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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.


Connect with Máire online at Facebook www.facebook.com/MaireClaremont or follow her on Twitter @MaireClaremont.




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




By Máire Claremont


Mad Passions Series
The Dark Lady
Lady In Red
A Lady Undone (e-novella)
The Dark Affair




[image: img]


A Mad Passions enovella


Duchess Clare Ederly is lucky to be alive. Having outlived her violent, abusive husband, she decides to put her significant inheritance to good use helping other battered women by opening a refuge for those seeking to escape. But not everyone is pleased with her work. Someone wants to see her sanctuary torn down – at any cost. Her only hope of protecting her home and tenants is a former spy, whose skill at tracking deadly men is matched only by his dangerous charm . . .


The Earl of Wyndham has done his part for Queen and country; he has had his fill of plotting and politics, and simply wants to retire to the pleasant life of his club. But Duchess Clare’s razor-sharp wit and fierce determination awaken new purpose and admiration in him. To protect her, he will once again delve into the treacherous world of espionage. To win her love, he will do almost anything . . .




Chapter 1


London
1869


“Give me the knife, Amy.” Clare, Duchess of Duncliffe, stretched out her hand an inch at a time. Winter light spilled from the paned window, glinting in the young girl’s brown-blond hair and off the weapon planted against the thin skin of her throat.


“No.” Amy’s blue-tinged lips curled around the word. The blade shook as she pressed it.


Clare’s own throat squeezed tight with fear, but she forced herself to breath slowly, calmly, for Amy’s sake.


Skin gave way under the pressure of Amy’s knife and a trickle of blood dripped down the line of her white neck.


Panic crawled along Clare’s spine. Amy had come so far in these last few months. She refused to let the girl end it now. Clare slid her toe forward, the fold of her black dress draping across her leg. Keeping her eyes fixed on Amy, she shifted her weight. “What happened?”


Amy’s brown eyes widened and a sheen of liquid glimmered on their surface. The thin fabric of her grey bodice pulled against her slight breasts and concave stomach as she gulped in air. She shook her head, a strangled sound ripping from her tense throat. Amy’s father. Nothing else could have caused such a reaction.


The man was half devil and he was also his daughter’s blasted pimp. Clare’s stomach twisted as it threatened to leap up to her windpipe.


Remain calm. Help her. And she could. She had to. She hadn’t survived her own hell to let others fall without a fight. “When did you see him?”


The slender muscles in Amy’s delicate arms shook beneath her shirt. “L-last night.”


Tension racked Clare’s shoulders. Her entire body felt rigid, breakable under the intensity of this moment. One wrong word and Amy would be dead. “Do you wish to tell me what he said?”


A tear dropped from Amy’s eye, slipping down her emaciated, pale cheek. She drew in a gasping breath. “Da’ said if I don’t come back, he’ll kill me.” Her bony fingers tightened on the hilt. “But not afore . . . not afore he and the others—” She closed her eyes and the fingers of her free hand curled into a fist.


“I swear to you he will not,” Clare said firmly.


Amy shook her head. “You can’t stop ’im.”


Clare stepped closer. “I will do whatever is necessary. I will send you to the country. Or if you wish, to the Americas with the means to start a new life. It would give me happiness to give you money for your passage and your well-being.” Slowly, she raised her hand to the knife hilt. Her fingertips brushed wood.


A sob racked Amy’s body. Her hand trembled as she moved the knife from her throat. Clare grasped the knife and slid it out of her limp grasp.


Amy covered her face with her thin hands. “I’m sorry, Your Grace. So sorry.”


The kitchen knife thunked against the wood desk as she gently set it down. “There is no need.” She placed her hand on Amy’s shoulder, and the girl jolted as if she’d scalded her.


Clare lowered her hand to her side, mindful of the fact so many of the girls and women she helped had an aversion to human contact, and no wonder.


The tips of her nails dug into her skin as she folded her hands together. “Would you care to stay here with me for a time, or shall I call for Mrs. Wetherton? She will see you right with breakfast and a room.”


Amy shoved a lock of her sandy blond hair back from her face. “I think I’d like a bit of a lie down.”


“Certainly.” Clare crossed to the back of the room and pulled on the thin embroidered cord by the door. “This afternoon, Amy, we’ll discuss what would be best to keep you safe.”


She nodded. “Ta, very much.”


