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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.




Praise for Máire Claremont:


‘With the first in the Mad Passions trilogy, Claremont establishes herself as a force in the genre – to be kept on readers’ shelves alongside Anne Stuart, Anna Campbell, and Jennifer Ashley’ Romantic Times on The Dark Lady


‘Wonderfully dark and intense . . . Think the Brontës, du Maurier, and Holt. For those who relish the dark side, Claremont is their new queen’ Romantic Times (top pick, 4 ½ stars) on Lady in Red


‘Claremont delivers a tale of love, determination, scandal, and plenty of angst’ Publishers Weekly


‘This is the debut novel from author Claremont, who weaves an absorbing, complex story through Victorian society, touching on some of the more disturbing aspects of the time . . . an intense, compelling read with a rewarding “good conquers evil” ending’ Kirkus Reviews


‘Has as much romance, adventure, passion, torment, and triumph as any one love story could deliver . . . a book to savour page by page and then add to your keeper shelf’ Grace Burrowes, New York Times bestselling author


‘Dark, dramatic, and intense, The Dark Lady will keep you hooked to the very last page’ Anna Campbell, author of Seven Nights in a Rogue’s Bed


‘Intense, bold, gripping, and passionate, The Dark Lady is a daring novel not to be ignored’ Leanna Renee Hieber, award-winning author of The Strangely Beautiful Tale of Miss Percy Parker


‘Real, intelligent, and gritty but above all deeply romantic. In my opinion, Máire Claremont is the stunning reincarnation of the Brontë sisters’ Delilah Marvelle, award-winning author of Forever a Lady
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A NOVEL OF MAD PASSIONS AND SCANDALOUS SECRETS


Lady Margaret Cassidy left a life of nobility in Ireland to aid war-ravaged men in England. But she never expected to be locked into an unwanted betrothal with one of her patients – much less one as broken and dangerous as Viscount Powers.


Wrecked by his tragic past, Powers’ opiate-addled sanity hangs precariously in the balance, leaving him poised to destroy anyone who dares to utter the names of the wife and child he still so deeply mourns. So when he is forced to marry Margaret in exchange for freedom, he is shocked by his desire to earn her trust, her body, and – most alarming of all – her heart . . .




For you who came as an utter, delightful surprise. You were my companion on this journey.


I cannot wait to hold you in my arms.


And for Esaul. You never doubted I could fulfill my dream, and you were with me no matter how difficult.
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Chapter 1


London


1866


Lord James Stanhope, Viscount Powers, was going to kill the ridiculous Irishwoman standing before him. In slow degrees. He was going to kill her for daring to mention his wife. For daring to even whisper his daughter’s name. He was going to rip her to bloody pieces for insinuating that he, the son of the Earl of Carlyle, was insane.


“My lord?” she asked, her voice rising above the howling, barking voices scattered through the warrenlike rooms of the asylum.


James blinked. The shadows of the cell’s single gas lamp danced over her. His mind abruptly skittered. Skittered to the swish and sway of her pressed gray skirts. The way they molded over her hips and the tiny form of her corseted waist. Astonishing. She was such a tiny thing. Barely coming up to his shoulder. Perhaps she stood as tall as his sternum. Perhaps.


Yes. One of the fairy folk.


He shook his head, but the motion felt as defined as movement through muddied water. What had he been thinking? Oh, yes. He’d been angry with the petite creature. Furious. But now? He swallowed, and the room swung on its axis and his body whooshed through the air . . . And yet he didn’t fall. He stayed upright on his boots, planted, despite the treacherous feeling of being adrift. He opened his eyes as wide as they would go and grunted against the unpleasant, rolling sensation. “What did you say?”


She stepped forward, her soft, crimson hair glinting in the half-light. “I’m askin’ only that you allow me to call you by your given name, my lord, not for the personal history of your opium exploits.”


Christ . . . The way her mouth worked as she spoke . . . Her rich, lilting voice sounded as if she were fucking every single word . . . Even her pink lips were lush. Soul-seducing erotic art. Gorgeous. Slightly pursed. Not for a kiss but in disapproval. He arched a single brow, determined to put her in her place. A damned difficult thing, considering he was the ward and she the interrogator. And the fact that his brain seemed entirely at its own command with very little rhyme or reason to his thoughts didn’t aid him.


He hadn’t taken any opium in days, but he still felt in the throes of it. It was most distressing. “Powers,” he said tightly.


