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Chapter One

	Clare Cummings gazed about the room, her yawn of boredom cut off as an ivory fan suddenly poked her in the ribs. Its owner, an elderly lady wearing a purple turban, appeared to be gouging her way through the crowd. Now Clare knew why the most successful London balls were called squeezes.

	Squeeze they did, a mass of brilliantly colored silks and satins dwarfed by marble columns that rose to the vaulted ceiling. Rows of candles in sparkling chandeliers and candelabras lit the scene and the priceless gems worn by the ladies. But fans weren't the only dangers lurking beneath the glittering surface, and Clare wondered how she would ever grow accustomed to London.

	Shaking her head, she moved, weaving in and out of the mob until she reached one of the tall windows. She hoped that some fresh air might rouse her from the dismals, but even here, she caught the scent of sewage and smoke. Turning away from the windows, Clare was struck with a sudden longing for the clean breezes and rolling hills of home. 

	“There you are,” a voice warbled at her elbow. “Where have you been? Now don't be difficult tonight, my dear. You know how that confuses me.”

	Aunt Eugenia always seemed to be confused. She had pale yellow hair that frizzed about her white face as though she had lost her comb. And since she was farsighted but refused to wear her spectacles in public, she was perpetually squinting her watery blue eyes. A full head shorter than Clare, Eugenia disdained to look up, contributing to her air of bewilderment by rarely meeting her niece's gaze.

	“With Mr. Farnham absent tonight, you have the perfect opportunity to catch the eye of all the other eligible gentlemen,” Eugenia said. “I called upon the good graces of some old friends to procure this invitation, and I would not wish my efforts to go to waste.”

	When Clare said nothing, Eugenia frowned. “I don't see how you can look so blue-deviled. Every girl dreams of a London season! I admit I'm a bit on in years for such doings, but when your father asked me to usher you into society, even I looked forward to all the excitement.” 

	Eugenia sighed, as though exhausted by trying to comprehend her niece. “Yawning like a country bumpkin is not going to bring you favorable attention!” Her aunt's hair was sent flying with the strength of her vehemence. “You simply must present yourself well, if you are to make a propitious match. I might remind you of your duty to wed advantageously.”

	Clare was reminded of her duty often enough, but she smiled and placed a hand on her aunt's arm. “Excuse me, dear, I'm going to get an ice. Would you like one?”

	“Oh, heavens yes, but child, you can't fetch it yourself!” Eugenia’s words were lost on her niece, who walked away heedless of the warning. The promise of refreshment was purely an excuse to escape, and she moved as best she could through the crowd, watching the scenes that played out around her. 

	Clare paused to admire the swirl of the ladies' skirts and the grace of the gentlemen as they stepped to the minuet or whirled across the room in a waltz. Perhaps a turn about the floor would cheer her, Clare thought with a brief surge of interest. But she had made few acquaintances yet, so stood little chance of receiving an invitation. And having spent too much time at similar functions standing at the side, awkward and alone, she continued on.

	In the card room, the play was pretty tame, limited mostly to elderly guests and a few young couples flirting over their hands. A lovely rendering of a hunt graced most of one wall, drawing Clare's attention. Her gaze followed the length of the artwork to one of the marble mantelpieces and stopped there, arrested by what she saw in front of the fireplace. 

	No fire burned there, but heat rose in her cheeks as she recognized the figure who stood before the empty grate. She stiffened, her breath lodging in her throat, as she stared. And who wouldn’t?

	He was taller than those around him with wide shoulders and perfectly tailored clothes that he wore with careless ease. He leaned casually against the mantelpiece, a wayward shock of dark hair falling over one eye to make him look a bit disreputable. Dressed all in black, he wore a perfectly arranged white cravat that set off his handsome face. That face... 

	Blinking at the sight of it, changed and yet so familiar, Clare was transported back in time. She’d been younger then and so eager to ride on a soggy spring day that held the first promise of warmth. When her father’s groom warned her against the weather, Clare refused both his advice and his company.

	The boy had been right, of course, and soon a thick mist rolled in, obscuring all landmarks and making it hard to find her way. She knew she had wandered far beyond her father's fields when she crested a hill and below her, tucked into a valley, towers rose out of the fog like something from the fairy stories she loved so well. 

	The narrow world she knew as the local squire’s daughter did not include enchanted castles. Where was she, and why hadn’t she heard of this mystical place? Clare glanced behind her, but there was no one to ask and nothing recognizable to be seen. And below the vision beckoned, its center square tower standing proudly over the adjacent roofs, some of them sporting ancient battlements.