The door opened and Mrs. Whetherton, a short, grey-haired woman, stepped inside. Her gaze met Clare’s, and understanding registered in the older woman’s sky blue eyes. Her lips parted in a soft smile. “Amy, we’ve missed you. Won’t you come have breakfast with me?”


Amy crossed the room in a few short strides, her shoulders bowed under the light weight of her shirt, then stopped. Her brown eyes throbbed with pain and fear. And like a flame’s first licking tendrils . . . hope.


She followed Mrs. Whetherton out of the room.


Disgust pooled in Clare’s belly and the urge to scream pushed at her throat like a tidal wave. The door shut with a quiet thud. She stood in the center of the room and braced her hand against the smooth table. She would make it right for Amy. Somehow.


Sunlight beamed down and sparkled on the steely grey blade. She grabbed the coarse knife. The girl could have gotten it from the kitchen. Her skin crawled beneath the touch of the weapon. If she had her way, every blade, pistol, and rifle in the world would be gathered from the hands of violent men and destroyed. Clare’s father had been the only man she knew who had revered pacifism as much as she. Her husband, on the other hand, had loved violence. The violence of one who holds power over the weak. Absently, she raised a hand to her cheek as if she might still feel a bruise.


But both of those men were now dead.


Clare pushed the thoughts away before they could take hold. She would not think about the pain or disappointments of the past. She had too much to do.


The stacks of papers on her desk beckoned, every one needing either a signature or other action. Sighing, she strode up to the desk and lowered herself into the hard-backed chair.


She reached for a pile of documents. Rough parchment scratched against her skin. The words blurred before her, and she grimaced at the pain in her neck. She’d been spending too many nights sleeping in a chair, but she wouldn’t trade them for all the ease in the world. She loved her work.


The door at the far end of the room swung open, slamming against the wall with a sharp crack. Clare jumped.


Her uncle Soames’s russet, gold tinted hair glinted in the morning light. Good Lord, now what did the man want? Clare braced her hands against her desk, prepared for a verbal assault.


“I have made an appointment for you today with regard to your safety.” His deep voice echoed coldly throughout the room.


Clare dug her fingers into her desk. “Soames, this is no business of yours.”


The strong planes of his face darkened “Is that so?” He waved his broad hand at her. “Have you forgotten that you belong to the Ederly family?”


How could she forget? It had been her mother and Soames who had pushed her to marry the Duke of Duncliffe, forgetting to mention the whisperings about the death of the older man’s first wife.


But now, she was a duchess and wealthy in her own right. Her uncle, even if he wished it, couldn’t control her.


Clare gritted her teeth and lifted her chin. She refused to be intimidated. She was sick of intimidating men and how they bullied women. “My father disliked you intensely, and I regret that my mother is so easily led by you.”


Soames crossed his arms, muscled from hours of boxing at Jackson’s. “Your father was my brother, and I will not see his only child bring scandal to our family even if you no longer bear our last name.”


Name, status, and money were all that Soames cared about. It was why it had been so essential that she marry into a dukedom. No matter that her husband had been old enough to be her father. She met Soames’s pale blue eyes, only a shade lighter than her own, and said, “I wish to handle this in my own way.”


Soames snorted. “What? Is your own honor too high for even you, now that you lived amidst the muck? A protector has been arranged for you.”


Clare pushed her chair back and crossed to the front of her desk. A protector? A man chosen without her regard? She had little doubt such a person would be a hard man who would treat her like a child.


A shout from the street caught her attention and she looked to the window. Grey sky and dull light spilled in through the glass.


“Look at me when I am speaking to you,” demanded Soames.


The high pitch of shattering glass exploded through the room. She lunged forward and grabbed Soames’s coat. She yanked hard, and tugged him to the floor.


“What the bloody hell—” he growled as she fell on top of him.


Biting shards flew through the air, winking in the light. Clare squeezed her eyes shut. A crash jolted her desk, and a heavy object thudded to the floor beside her.


After a moment, she snapped her eyes open, her chest tight. She drew in a shaky breath.


A stone half the size of her head, partially wrapped in pale yellow paper, rocked side to side. Clare pressed a palm over it, stilling its motion.


“Clare, remove yourself from my person,” Soames gritted as he shifted underneath her. His hands moved to her shoulders, shoving her off him and onto the floor.
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