She sniffed. That pert little nose, free of a redhead’s cursed freckles, tightened with her irritation. “That is your title. I ask again that you permit me the use of your name.”


In the shadowy light, her skin appeared translucent. He wondered if he reached out and put his hand on her, would it rest on mortal flesh? Or would it slide through her, ghostly female that she appeared to be? “My name was for one woman.” Why was it so hard to speak? He swallowed and slowly articulated, “And you are not she.”


She cocked her head to the side. Her curls, which had been smoothed back into a tight coif, slipped free at her temples, dusting her high cheekbones. “And you shan’t make me an exception?” She smiled. A pixie’s winning, devilish smile. “Lovely lass that I am?”


He smiled back. “I’d sooner rip your arms off.”


Her cinnamon brows lifted, a stunning imitation of his own disdainful gesture. “Indeed? And wouldn’t that be a great shame, fond as I am of my arms?” She licked her lips . . . Not a seductive gesture by any means, for there was nothing suggestive in her controlled demeanor, which exuded propriety from the tips of her booted ankles, up her charcoal frock, to the starched white collar ramming her neck straight. “Don’t you see? I wish us to be on equal footing. And if you are unwilling to be a gentleman, I shall have to be unwilling to be a lady.”


An image of her white body sprawled out naked on the stone floor flashed before him, her pristine gray skirts thrust up about her waist, white legs parted, stockings embracing her thighs. He was going to worship her. Bury his face into her sweet, hot folds. The desire that shot through him was so strong he could barely countenance it. Yet this woman, she appeared as marble. Perfect. Smooth. Pale as porcelain yet hot. She wouldn’t be cold to his touch. Oh no. She’d be wild and hungry and warm, opening herself to his tongue and caresses.


“How fascinating,” he said, finding his voice despite his strangely whirring thoughts and wondering if a woman such as she could ever possibly descend to his lack of gentility. “I’d love to see you not . . . the lady.”


Her cheeks flushed, yet all the same, her eyes narrowed around her startling gaze. Good Christ, her eyes were the wicked color of West Indies waters. Waters that had driven men to piracy. Perhaps her eyes would drive him to plundering. Whatever course, he was going to make those eyes heat with fire . . . and once the fire was lit, she would do whatever he bade. She would free him from this prison of madness. A prison he didn’t belong in.


“Your mind is in the same gutter in which you were found . . . James.”


James.


A pain so deep it lacerated his heart jolted him out of his swaying inaction. He darted forward, his long legs eating up the space, driving her backward without even touching her until she collided against the stone wall behind her. He thrust his hands out, slamming them on either side of her head against the wall. The frigid surface thudded harshly under his palms as he pinned her between his body and the stones. To her credit, she didn’t flinch despite the fact he towered over her.


The anger that had driven him forward kept him from weaving or losing his focus as he whispered out his warning. “Call me James again and you’re dead.”


Only his wife was allowed to call him James. Only his wife. And she . . . Sophia . . . Sophia was gone. Once there had been another woman—a woman just like him, lost on the road of opium—he’d thought might say his name. But that had been a mistake. She belonged to someone else. So no one would ever call him James again.


Certainly not this chit of a woman who dared enter his cell and treat him like an insect in a box to be speculated over.


“Luckily, I’ve secured my place with the angels and have no fear of dying.” Her chest lifted up and down in quick breaths, her corseted breasts pressing against the imprisoning fabric of her bodice, defying the calmness of her words. Her gaze locked with his eyes, strong, calm, unafraid . . . and intrigued. “You, on the other hand, seem bound for hell’s gate.”


“Hell and I are good friends,” he growled softly, letting his lips lower until he was but a breath away from her soft siren’s hair. “We’re always open to new members.”


Boot steps shifted on the other side of the bolted, thick iron door. His gaze twitched in its direction for a moment. The keepers had sensed his misbehavior. Ready to enter en masse and beat him into submission. Usually, it took at least three of them to subdue him.


Out of all the places he could have been sent to, this was one of the best. And yet it galled him he was here at all.


Even with his body so intimately close to hers, she didn’t call out for the keepers or order him strapped as the others had done. In the few days he’d been held here, the countless men his father had sent to reason with him had run within minutes, leaving him to be locked up with cuffs and manacles while he raged.


Why wasn’t she afraid?


And what the hell had his father been thinking to send in such a diminutive woman when he was in such a state?


Clearly, his father was desperate. Under no other circumstances would the old man have sent for a woman. And an Irishwoman at that.