	Drawing in a deep draught of air, Clare urged her horse down the slope, half fearing the place would disappear before she could reach it. And soon she was so deep in the mist that she could see and hear nothing, blanketed as she was in an eerie white silence. She told herself she was too old to believe in mystery and magic, and yet...

	She breathed easier when she caught a glimpse of old stone walls and a massive door looming ahead. Still, no barking dogs marked her arrival, no groundskeeper shouted a greeting, and she saw no signs of inhabitants.

	At the huge, arched entrance, Clare slid off Princess and tied the reins to an ancient iron post. The heavy door remained shut, but when she knocked, the worn wood swung open as if by some unseen hand. 

	Was it bewitched? No butler or maid stood welcoming her, and no horns sounded a greeting as in days of old. The only sound was that of her footsteps as she made her way across the tiled floor of the cavernous hall. Light spilled in from tall, mullioned windows that rose to a vaulted, timbered ceiling lost in the darkness above her.

	High-backed Tudor cupboards, seats, and side tables lined walls hung with faded tapestries, and in the center of the room a massive dining table was surrounded by heavy chairs, the largest of which sat at the head like a shadowy sentinel. Clare paused, hardly daring to breath, lest she was dreaming.

	“Good God,” said a voice. “It's a pixie!”

	Clare’s heart pounded as she glanced around for the source and discovered a pair of legs sprawling from the chair at the head of the table. Hoping to meet a denizen appropriate to such a fairy tale realm, Clare was a little disappointed to see an ordinary man. Or perhaps not so ordinary...

	“Well, come closer, pixie,” he drawled, and Clare stepped forward, her gaze taking in the empty bottle on the table and the disheveled state of the speaker. Not only was he a mere man, but a drunken one. He seemed young, although a stubble of beard lent a rakish cast to his boyish features. A lock of dark hair fell over eyes that watched her from an extremely handsome face.

	He held out his hand to her, and too entranced to be afraid, Clare took it without hesitation, surprised by the pleasant feel of his firm clasp. She realized how much she’d missed the touch of another in the years since her mother’s death, for her father was not given to displays of affection.

	“Have I imagined you, my lovely little sprite?” the man asked, rubbing his thumb absently along her hand. The gesture imbued her with such warmth that Clare thought perhaps she wasn't dreaming after all.

	“I must have drunk more than usual,” the young man said, peering into his glass with a melancholy air, his grip on her fingers tightening.

	Perhaps it was that subtle pressure or the trace of melancholy about him, but Clare felt as though he were reaching out to her for help. Was the castle enchanted and the prince—her prince—under an evil spell? Clare knew with the certainty of a lonely, romantic young girl, that she, and only she, could save him...

	Choking back a cry of dismay, Clare shook her head as if to deny the memory. That day and all those that followed were in the past. No longer was she an impressionable child captivated by fairy stories. And the man she was staring at was no prince. Turning away blindly to make her escape, she bumped into another guest.

	“I beg your pardon!” Clare recovered herself sufficiently to apologize to the young woman who was steadying her.

	“No need to,” the girl said with a smile. “I can see why you're dazed. But if you'll take a bit of advice, better not set your cap for that one.” She tilted her head toward the mantelpiece, where he still lounged negligently.

	“Oh, I wasn't...” Clare mumbled a denial, her face flaming. The young lady was beautifully dressed and had shiny, auburn ringlets that were the height of fashion. The freckles that dotted her nose made her look friendly, and Clare returned her smile. “But I am sorry. You must take me for a great oaf.”

	“Ah ha! So you've been teased about your height, too,” the girl said conspiratorially. She stood taller than Clare, which was more than any other female around, or so the squire always claimed. Clare nodded and grinned.

	“I'm afraid we haven't been properly introduced, but I'm Felicity Shaw.”

	“Clare Cummings. It is a pleasure to meet you.” Stepping away from the crowd, they found a pair of vacant seats, and Felicity sank down with a sigh of relief.

	“Oh, I vow I've been standing since I came in,” she said. “Is this your first London Season?”

	Clare nodded.

	“Mine, too, though I'll dare swear that because of my sisters, I've more knowledge than most,” Felicity said, spreading her fan to ply the air gracefully. “And that's how I can tell you to stay away from that one,” she said, nodding again toward the mantelpiece.

	Clare refused to glance in his direction again. “He reminded me of someone—someone I once knew,” she said, angry with herself for the catch in her voice.

	“Ah, I see,” Felicity said. She looked as though she didn't believe a word, but was too nice to admit it. “Well, that just happens to be the Marquess of Worthington. He’s titled, wealthy, handsome as sin, and recognizes few rules but his own.” 

	Felicity leaned close. “He’s cursed, you know, which some girls find romantic.”

