toward her friend, lifted the carved ivory opium pipe from the blond’s hand, and drew a delicate puff.


Smoke wafted around them, dancing like demons in the gaslight.


Edward stood, suddenly unable to bear another minute of it. Why the devil had he thought this place might ease him? It was all so brittle, so false, so utterly without meaning.


Both girls smiled, assuming he was about to join them. Instead, he shook his head. It had been a mistake coming here. As kindly as he could, he tilted the blond’s chin, angling away from the opium smoke. First he pressed a kiss to her powdered cheek; then he turned, took the brunette’s slender hand in his, and offered a gentle kiss to her palm. The acrid taste of destruction was on her fingertips, but she took the sweet offering as it was meant. A comfort in the cold, hard world.


“Your Grace,” one of them called coquettishly. “You cannot possibly be finished for the night.”


“Not a man like you,” the other purred.


Their uninventive speech only made the evening’s unsatisfactory end worse.


Heavier tendrils of opium smoke spilled about the air, caressing him with its sickly sweet scent. The noxious stuff reminded him of his mother’s lingering descent and he needed to escape from it.


Pretending he was perfectly at ease was too tiring. He was exhausted by pretense.


Yet most of his life was just one great show, a show of defiance against every person who stared at him and thought of his father.


Himself included.


“Ladies—” He didn’t smile. It wasn’t something they required, nor likely had been led to expect from him. “You are both lovely, but alas I am tired. However, I shall sing your praises.”


And he would. He wished them well and hoped that one day they’d find protectors to pull them from this position that drove women into early graves. He doubted they would. Still, he hoped all the same.


“Until we meet again,” the blond said with what she no doubt thought was temptation itself.


Edward inclined his head, a courtly gesture he’d give to any lady, then turned on his booted heel and headed into the quiet hall. Striding down the wide way lined with mirrors, he was very careful not to look at his own reflection. He walked quickly, purposefully. Attempting to outpace his perpetual feeling of defeat.


Once again, London had become an endless, ongoing parade of empty pleasures. Each more debauched than the last, even as his hostesses attempted to freshen his experienced palate. What if nothing could? Is that what had happened to his father? It would certainly explain the old man’s turn to twisted play.


Perhaps he simply needed a sympathetic ear to ease the growing pressure of his demons, and only Yvonne could give him that. The woman truly was a genius of the boudoir, and if she had let him, he would have taken up residency in her room years before. Such a female would have held his interest for some time. But she no longer entertained men, as far as he understood.


It was just as well. Madame Yvonne was one of the few people he actually liked. Woman of the night though she was, he admired her pragmatism, her shrewdness, and her unwillingness to be bought. In almost any capacity.


He didn’t knock on the double doors; he was too important a client to give way to ceremony. The lights flickering about the room were seductive and warm. The big bed, laden with red and white silk pillows, was empty.


The surprising lap of water drew his attention. He turned toward the fire with its amber glow. And there—Holy god. There was hell in the firelight, beckoning even the best of men.


A creature of pure beauty.


Her short black hair, terribly unusual, fluffed about her elegant aristocratic face. A face that was far too thin, yet luminescent for that delicacy. Her neck seemed impossibly slender and quite too fragile to hold up her head. The slim lines of her throat tapered to a collarbone so beautiful it was all he could do not to reach out to trace the fine-looking bones.


Her breasts, small yet rounded perfectly, the nipples pink and hard from the bath, were visible. The shallow water barely covered her hips. If he took a step forward, he would be able to see her mons.


He didn’t. His interest was far from lust. Her very presence held him with a force that knocked the air out of his lungs.


Her knees poked up from the water, oddly girlish, like a filly’s. And the longer he looked at her, the more he realized it was not her undernourished body that pulled him into the calm eye of a storm, but the spirit that fairly shone from her.


“Hello, my dear,” he ventured gently.


Her piercing eyes took him in with wild alarm. She shrank for a moment before grabbing the sides of the tub. “I am not your dear.”


Edward blinked, abashed by her standoffishness. He’d expected the practiced and sultry voice of a whore or a whore in training. Her very presence in Madame Yvonne’s bedchamber declared she’d been selected from a likely hellish life to be trained for pleasure.


But unlike the other women who were just brought to fill the rooms and halls of Eden’s Palace, this woman’s voice was sharp, abrasive . . . and most certainly afraid.


It was also cultured.


Edward held her gaze. Would she stare him down? He was not certain. There was no promise of pleasure in those shockingly beautiful orbs. Fear. Fear widened her violet eyes. Perhaps she had come from a place too damned for most mortals. Her perfect elocution eliminated the possibilities of St. Giles or Whitechapel.