He let his gaze trail over her face, lingering on those plump lips . . . He couldn’t recall the last time he’d had a woman. Months, at least. He’d given them up long before he’d been put in this cell. He couldn’t stand the emptiness of those fucks. But this one . . . There was something undeniably unique, as if she might strike him with her governess’s stick and then kiss away his hurts.


She tsked lightly, ignoring his intimidation and attempts to shake away her poise. “What you are doing now? ’Tis only securing yourself in this place.” She glanced up, her gorgeous eyes darting about the dank cell, with its damp interior and inadequately proportioned bed. “Is that what you wish?”


He hesitated, considering her words. He wasn’t mad. He wasn’t. And yet his father had placed him here. For his own good, so the old man had said. A small, snaking voice whispered through his head that perhaps he was mad. Madder now than any mercury-muddled hatter. The thought shuddered through him, leaving him brimming with fury and pain that this had happened to him. “My wishes are not your concern.”


“Ah, but they are.” That careful gaze probed him without mercy. Pushing against his barriers, determined to breach him. “Without my say, you shall wither in these rooms.”


Who the hell did she think he was? He slammed a palm against the wall, unwilling to be handled. “You can’t keep me here.”


She blinked once but then cocked up her chin, defiant. “I can.”


He swallowed hard, his gaze momentarily swimming. The ability to focus his thoughts under her onslaught of information was unraveling. Quickly. The need to get rid of her, to make her leave so that a woman of such beauty and poise wouldn’t see him in such a disgusting state, sent him drawling. “Sod off.”


Apparently, the insult was of no new occurrence, for her countenance remained untouched. “Now, you’re not actually thinking such uninspired drivel assists you?”


How long had she been doing this that she didn’t care he treated her thusly? How many men had insulted her? Attacked her? Fucked her body in their minds? The very notion was galling to him. In fact, his insides tensed, burning with a sudden violence to destroy all those men. Even in his strange state. But he didn’t wish her to know that he cared. That he was capable of caring about someone else’s welfare. “I don’t give a damn.”


She tilted her head back, the tight weave of her locks bumping against the slick stones behind her. “I don’t believe that. Not for all the holy saints in the heavens above.” She hesitated. “You don’t know who I am, but I know you. You’re a good man. You don’t hurt women, my lord. The only person you hurt is yourself.”


He snorted.


“It’s the only reason your father convinced me to come.”


“More fool you.”


She pressed those perfect lips together before saying, “You’ve forsaken yourself and the man I know you to be.”


He sucked in a sharp breath, hating that he didn’t know what she was speaking of. “You know nothing about me.”


Her gaze softened. “I know you sent three thousand pounds to Ireland. To the west.”


Blinking, he thought back. It wasn’t possible that such a thing would make her think so highly of him, was it? “And?”


She sighed. “Do you know how many you saved? Just with those funds, you made it possible for my family to care for the starving.”


He yanked his gaze away from her earnest one. “It was only money.”


“It was everything,” she said firmly. “And I won’t let you forget it.”


“You don’t have the power to let me do anything.”


“There I must disagree with you. Your father has given me that power. For now.”


His fingers curled, nails scraping lightly against the unforgiving surface, desperately wishing to reach out and touch something as beautiful as her hair. How would it feel, to touch something beautiful again? To have something beautiful let him touch it?


The way she looked at him, as if he weren’t the very dregs of society, sparked something deep within him, urging him to believe. But he couldn’t. He’d gone too far down the road to ruin to ever come back.


“I can help you,” she whispered.


He flattened his palms, disgusted that he’d contemplated her under his touch or that she might indeed help him. He would never again deserve beauty or help. And because he had to convince her of that simple fact, he found himself lowering his head toward hers as he murmured, “How unfortunate for you to think so.”




Chapter 2


The Irishwoman’s response was not at all what he’d expected. In fact, he began to wonder if he’d fallen down Carroll’s rabbit hole. Surely his life was upside down?


Instead of backing down from his hard line, she stayed still and said simply, “Your father, and therefore the committee in charge of this institution, feel you must be kept under watch for your own protection. All because you can’t control your anger any longer . . . or your opium intake.”


He jerked back, his hands sliding away from the wall. “I beg your pardon?”


“You will be considered mad and at the hands of the doctors until I tell your father I am willing to take you into my keeping.” She waggled her brows slightly. “Ironic, is it not? A wee slip of a girl in charge of the mighty Viscount Powers?”


Again, the room looped, and he closed his eyes, desperately trying to keep his footing. He reached out and grabbed her wrist. “I don’t believe you.”