	“Cursed?” Clare echoed, startled. She had thought so once, but that had been a youthful fancy. “More likely, any female who falls for him is cursed.”

	Felicity laughed. “I suppose the Worthington curse could apply to those who succumb to his charms. He’s definitely a dangerous man to know. Even a mild flirtation with him can damage a girl’s good name.”

	“He drinks quite a bit, too, I gather,” Clare said, surreptitiously eying the glass in his hand. At the sight of his lean, masculine fingers, her mouth went so dry that she longed for a swallow herself. She turned her back on him to avoid any further temptation.

	“Well, yes, he does have a reputation for the bottle, but also for holding his liquor,” Felicity whispered behind her fan.

	Clare nodded. He would. Once she arrived in London, she had heard the rumors about him. Outlandish, she had called them and vowed she didn't care. She didn't, she swore again. Then, as if to prove her thoughts a lie, his low, husky voice sounded from behind, and Clare nearly leapt from her skin.

	“If it isn't the youngest Miss Shaw,” he drawled. Thankful that he had not addressed her, Clare tried to appear inconspicuous, but she couldn’t help lifting her head in order to get a closer look at him. 

	There was no longer a hint of boyishness in the man who leaned toward them, but he was just as attractive, if not more so. And the same shock of hair fell over one dark brow. Drawing in a sharp breath, Clare realized that she could reach out and touch him for the first time in years.

	She resisted the urge and realized he was drunk. She could tell by the glassy, distant look in his eyes as he bantered with Felicity. “Now how many sisters are there?” he asked.

	Clare felt like landing him a facer. It didn’t matter to him how many sisters Felicity had. But then he didn't care about anything, did he? Clare's heart banged in her chest as she wished herself part of the woodwork. She could only hope he was so intent upon Felicity that he wouldn't notice her.

	When he did glance at her, Clare held her breath. But she let it out slowly as his dark gaze swung away, giving no sign of having recognized her. Clare didn't know whether to be relieved or insulted. 

	“Now you must introduce me to your lovely friend,” he said. 

	Relief won out, and before Felicity could utter a word, Clare spoke up. “I don't care to be introduced,” she said, rising so abruptly that she nearly knocked him aside. She could hear Felicity's gasp and could see the dazed look of surprise in his eyes that told her she had caught his interest. 

	She didn’t want it. Turning her back to him, she spoke to Felicity. “Excuse me, won't you?” 

	Without waiting for an answer, Clare walked away, hoping that no one else had seen her give the cut direct to a marquess. But she didn't dare glance back to discover whether the whole room was staring. If she had to look at him again, she just might knock him flat.

	Weaving her way through the crowd once more, Clare slipped out the nearest door and found a quiet corner in the garden. Once there, she took a deep breath and then another until her heart finally slowed.

	 Of course, she had hoped never to see him again, but now that she was in London, there was always the risk of an encounter. She simply would have to avoid him during the rest of her stay. It wasn't as though they travelled in the same circles. 

	She told herself she would manage somehow, while he.... Clare bit back a harsh laugh. He hadn’t even recognized her. Of course, she had changed, but she suspected that wasn’t the reason. More likely, she had given too much weight to her own importance. The man probably had forgotten her name and face long ago. 

	If only she could do the same. But memories seized her, and suddenly she was travelling back to the day they met.

	“What's your name, sprite?” her prince asked.

	“Clare Cummings.”

	He started and pulled her closer for a good look. “By the devil, you are real. And just a child.”

	Clare, who had not yet gained her height, bristled at his assessment. But he laughed at her frown, his eyes crinkling at the corners, and she smiled, entranced by the infectious sound. 

	“How long have you been here?” she asked. The fog, the castle, and the handsome prince holding her hand created such a magical setting that they appeared caught in time. In truth, Clare would not have been surprised if he told her he had been drinking from the same bottle for the past hundred years.

	“I arrived this morning.”

	Clare blinked in disappointment.

	“I rode here all night on a bet. Lucky I didn't break my neck,” he said.

	“But whatever are you doing here?” Clare asked, looking around at the dusty, silent hall, empty of all but the two of them.

	“God only knows.” He reached over to put his glass on the table and push it away. Perhaps he had forgotten that he still held her fingers in his other hand. “It's been awhile, as I'm sure you could tell from the grounds.”

	“Been awhile?” Clare asked, puzzled.

	“Since I've been here,” he said. “I suppose I should show some manners. Would you care for a seat?”

	“No, thank you,” Clare said. She'd rather hold his hand.

	“Well, I made the effort, didn't I?” He sat up straighter and turned his head toward her. “Where were we? Oh, yes. It's been years since I've been... home,” he said, flinching.