For the first time in as long as he could recall, he was at a loss for words. One did not usually find frightened, naked young women in Madame Yvonne’s room. Especially not frightened, half-starved young women who glared with defiance etched upon every feature.


“Go.” Her pale lips parted, exposing white teeth.


“If that is what you wish.” Yet he found his boots unable to move and do her bidding. It was as if she were a snake charmer upon the dusty street, playing her tune to keep him mesmerized. A strange stirring he hadn’t felt in an age kindled inside him. Not desire, but . . . interest.


“Go,” she snapped again, breaking the thrall of her gaze.


In one shaking sweep of motion, her hands tightened on the copper tub and she pulled herself from the water. She didn’t even try to cover herself but stood fiercely, her defined, lean muscles tense. She was most definitely accustomed to being naked before men. But from the anger and apprehension crackling from her, he could tell she despised every moment of it.


He should have left. Immediately. He was not one to force his company on women, especially vulnerable ones.


But nothing could make him leave, not even if the building was burning to ash around him—not when he had to know who she was and why she was here. And he did need to know. The very demand echoed in his bones.


Water sluiced her small frame and he winced at the austerity of her body. Damnation, she hadn’t been eating enough. Delicate was one thing . . . this was emaciation. And then there were the telltale chartreuse signs of healing bruises on her forearms and ribs.


The sight filled him with anger so intense he had to close his eyes briefly and force the fury to still so that he wouldn’t frighten her.


She vaulted out of the tub and darted toward the fire.


It took him only a moment to realize she was going for the poker. But before she could reach it, her wet bare feet slipped on the marble before the grate and she plummeted forward, arms flailing as she desperately tried to catch herself.


Edward sprang across the room. His arms circled her just as her head narrowly missed the iron grating that would no doubt have left her severely unconscious if not dead.


The warm water soaking her body dampened his shirt and he could barely get a hold on her sleek skin. He held her carefully, his hands pressing into her back and taking all her weight, though her toes still skimmed the ground. She kept her hands folded protectively over her chest, not daring to touch him.


Her violet eyes widened, wounded and old for a woman of her years. “Are you going to hurt me?”


Her pulse thudded wildly, tangible beneath his fingertips. Her face had the aspect of a doe right before the hunters moved in for the final kill.


The muscles along her neck strained as she attempted to keep her head up. Before she could protest, he slid one of his hands up to her nape and cupped it carefully.


Two warring emotions brewed riotously within him. Sadness that her life had been so bleak and a sudden spark of hope. Perhaps she was the one who could shake him from his darkness. The one who could finally see justice done.


“No,” he whispered, his voice rough to his own ears. “No harm will come to you by me. By anyone. Not now, not ever again.”


“I don’t believe you.” The brittleness in her speech suggested she had had enough experience with cruelty to expect him to declare one thing and then do the very opposite.


Rigid as the poker she had sprinted for, she remained frozen in his embrace. The only sound in the cavernous room was their breathing, ragged and sharp.


Her words somehow found his heart. A heart he’d been so certain had vanished. She was a wise woman to be untrusting, but her wisdom had come from fear. Perhaps he should have let her go, but he needed to see her, to see deep inside the woman who had hypnotized him with her spirit. Nor was he ready to sacrifice this moment in which he suddenly felt so intensely for someone and it had nothing to do with sex.


Though the ache in his chest commanded him to hold her for eternity, if he was to gain her trust, he had to let her go.


Gently, he righted her so that her weight was evenly placed on her feet. He stepped back, restraining himself from trailing his fingertips over her soft skin. Though he wished to give her assurance with the stroke of his hands, more touch would most likely send a woman of her experiences lashing out in fear.


So, instead, Edward Thomas William Barrons, Duke of Fairleigh, a man whose morals were as pristine as a London cesspit, turned away from her and lowered his gaze to the now wet, ornately woven cream-colored Persian rug. “I mean you no injury.”


She didn’t reply. There was the slight clink of metal, then the padding of her feet along the rug. There was a faint rustle of fabric, and then silence.


He waited, his curiosity escalating by the moment. She didn’t really expect him to leave without saying anything, did she?


“May I turn?” The unfamiliar words almost stumbled upon his tongue. Men such as himself did not utter the phrase “may I?” But for her he would. For her, he would do many things.


“You may not.”


“What may I do then?” he teased, hoping to draw her out to see he could be trusted, at least to some degree.


“You may go,” she ordered with a surprising amount of authority.


That voice of hers struck a chord within him. Very few of even the most practiced courtesans could replicate the accent and cadence of the most elite of classes. His class. Which indicated very clearly that she must have been born into a home of note. “If you wish it, then I will go, but first you will tell me your name.”