She tensed but didn’t scream. She didn’t make a sound. Only locked gazes with him, daring him. Daring him to make the right choice and not the mad one. Even so, now that his fingers had encompassed her wrist, he couldn’t help but savor the feel of her delicate bones and smooth skin under his roughened hands. It was as though he’d latched on to an anchor that would keep him from drifting wildly on raging seas.


“I know when I see a man stewin’ in his own pain. Why don’t you tell me about it?”


He snorted. “I don’t want anyone’s help. And I am not talking to you about such things.”


“Sure, and could you not make an exception given the unusual circumstances?” she asked. “You don’t want to stay here until they truss you up like a Christmas goose.”


Good sodding Christ. How in the hell had he ended up here? In this room. With this cool-as-steel Irish lass passing off imprisonment as a joke? He, Viscount Powers, in a madhouse. Oh . . . Yes. His father had tossed him here. But for what reason? Because he’d gone on a few benders in the course of a few weeks? What man didn’t? Granted, the last had been particularly bad. He could scarcely recall many days, just bruised and bloodied knuckles and the scent of opium smoke. That hardly seemed—


“Are you listening, James? If you are, I’d be grateful if you let go my arm.”


Instead of letting go, he slowly inched her forward and slid his fingers about hers until he was holding her hand just like a suitor strolling through the park. She wanted to be intimate, did she? “Your name, then?”


A muscle twitched in her cheek at his newly enforced but gentle touch. “Margaret.”


He smiled grimly. “Maggie.”


“Margaret,” she corrected.


He dropped her hand and took a pointed step back from her, his own gaze hot as he weaved slightly. “Maggie, you call me James one more time, and I will stuff my bedclothes down your lily-hued throat.”


She staggered a little at his sudden movement but then righted herself by smoothing her hands down the front of her skirts. “What a colorful and interesting proposition.”


“Interesting?” he echoed, disbelief rattling through him, mixing with the liquid-hot feel of his muscles and bones. Why the hell wouldn’t she go away, as all the others had done? Either she had a death wish or she was incredibly dense. He was guessing the former.


She nodded, her eyes traveling over to the mattress, which was clearly bare of linen. “Do you like being medicated, my lord?”


He shook his head slightly, fighting off the fog that had been rolling in and out of his life these last days. “Medicated?”


“Sure, and they’ve been giving you morphine,” she said softly. “Were you not aware?”


He tore his gaze from her and let his attention dart around the room, searching for something, anything to hold him as panic began its evil dance inside him. Morphine? No wonder he felt lost. Lost. So lost and furious. Futile desperation crawled into his gut. How could he make them stop giving him the stuff? Just so he could have a little clarity. A little time. A little time to prove he was not completely out of control. “No. I didn’t. I knew—”


She sidestepped a little, looking toward the door. “Something wasn’t quite right?”


He gave a curt nod, his teeth grinding as he clamped his jaw tight.


She turned her serene face back to him and then said solemnly, “Will you talk about Sophia if you refuse to talk aught about yourself?”


The fight, which had been so ready to burst in him, fizzled down to the burning plight of ashes doused in London’s debilitating rain. All he wanted to do was drag his tired body to the bed, collapse upon it, and curl into a conciliating ball. “She’s dead.” The words reverberated through the room, bouncing in the cold air around him, like cruel, north Essex mockingbirds that would not cease their chatter.


“All the more reason to recollect her, I should think.”


He frowned, sorting through her collection of words slowly, carefully, wondering. “Should you?”


That face of hers, like all the virgins in all the cathedrals in every godforsaken place in Europe, stared back at him, so calm, so unaffected by his wildness, so full of . . . perfection.


Perfection, he found, was usually a meticulously created guise to hide something horrible beneath. What horrors did she hold beneath her porcelain facade? Perhaps he should endeavor to interrogate her.


He smiled dryly. “And do you like to recollect your dead, Maggie?”


Her shoulders tensed under the pressed wool molded to her bodice. “I do.”


Shaking his head, he lifted a finger and wagged it at her. “You’re lying.”


It was tempting to let his shoulders collapse and break under the weariness of humanity. Everyone lied. Everyone betrayed. Even the dead. The ones lost to him. But in the end, hadn’t he been the greatest betrayer of them all?


He pinned her with his gaze, challenging her to continue, wishing to a god he didn’t believe in that she would just give up and go. For he would not ever allow her to see his true face. No one was allowed to see that now.