	Clare stared. “This is your home?”

	“Ghastly, isn't it?”

	“No! It's wonderful! I thought... that is, it rather looks like an enchanted castle.”

	Her prince gave a disgusted snort. “Cursed perhaps, but not enchanted.” He reached for his drink, then hesitated and pulled his hand back.

	Cursed? Clare drew in a sharp breath. Maybe magic was involved after all. “But where are we? I had no idea this place existed,” she said, still wondering whether it was a product of her imagination.

	“Oh, it exists all right, probably closer to your home than you think,” he said. “Are you related to Squire Cummings?”

	“He's my father.”

	The young man groaned. “He's not happy with the state of the estate. Or me. Don't tell him you were here, or he'll have an apoplexy.”

	“I won't,” Clare said. “It will be our secret, but only if you show me more of your home.”

	“You want to look at this old pile?” he asked, his skepticism evident.

	“Of course!” She answered so quickly that his lips twitched and his eyes flashed with humor. Were they brown? Yes, but no ordinary brown, the color was so deep and rich that Clare felt warmed right down to her toes.

	 “Just stick by me, and don’t wander about,” he warned.

	“Might the castle fall in?” Clare asked, disappointed.

	He snorted again. “No hope of that. The thing will be standing after the apocalypse. No, I was referring to the various mysteries it holds,” he said, lowering his voice dramatically.

	“Secret passages?” Clare asked breathlessly.

	“Several.”

	“And... ghosts?”

	“Well, we'll leave them out of it,” he said, standing up. When he stood, the young man towered over her, but he never let go of her hand as he led her through the vastness of his domain.

	He called it Worth Hall and claimed it was only a manor house from the Middle Ages, but Clare was unconvinced. “Worth Castle,” she whispered, which made him smile.

	Whatever its name, the building obviously had been shut up for some time. But to Clare that only added to its allure. Some rooms were empty, while others held furniture covered with huge cloths, gray with dust. 

	In the great chamber, she raised a hand to touch the fringed edge of the heavy bed hangings, where light spilling in from the oriel windows caught the once brightly colored fabric. She breathed in the lingering smell of old wood and spices, along with the fresh scent of her prince, a mixture of horse and liquor and something uniquely his. 

	Clare thought she would never live to see a better day. With piercing longing, she wished that the enchantment would pass to her, keeping her bound here with him forever, her hand clasped in his.

	But it did not. A glance out of the many-paned glass told her that the fog had lifted a little and that she had tarried too long on her adventure. “Drat! I must be going. Will you be here tomorrow?” 

	He shook his head slowly, then stopped as he saw her disappointment. “I suppose I could stay a few days, just to put some things to right,” he said, glancing around reluctantly.

	“Yes! You simply must stay,” Clare said with all the forcefulness of a lonely girl desperate for excitement and company.

	He didn't argue, but led her out to her horse and told her how to find her way home. “I'd take you myself, but I fear your father would have an attack,” he said dryly as he helped her into the saddle.

	“And next time, you’d better come round the back, through the gardens and into the kitchens. Now run along, my pixie,” he said, waving her off.

	“Goodbye! Oh!” Clare turned her mount so that she could see the young man's face again. “And what shall I call you?”

	“My name is Worthington.”

	“Worthington what?” she asked.

	“Just Worthington.” He grinned, showing even white teeth.

	Only later did Clare discover that her prince was nearly that—a marquess—and that Worthington stood for his title. Although only a few years older than she, he had a world of experience beyond her sheltered existence and already had earned a reputation for reckless behavior.

	But that was not the person she knew. The young man she knew seemed like one of the villagers, comfortable fishing in a stream or teaching her to box or listening to the tales she wove to entertain the local children, replete with fairies and dragons.

	He stayed for only a few days whenever he visited, but Clare lived for those precious times. The squire was not on good terms with his neighbors, and Clare had suffered for it. But at last she had found someone to talk to, to share with, to care about...

	“Go away!” Clare said aloud. 

	She buried her face in her hands, trying to stop the flood of memories that washed over her. But on they came: riding with Worthington on old lanes through his property, coming upon a baby doe in the woods, making great slabs of toast in one of the huge fireplaces. Although he’d opened up a few more of the rooms, he never saw his home as she did. To her it was an enchanted castle far better than any she could conjure for one of her stories. And Worthington?

	He was her friend, her older brother, her prince—until she had the misfortune to grow up. And then that was the end of that fairy tale. 