“I will not.”


He shrugged, giving off an air of ambivalence that he did not feel. “Then I will stay.”


“Why do you insist?”


God, how he longed to turn and see her. But he was testing her trust now, by merely staying in the room and not obeying her command. “Because it is what I wish and I always obtain what I wish.”


Another protracted silence was her answer.


“So you are aware, I never jest.” He inched his torso a little to the right, daring to glance back over his shoulder. When she still didn’t respond, he turned a little more until she was finally within the realm of his vision. One of Yvonne’s red silk sheets was wrapped tightly about her. A delicate hand grasped it closed just above her breasts. She stood like a warrior. A frail, desperate warrior. Chin high, but with a look that knew what it was to be conquered.


The rage that he’d pushed into the depths of his soul fought to return at the thought of her struggle. This woman had been used. And used again.


“You have no need to know my name,” she gritted.


“How can I aid you if I do not know your name?” he asked softly.


Her brows drew together and she brandished her captured poker. “I do not wish your aid.”


His little warrior held that weighty iron with her thin fingers wrapped about it in a death grip. It didn’t matter that the thing probably weighed more than both her arms together. “And what will you do with that?” He nodded toward the black rod. “Crack my skull?”


She whitened, her face twisting with distress. “If—if you force me, yes.”


Edward hesitated, sure he had somehow hit a sensitive spot, one he had not meant to probe. Perhaps no one and nothing could reassure her, but that would not stop him from trying. “I promise, the poker is not necessary.”


She lifted the poker higher, her arm shaking. “I don’t believe in promises.”


Edward held out his hands slightly, the universal gesture of supplication. “Nor do I.”


She lifted her chin defiantly. “Then why make one?”


Why indeed? He sighed, wishing his answer wasn’t so simple. “Because I wish you to do as I want.”


Her arm lowered ever so slightly. “Why are you being so honest?”


“Because you would not believe my lies.”


She hefted the poker up again. “You are correct.”


A tired wave of frustration hit him. Trust was not achievable tonight. Not now—possibly not ever. This was unlike anything he had ever experienced. At least, not with a human. He’d seen that haunted look before in animals beaten so cruelly by their masters that they were past any sort of taming. “If you will not give me a name, little warrior, I must give you one.”


She shifted on her feet, her wide eyes darting over him, trying to understand his interest. “Will that satisfy you?”


He inclined his head, determined that she would see he respected her. “For now.”


“Then name me and go.”


It would have been amusing, the queenly nature of her fear, the way she ordered him as though he were naught but a serving boy, if it weren’t for the panic still ruling her.


The name hit him like a chunk of star falling from the sky and he breathed it without hesitation. “Calypso.”


The poker in her hand lowered in slow degrees until its point aimed at the floor. Her mouth worked tentatively, as if she was biting back a whimper or a cry.


He smiled, a smile he knew didn’t reach his eyes. None of his smiles ever did. Yet he felt a moment’s warmth. He’d moved something deep within her. Something meaningful.


It was the perfect name.


It was also the perfect time to leave—just when she was intrigued. He didn’t know what gods he needed to thank, but finally he had found the answer to the screaming girl inside his head. Though he longed to stay, he would go now. At long last, he’d finally found someone to save. And once he had, he’d be free.




Chapter 3


Calypso. Goddess. Daughter of the gods. Cursed. Mary lowered the poker and stared at the strange, hauntingly beautiful man across the room. How could he know? How could he know that she had been cursed for making a fatal choice? Was it possible that, like Calypso, she should be bound in agony for the rest of her days?


“It is an apt name,” she replied, her voice as strong as she could remember it ever being, though she could scant draw breath as she studied him.


Dark hair, darker than hers even, fell lightly over his forehead. The effect should have been playful. It was not. Playfulness was absent from his person. Two black slashes served as brows above eyes as empty and cold as an undiscovered cavern. There wasn’t an ounce of extra flesh to him, not even in his face, which was drawn as if he, too, dwelled with never-ending pain.


And it was his pain that tempted her to suddenly open her caged heart and spill her secrets. She had never seen pain the likes of hers on a male face—until now.


Perhaps he was as broken as she.


The thought was preposterous. Men could never be that broken. They, at least, would always have some semblance of power, no matter their status. Didn’t even the poorest men have power over their wives and children?


But this man was not poor. Quite the contrary. From the cut of his black evening coat, his slightly creased white cravat, and the black trousers that clung to his powerful legs, she could see he was a man of wealth. Self-assurance and inherent power rolled off him with the same kind of authority that her father had possessed. Yet for all his hardness, there was a boyish vulnerability to him, as though long ago all his hopes had been crushed like a toy, broken beyond all repair.
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