Relentless woman that she was, she had the persistence to point out, “Don’t you see? If we talk about the dead, then they’re never really gone, my lord.”


His lips twisted into a bemused grin, full of bitter humors. For a moment, he’d thought he’d found an interesting woman, a woman who just might understand and not spew platitudes, but as was so often the case these long days, he’d been mistaken. “That is such utter shit.”


“And Jane?” she countered, her voice sharp and pointed, unyielding in the face of his brutal determination to keep his secrets to his breast.


Christ, the woman had no mercy within her at all.


Jane.


The name echoed through him, and he stood absolutely still for a moment, unable to draw breath, as Jane boomed down his veins and rammed into his heart.


A well of memories spiraled up within him, and a rush of pain crammed his throat. The pulsating emotions throttled upward, barreling through his chest with such sudden and uncontrollable force he couldn’t stop it. “Get out!” he roared.


She paled and stepped back, those damn skirts, which had so captivated him, spiraling around her legs.


Good. He wanted her terrified. She wished to push him? Well, he would push back. He drew himself up to his full height, his hands flexing and unflexing with his sudden rage. “Get out!”


She stretched out her palms, attempting to placate him. “My lord, please. Calm—”


There would be no placation. Not now. The room reeled around him and images began to dance, wicked dervish dances inside his head. And the pain of it. His body was on fire with the memories. And then it happened. What little control he had snapped as wild emotion ruled every last bit of him.


He lurched forward, moving fast, his body so full of fury he was sure his skin couldn’t contain it. How dare she? How dare she throw his dead in his face? How dare she make him remember? “Get out!”


She stumbled backward, her own infuriatingly calm eyes flaring. “My lord. Calm yourself—”


“Calm?” he mocked, stunned he could even form words, he so brimmed with hate. “I have been calm for years. I think it’s time I was done with that. Now, get out or I swear to God, I will not be accountable for my actions.”


She darted backward, her boots tapping against the stone floor. “But—”


He flung his hands to his face. A little girl, perfect, elfin, blond, and so full of trust, spun before his gaze. He let out a guttural moan, wishing he could claw the sudden images of his little girl from his eyes. Of his wife, just as pale and elfin, turned blue and dead.


He turned to the bed and grabbed on to the iron frame. His fingers bit into it, and he savored the pain. He needed that pain to force down this pain. To force down the memories. He lifted the bed and slammed it against the floor. The metal cut into his palms, and he felt the trickle of blood as his skin broke. And it was just what he needed. God, it felt good.


The sound of her fist jolting against the door penetrated his brain. She was leaving. She was going. His escape was going and he didn’t care. He wanted her to go and leave him forever. Never to come back, not if she was going to force him to remember. God, he didn’t care if he was left here. Not now. Not lost in the white-hot cruelty of memory that she had spurred.


Jane. Beautiful Jane. Her blond braid dancing down her back and her childish fingers pressing against his cheeks as he kissed her good night. Her beautiful, laughing smile as he told her stories or as they galloped through the fields playing hide-and-seek amid the rushes.


Jane.


His heart split, and grief spilled from him in wave after unrelenting, punishing wave.


Big hands, nothing like Maggie’s pretty pale hands, seized him and wrenched his arms behind his back. He didn’t care. He didn’t care so long as he could forget . . . and never had to remember his life again.




Chapter 3


Margaret pressed a hand to her middle and swallowed back the disconcerting sense of sadness that encompassed her usually icy heart. It would do the viscount no good for her to become overly involved in his pain. No. Only a calm assessment of his situation would aid him. Still . . . Margaret paused and glanced down the hall, listening for the sound of approaching doctors or staff before she peered in through the peephole in the big iron door.


Three male keepers were subduing Powers. Their bodies big, but nowhere near the size of the viscount’s, surrounded his form, shuffling and struggling with meaty hands to keep him under control. But she felt fairly certain the only reason Powers was being held at all was because he allowed it and was under the sway of morphine. Even in this state, there was something cool and fierce about the man. As if when he chose, he could erupt into a force so deadly that all would be laid to waste in his wake.


Perversely, that force was the very reason why she hadn’t been afraid of him. Because under all the surly challenge had been the notes of a man who had been completely in control of every aspect of himself for an exceptionally long time.


Perhaps too long.


Though it should have been, fear wasn’t what she’d felt in his presence. It had been something else entirely. Something else that lingered in her, captivating her, even as she studied his face, lean and furious as they manhandled him.