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Felicity stared openmouthed after her new acquaintance. No matter what the man's reputation, one couldn't insult a marquess. The girl must be as green as grass or ramshackle or both. For once in her life, Felicity was at a loss for words. She glanced warily at the man leaning toward her, unsure of his response.

	But she need not have worried. The face that fluttered so many female hearts was just as attractive, its expression showing only mild curiosity. “My dear Miss Shaw, what the devil did you tell her about me?” Worthington asked in mock horror.

	Felicity smiled. “I think she's just in from the country, my lord, and not well versed in the ways of society.” 

	“I see,” the marquess said softly. “Perhaps if you give me her name, I'll present myself to her at some other date when I'm not wearing two heads. Or is it horns I've sprouted?”

	Felicity giggled, flattered by his attention. He was so very handsome, and oh, the things they said about his ways with women. Just recalling the rumors made her blush.

	“Well, my littlest Shaw?”

	“Her name is Miss Cummings.” 

	Felicity started to say more, but she was struck dumb by the reaction of the man at her side. She had seen a lot in her brief time out among the ton, and she had heard far more. But she never expected to see the notorious Marquess of Worthington looking as though someone had punched him in the stomach. 

	Felicity gaped at him wide-eyed. “Are you all right, my lord?”

	Dismissing her concern with a stiff nod, he assumed his usual cool manner. “It has been a pleasure, as always,” he said, with a bow of his head. “Give my regards to your sisters.”

	And then he was gone, moving through the crowd as though nothing had happened. Felicity craned her neck, anxious to know whether he followed Miss Cummings, but she could not see either of them. Thwarted, she sought her sisters, eager to share this bit of gossip with them.

	 

	Had Felicity seen the marquess' path, she would have been disappointed, for it wasn't a woman Worthington searched for, but a bottle of his host's best brandy. With it in hand, he slipped inside the deserted study and sank into the nearest chair quite alone.

	In the silence of the dim room he tugged at his neckcloth, ruining the elaborate design his valet had devised, and pulled out the leather cord that hung around his neck. It held a watch fob, meant to be dangling from a ribbon or chain out of his pocket. But he wore it near his heart, so that she was with him always. His pixie.

	Candlelight glinted off the tiny dragon, daring him to think of her. And he could do nothing except lean back his head and remember...

	“Open it,” Clare had urged, her face glowing with anticipation. She clutched the book of fairy tales he had given her and smiled up at him, all the love in the world brimming in her hazel eyes. Worthington grinned and opened the box to reveal his Christmas gift.

	“It’s to remind you of my stories when you are away from home,” she said. Guileless, as always, she referred to the products of her vivid imagination that she created as easily as breathing. But Worthington needed no golden trinket to recall the girl he was in no danger of forgetting.

	“I thought I asked you to make me something,” he said, gently chiding her.

	Clare shrugged. “I'm not very good at making things, and Papa gives me an ample allowance.”

	Worthington shook his head, certain her meager pin money was meant for her own needs, not to buy presents for profligate neighbors. But that made the gift all the more precious. 

	“I shall wear it always,” he said. 

	Was that the only promise he had ever kept? Although he wasn't a fob-wearing dandy, he'd displayed it for awhile. But it garnered too much attention, so he'd hung it around his neck, where it became a source of curiosity for all his lovers. Yet he'd never told anyone why he wore it. He wasn't even sure himself...

	Worthington let the fob slide through his fingers and reached for his host's bottle. He tried to picture Clare as she had been tonight, but he hadn't taken a good look at her. When he’d seen a pretty female staring at him from across the room,  he'd assumed that she was just another seeking his attentions. For a moment, he had thought her a past dalliance, and he flinched from the notion, for he could never view Clare in that light.

	Clare. Whenever he let himself think of her, all he could see were those hazel eyes gazing up at him adoringly. With an oath, he slammed down the bottle so hard, it nearly broke. He didn't bother to glance up at the sound of the door opening.

	“Demolishing the furnishings, Worthington?” Fletcher Mayefield strolled into the room and shut the doors behind him. He carried two glasses, which he set down before them, and proceeded to pour them each a drink. “I don't think our host would approve.”

	Worthington grunted. He could feel Mayefield's gaze on him, but he ignored it.

	“Well?” Mayefield walked around the host's desk and eyed his friend expectantly. “I was all agog when I saw you pass by, white-faced and clutching a bottle for dear life. I haven't seen you this agitated since you seduced those two actresses from the same company, and they were calling for your head. Or was it testicles?”

	“I believe they proposed castration,” Worthington said dryly. “But I talked them out of it.”

	“So what is it tonight? A trio of beauties baying for your blood?”

	Worthington frowned. “I saw a ghost from my past.”