She’d meant what she’d told him—he was a good man. She’d never forget his letter to her father. So many years ago now. He’d spoken so eloquently of his grief for the Irish people, of his desire to help them. And unlike most of the English, this man had sent aid with no conditions attached.


She owed him a debt of gratitude that wouldn’t be easily ended.


Once this beautiful, agonized man had had all the control and ability to aid others. Now he had control of nothing. How the world turned . . .


His loss was the key to this current wildness. Perhaps he had simply controlled himself too long, had slipped loose his leash to expose the lord who had so long been hidden.


It was her duty to help him put the leash back on and reenter the world. This undertaking was unlike any she’d ever met. She’d worked with many men since the Crimea. All those beautiful youths destroyed by carnage. She’d never thought when she left the green shores of Ireland to be a nurse in that far-off war that she’d find her calling in helping soldiers rebuild their lives. But she had. In fact, her qualifications as a nurse and witness to war had altered her entire approach to the treatment of men trapped by the poppy’s lure.


She understood that not only was there a physical hunger, but there was a trauma that drove them back again and again to find forgetfulness.


It was these skills that had made her respected and sought after by the ton in the treatment of their damaged sons.


She was grateful that she’d taken that often painful path because now she could help the man who had helped her people. It was as if fate had taken her by the hand all those years ago so that she might be able to walk through his cell door and help him heal.


It wouldn’t be easy.


When she’d first seen him, that cold visage had seemed so manageable. So close to already being back into the world, she’d been sure she could lead him quickly and easily.


From the mention of his wife and daughter, he’d rapidly descended. And her heart had done something it had never done for any other man in her care. It had wept for him and his thrashing anger at his losses. But weeping solved nothing, and weakness would neither serve herself nor Powers. She drew in a slow breath and forced herself to watch and remind herself that Powers was no ordinary man. Forgetting that hardly seemed possible, given his remarkable presence.


The keepers wrestled Powers onto the bed, slamming his bulk down with a grunting thud. His silver-blond hair, gleamed halolike around his stunning, pain-stricken face. His big chest heaved like a bull ready to charge, and sounds of inhuman grief were erupting from him.


At last they forced him entirely down, strapping leather over his legs and over his chest. They even strapped a leather band over his forehead to keep him from whipping his head about and damaging his skull.


This was the best treatment available in London, and it sickened her.


Meticulously, she observed the way Powers began to still. How his body shut down. The sounds stopped abruptly, as did his raging, and then one of the keepers pulled out a syringe and a long piece of rubber. He wound the tourniquet around Powers’s arm, tapped the syringe, and then injected the morphine.


She ground her teeth. That had to cease. The man would never recover under the influence of opiates. If anything, it was the opium that was driving him into madness. But the doctors were convinced that Powers had become a violent lunatic who had periods of sanity, and the doctors were insistent that such patients needed to be medicated. She wasn’t so sure.


Self-awareness and intelligence still blazed in Viscount Powers’s icy eyes. And it would be up to her to pull that forward and drive the madness back. If she chose to take him on . . . which she would.


It was a task she could perform. She had to. She very badly needed the funds for her causes in Ireland. And she longed to help him. She lifted her hand and placed it on the cold door, as if she were pressing her palm to Powers’s shoulder. Wishing she could give him some sort of peace, even when a wall of iron existed between them.


She balled her hand into a fist and whipped away from the door. Comfort was all well and good. But control was what he needed and control was what she’d give him. Margaret lifted her chin and swept to the hallway that led down to the consulting rooms.


In quick, measured steps, she walked past bolted door after bolted door, locking the mad away. If only Powers’s pain hadn’t manifested through such violence on the streets, he’d never have been sent to such an aggressive sanatorium.


She ignored the rattles of chains and the maniacal laughter and moans of those still in the world but not of the world. She’d become inured to the sounds, the foul smells of bodies out of control, and the dim, flickering lighting. At least everything was clean. A far cry from how things had been when she’d first started nursing.


Fifteen years of being surrounded by some sort of ailment or madness had distilled a certain vein of implacable serenity in her person. She’d always relied upon and clung to it in moments like meeting a patient. But wasn’t that it? Why she was so shaken? She had never met a man like Powers.


Never.


And somehow, she’d felt herself quickly drawn into his world and the desire to pull him back into hers.


When she stood before the mahogany door leading into one of the receiving rooms, she smoothed her hands over her hair, assuring herself that she was perfectly ordered and not still visibly shaken from her response to the viscount. She turned the latch sharply and stepped through the open door.