	“Is that all? I imagine you must run into them daily. I know I do. What's so special about this one?” Taking a seat, Mayefield propped his feet on the ornate piece of furniture.

	“She's not one of those ghosts,” Worthington said, frowning at the insinuation that Clare was just another light-skirt. And then it struck him, with paralyzing horror: she was a grown woman now and prey to all the rakes and rogues in London, including Mayefield. 

	Worthington's eyes narrowed. “Do you know Clare Cummings?”

	Mayefield leaned his head back as though mulling over the question, the candlelight glinting off his blond hair. “No. Should I?”

	“No,” Worthington said, a bit too forcefully. He shook his head. Now he was going to start worrying about her. No, he wasn't going to think of her at all. He'd go home—not there, but to the estate in Devon. He'd take a party with him and hole up until the end of the Season. And then he would never have to know what happened to her. Unless she snared herself a husband here...

	Worthington nearly choked as he swallowed. “What is she doing in London? Why isn't she safely married to a village idiot?” Far away from here. Far away from him. Far away from his thoughts. He downed the rest of his drink and poured himself another.

	“Who is this woman?” Mayefield asked.

	“Clare Cummings,” Worthington said, though he’d never thought to speak her name aloud. “She's just a girl who lived near Worth Hall.”

	“And?”

	“And she grew up,” Worthington said.

	“Girls have a way of doing that,” Mayefield said, tongue firmly in cheek.

	“One day I went back to the family seat, and it had happened,” Worthington said. “She was a foot taller and had curves in all the right places. I suspected then that she was too old to be trailing along after any man, let alone me. But I did nothing, and the whole thing came to a head.”

	“Ah,” Mayefield said softly.

	“Her father found out and charged over to the hall in a fury of outraged paternity, bellowing that I had better leave his daughter alone.”

	“You're lucky he didn't force you to marry the chit,” Mayefield said.

	“He tried his best.” Worthington moved restlessly in his seat at the unpleasant memory.

	“Well, she was neither the first nor the last to set her sights on your title,” Mayefield said.

	“She wasn't like that.” Worthington looked down into his empty glass, but all he saw was Clare. She was the only woman who hadn't been angling for marriage, and yet... He shut his eyes against the memory of those golden pools, shot with green, innocent, trusting, and so full of love.

	Maybe that was what had scared him. Or maybe it was the strength of his own attachment to the girl. Or maybe he just took the easy way out, heedless of anyone’s feelings, even his own. 

	Whatever the reason, he told the squire that he would never see her again. Of course, it hadn't been that simple. But, in the end, he cut the ties that bound them together with stunning finality.

	“So you broke the girl's heart,” Mayefield said with a shrug. “You've broken too many—before and since—for it to matter.”

	“Yes,” Worthington said softly. “But that was the only time I broke my own.”

	For a moment, his reckless declaration was met with dead silence. Then Mayefield swung his feet to the floor. “I must meet this woman! Where is she?”

	“No.” Worthington sent his friend a warning glance.

	“What?” Mayefield asked innocently, halfway out of his chair. 

	“Leave her alone.”

	“I just want to see the girl,” Mayefield said, sinking back down with a frown. “What does she look like?”

	“I'm not sure.”

	“What?” Mayefield laughed.

	“I haven't seen her in years. How should I know what she looks like now?” Worthington tried to reconcile his little pixie, dressed carelessly and dark hair cropped, with the elegant woman he'd glimpsed in the card room. 

	“All the more reason to find out,” Mayefield said, eyeing him speculatively. “Aren't you curious?”

	“Yes. No.” Worthington reached for the bottle. Yes, he was curious, but he recalled their parting all too well, and he never wanted to see that look in her eyes again.

	 And with her fine bones, wide eyes, and lush mouth, Clare always held the promise of beauty. What if she had blossomed into a nonpareil? Then he'd really have cause to worry. The thought of her loose among the jaded London set made him cringe. He poured himself another drink. “It's complicated.”

	“How complicated can it be? We leave this stifling study, we find her, and we discover just how much she's grown. Then you introduce me,” Mayefield said with a grin.

	Worthington snorted. “Not bloody likely.” 

	“Why?”

	“Because she didn’t want to believe that I wasn’t some hero out of—that I wasn’t who she imagined, that I wasn’t interested in a provincial squire’s daughter who knew nothing of my real life.”

	“So?”

	“So I convinced her.”

	 

	Worthington was still in his dressing gown when Mayefield bounded into his bedroom at the unholy hour of eleven o'clock. Worthington's butler, accustomed to Mayefield's unorthodox entrances, could only sigh in aggrieved accents as he closed the door.