The Earl of Carlyle stood before the crackling fire.


Like his son, he was a remarkably handsome man. Except worry and age had etched his countenance considerably. He twisted toward her the moment she stepped into the intimate and fairly cheerful room, a room meant to ease the consciences of the families committing sons, daughters, or wives. His black superfine wool coat hung lankly about his big frame. A clear sign he’d lost weight. His cheeks were two hollows, brushed with a barely groomed silver beard, and his eyes, though blue, unlike his son’s, were dark with fear. “My son? You’ve seen him?”


She closed the door behind her, buying a moment. She studied the lace draping the small table by the fire. It was never simple or pleasant, assisting the family in understanding the destruction of a loved one. She lifted her gaze to his hopeful one. “I have, my lord.”


“And you will help him?” Doubt lifted the old man’s voice to a high pitch. His hands shook slightly at his sides, whether with strain or ill health, she was uncertain. “No one else will.”


No one else will.


And that, of course, was why he had sought her out. It saddened her that it often took so long for powerful men to seek the help of a woman, no matter how qualified, but there it was.


Folding her hands calmly before her, she gave a succinct nod. “Indeed, I shall, my lord.”


Most inappropriately, the earl darted across the room and seized her hands in his. Swiftly, he brought them to his lips and kissed them the same way a penitent might kiss the dusty preservations of a saintly relic. His whiskers brushed roughly over her skin as he murmured, “Thank you, my dear. Thank you.”


Margaret stared at the bowed silver head of the older man, thinking of her own father for a moment. A lord with no real power and no money. A failure to his people. He’d been so broken and desperate at the end.


The room began to close in, pressing tightly, sucking the air out of her lungs. Unlike the earl, her father’s desperation had not been for one man, but the millions he had seen placed in mass graves on lush green hillsides or shipped off like meat in overpacked and filthy ships.


God’s country. Her country. So beautiful it stirred the heart . . . But the beauty had served only as a painful contrast to the corpses, which had appeared barely human as they’d been stuffed in the earth together. For one brief moment, the smell of lye stung her nostrils, and she pulled her hands from the earl’s lest she recalled with any greater detail the dark years of her youth. “’Twill be no simple task. He is not well, yet we will see it done.”


He nodded, conciliatory but determined. “But he is not mad. Just immersed in drink and opium?”


She hesitated, wishing to be honest. “I do not believe he is mad, but he is a man ruled by pain, and we shall have to alleviate it.”


The earl’s expression dimmed, and then he forced a bright, brittle smile to his face. “Be certain he will succeed, Lady Margaret. He is of strong stock.”


Breeding. In her experience, it meant little, even though the English were so very fond of its supposed importance.


She cleared her throat. “First we must diminish and eventually end his consumption of the devil’s brew.”


The earl’s bushy brows drew together. “Devil’s brew?” he echoed.


“Poppy. Poppy juice. Horse. White dust. Flea powder. China flower.” So many names for one deadly substance. She licked her lips before saying simply, “Opiates.”


“I see.” The earl looked askance, his fingers worrying the chain at his waistcoat. “What a knowledge you do have.”


She shrugged, then said kindly, “It is necessary for me to have knowledge of it. And your son has a dependency. As many have. Even so, it will be no easy task to divest him of it and then see how easily he will be able to cope with his internal pain without the narcotic. Pain is a powerful thing.”


“Yes.” The earl winced. “The doctors, they’ve all concluded that he will do himself . . . a mischief.”


“Which is why I am here,” she assured. “To establish he is not a danger to himself.”


The earl’s shoulders sagged and he turned away. “God, I never should have brought him here. He must hate me now. But I needed him to understand how dire his condition is. He doesn’t seem to see it.”


She took a small step forward, wishing for him to understand that he was not at all in the wrong. “My lord, you did the right thing by your son. If you hadn’t intervened, he’d be dead. I saw the reports. His consumption of opiates is high enough that he might accidentally take it to such excess that it would kill him. There is also the fact that he wanders about the worst areas of town while inebriated.”


He lifted a hand and pressed it to his eyes. “If only I’d known of you sooner. I could have taken him to the country. Kept him there . . .”


“If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.” She smiled slightly. “And in a few months, after much work and when he is ready, all this unseemly questioning of his health will be of no matter.”


The earl whipped around, his face tense. “You must understand how important this all is. He’s my only son. My heir. If he cannot care for himself, the line will die . . .”