	For once, Worthington felt just as aggrieved. When Mayefield possessed this much energy this early, it usually boded ill. Many an escapade—dares that ended in hard riding, hard drinking, or other exhausting pursuits—began with just such a morning visit. And whatever Mayefield had in mind this time, Worthington was not interested.

	“What the devil?” Mayefield asked, eyeing Worthington's valet, who was moving among several open trunks. “Are you going somewhere?” 

	“Yes,” Worthington said, waving away the servant. “I'm taking a party to Devon. Care to come?”

	“No,” Mayefield said. “And neither do you.”

	Worthington shook his head. “Whatever you're planning, deal me out. I've decided to rusticate in the country for awhile.”

	Mayefield’s brows lifted. “Then you wouldn't be interested to know that your Clare—”

	Worthington cut him off with a glare. “She is not my Clare.”

	“Well, you are right there,” Mayefield said. “According to the latest gossip, the beautiful Miss Cummings is nearly betrothed to Richard Farnham.”

	Worthington stilled. “You're hoaxing me, of course.”

	“Sorry, my dear fellow, but I most definitely am not. Would I make something like that up?” 

	“Yes,” Worthington said, rubbing the back of his neck. Although he rarely felt the aftereffects of too much liquor, his head was starting to ache at the thought of Clare and... “Farnham,” he muttered. “Why Farnham, of all people?”

	Mayefield casually seated himself in one of the gray Louis XVI chairs scattered about the room and propped his feet on another. “It's been rumored for some time that he's looking for a wife.”

	Worthington snorted. “Who would have him?” 

	Mayefield shrugged. “There's never been any official scandal attached to his name. Some of us are aware of his true nature, but it isn’t general knowledge, especially to young ladies from the country who are thrust onto the marriage mart. And Farnham has the kind of wealth that would appeal to fathers who aren’t too particular...”

	“You're serious, aren't you?” Worthington asked, stunned. At Mayefield's nod, he sank into a chair, the blood throbbing in his temples. “I was at Eton after him, and the tales they told about his behavior were enough to terrify the younger boys. He's some kind of...” 

	“Fiend?” Mayefield said. “I was at Eton, too, a year behind you. But they still talked about how he used to strangle animals and leave them in the beds of the new boys. His name alone was enough to put fear into us. And from what I gather, he's still up to his bizarre tricks, although he has the sense to keep them quiet. He has a penchant for a certain type of female from Old Westminster—”

	“Enough!” Worthington said. He held up a hand, unwilling to hear more. His heart was thudding along with his head, and he realized with a kind of dull surprise that he was frightened for the first time in his life. 

	“All right,” he said more quietly. “Who is she staying with in Town? I assume you've been thorough in your inquiries.”

	“Of course,” Mayefield said. “There’s no one with her except a great aunt, Miss Eugenia Butterfield, a featherbrained relative of her dead mother. The woman makes her home in Bath and exists on the outer fringes of society, which explains how Farnham was able to worm his way into her good graces.

	Worthington scowled. He thought Clare’s only living relation was her poor excuse for a father. Now, to discover that she was not only at that man’s mercy, but being chaperoned by an elderly female without the wherewithal to protect her... 

	“I assumed you would want to know,” Mayefield said, as he unfolded his long limbs and stood.

	“Thank you so much,” Worthington said dryly.

	Mayefield laughed as he made his exit. “They've a hired house in Carlisle Square,” he said over his shoulder. “Just in case you care to pay a call.”

	Worthington sent Mayefield a black look even as the door closed, leaving him alone in the silence of his bedroom. Unconsciously, his hand moved to the dragon that rested next to his skin as he pondered his options. 

	As Mayefield suspected, he could not stand by and let an innocent like Clare marry a man like Farnham. But the cut direct she had given him made it clear she did not want to see him. And given his last meeting with the squire, full of escalating threats, that man wasn’t likely to receive him. 

	That left the elderly aunt, who sounded like the sort who would be impressed by a visit from a marquess. Worthington groaned at the thought, but it had to be done. He would explain to her, as tactfully as possible, that Farnham wasn’t the kind of man her niece should marry and wash his hands of the whole affair. 

	Then he could head to Devon and try his best to forget Clare Cummings. Again. 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter Three

	It took Worthington all afternoon to find a suitable female and cajole her into accompanying him. Lady Berkley, of an age and temperament designed to appeal to an elderly aunt, was prevailed upon once he told her that Clare was a special friend of one of her granddaughters. Although Worthington could never keep them straight, he thought it was Prudence.

	“By all means, Prudence’s friend should be rescued from that horrid fellow,” Lady Berkley said. “The man gives me the shivers. Something in the eyes, I think.”