Was that the only reason the old man cared? The need to pass on a heap of rocks and a title as old as England itself? Perhaps that’s what he told himself, but she’d seen genuine emotion as well. The ways and coldness of the English were a mystery to her. They always would be. “All will be well, my lord. I don’t believe your son wishes to die or that he is truly ready to give up on himself. You must leave it to me.”


The earl shifted uncomfortably, then pulled a silver cigar case from his pocket. Hands shaking, he slipped a slim stick free and tapped it against the back of the case. “There is something else I should like to ask of you.”


“I am at your service.” She was proud of her work helping people, even if they were sometimes simply young lords who had lost their way. It had taken her years and the assistance of many war-torn and troubled lordlings to rise to a place in which she could command a fee that was enough to support herself and her ultimate mission, to send significant money home to St. Catherine’s Home for Orphans in Galway.


Resolution seemed to shape the earl’s face and square his shoulders. “I—I want you to marry my son.”


She gaped, disbelieving the words that had just passed such a powerful man’s lips. “My lord?”


“I want you to remain with him always,” he said slowly, firmly. “To protect him.”


“Absolutely not.”


“Why not?” he demanded. “You’re a lady of aristocratic birth. He needs a wife and an heir, and surely a husband of such means would give you more freedom to work at your causes.”


She sought some articulate reason, but the proposal was so intensely shocking she had no idea how to formulate an argument. “I—I—”


“I have thought everything through. No usual young lady can handle or manage my son.” The earl paused, a shadow crossing over his face. “History has proved this. But from all reports, and from my own impression of your character, you can. James didn’t cow you, unlike all the men I sent in to evaluate him.”


The earl lit his cigar and then lifted it to his lips, appearing so remarkably calm given his demeanor a few moments before. It was as if he was finally on ground he understood. The ground of arrangement. “I don’t expect you to marry my son without proper motivation. So, in addition to having the power of a viscountess, I would set up funds and land entirely in your name.” He waved his hand, but there was a sharpness to his movements. “Here or in Ireland. I would ensure that after my son’s death, you had a portion entirely of your own. You’d be reliant upon none, not even in marriage. You could continue to help soldiers. I have no objection to such a noble undertaking, and then, of course, there is the money you can send home to your brother’s earldom. As I understand, the young earl is bankrupt, unable to look after his people, and travels in questionable political circles. I would be willing to offer him my support, giving him a stronger voice here in the House of Lords. The only conditions I have are that you keep my son in a state that allows him to retain the title and produce an heir.”


Produce an heir.


The thought ricocheted through her head. She didn’t know Powers. The possibility of sharing his bed should have horrified her.


It didn’t.


More important, it suddenly hit her that the earl had given this extensive thought and had investigated her suitability not only as a nurse but as jailer-cum-broodmare.


“I’m Catholic,” she protested, searching for any reason that might dissuade the older man. She hadn’t been to Mass in years, but the English were very clear about their opinions of those of the faith she’d been born to.


He narrowed his eyes and puffed at his cigar. “Such things can be got around.”


She stared at him, unblinking. “You wish to hire me as your son’s lifelong keeper?”


“Exactly. Yes. It must be done. He cannot be left to his own devices.”


She raised a hand and pressed it to her stomach, wondering how the devil things had gotten to this point. Never in a month of Sundays would she have seen things heading in this barmy direction. “You are blunt.”


“I have no choice but to be so. I will not be here to protect my son forever. And I want an heir. That must be absolutely understood.” He rolled the cigar between his fingers, agitation making the motion jerky.


The implication was clear. The earl was aging and was worried about the fate of his only child and the earldom. And though she felt for his predicament, she would not sacrifice herself on the altar of his peerage. Not even for what seemed such a lucrative proposal. “I shan’t do it.”


“Why not?” he scoffed. “It is a better offer than many women could ever hope to have.”


Any sympathy she’d had for him vanished. Just like the English. She never should have expected anything but this sort of calculation and drive to further his own wishes. “I cannot be bought in such a fashion.”


“So,” he mocked. “You will be bought all your life by others until you are old and alone?” He pointed a finger at her. “I offer you security.”


She did not care to be pushed, and if it weren’t for the man abandoned in the cell in this ward, she would have turned on her heel and left the earl twisting in the wind. She valued her own independence and self-worth far too highly to sell it. “What you offer is out of the question.”


That strong entitlement that had wrapped him up these last moments cracked again, exposing the desperate man. The man the earl doubtless wished had never been allowed to see the light of day, let alone be exposed in the presence of a woman. “Please.”
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