	Tall and beautiful despite her advanced years, Lady Berkley patted Worthington's arm as he led her from the carriage toward Miss Butterfield’s rented residence.

	“I shall be happy to put this woman to rights concerning Mr. Farnham,” Lady Berkley said. Smiling sweetly, she paused in her progress, her fingers lingering on his sleeve. “You will bring your friend Mr. Mayefield to my upcoming soirée, won't you?”

	“I really can't speak for him,” Worthington said, accustomed to denying all requests for his friend's presence.

	“Oh, I know you can prevail upon him,” Lady Berkley said. “Perhaps you don’t realize it, but he is one of the most sought-after bachelors in London, and I have several granddaughters who are still unattached.” She paused to gaze at Worthington with a hint of steel in her lovely gray eyes. “Naturally, I've already told them that Mr. Farnham is not suitable.”

	Worthington shook his head, but grinned at such a charming bit of blackmail. “I'll do my best to persuade him. And I can assure you that I will be there,” he said, mentally postponing his journey to Devon again.

	“Yes, dear, we would love to have you, though no one wants to marry you, of course. You are far too disreputable.”

	“Thank you,” Worthington said, sending Lady Berkley into soft peals of laughter just as they reached the door.

	Worthington had made sure that Clare was not at home before sending round a note. So he only had to face the aunt, and from the looks of her, Worthington suspected that Mayefield was right. Miss Butterfield appeared entirely featherbrained.

	After the initial greetings, Worthington moved to the window, where he stood gazing out onto the street with his hands clasped behind his back. From that position he could listen without participating in the conversation, serving only as an escort to the dowager countess.

	But it soon became clear that his carefully laid plans were going awry. To call Miss Butterfield featherbrained wasn’t quite accurate, for Worthington was certain that birds possessed far more sense. In fact, she sounded like such a goosecap that eventually he swung round in disbelief.

	Clare’s aunt refused to acknowledge Lady Berkley's subtle hints concerning Farnham. Perched on the edge of a flowered settee, she looked confused, rattled on about other topics, and generally ignored the lady's gentle prodding concerning her niece's suitor, while Worthington struggled with his temper.

	Finally, he could stand it no more. “Miss Butterfield,” he said. “You should heed Lady Berkley, who is trying to give you some good advice. Believe me when I say that you do not want your niece to marry Mr. Farnham. The stories I could tell you about him would turn your stomach.”

	Lady Berkley frowned at him for interfering, while Miss Butterfield squinted at him, as if she’d forgotten he existed. Obviously, she was not impressed with his title—or his words.

	“Gossip and innuendo,” she said, waving a hand in dismissal. “Mr. Farnham has shown himself to be a perfect gentleman to me and my niece. And if you'll pardon my saying so, my lord,” she said, screwing up her face into a pout, “your reputation is far worse!”

	Worthington cheerfully could have wrung her neck. “My reputation, whatever it may be, is not the topic of discussion, for I am not the one offering for your niece,” he said. “I believe we all have Cla—Miss Cummings's best interests in mind and are concerned that she not suffer because those close to her haven’t the knowledge to choose wisely.”

	Miss Butterfield looked so bewildered by his words that Worthington wondered if she suffered from a poor grasp of English. He started to speak again, but she shook her head as though overwhelmed by the very sight of him, and turned to Lady Berkley. 

	“It has been such a pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lady. Do feel free to call again, perhaps when Clare is at home,” Miss Butterfield said. “As for her suitors, her father has already made a decision, and I suspect the banns will be posted soon.”

	Worthington felt as though someone had kicked him hard in the stomach. He actually fought for breath while trying to gather his composure under Lady Berkley's concerned gaze. 

	Finally, he managed to speak. “Very well,” he said softly. “I'm sorry we have troubled you, Miss Butterfield. Good day.”

	Lady Berkley eyed him worriedly as they made their exit and walked to the carriage. “Are you all right?”

	“Yes,” he answered stiffly, although his blood was boiling. He didn't know whom he longed to strangle the most, that henwit aunt, the squire, or Clare herself. And he might as well include Mayefield for dragging him into this little fiasco. He could have been on his way to Devon when, instead, he was involved up to his neckcloth in Clare Cummings's nuptials. The irony of it did not strike him as amusing.

	“I'm sorry, my dear,” Lady Berkley said softly. “I honestly wouldn't wish Mr. Farnham on any decent young girl, but perhaps he isn't as bad as rumors paint him.”

	“He's worse,” Worthington said. The thought of his little Clare in the hands of that brute made him forget his irritation at becoming embroiled in her affairs. Unthinking, he reached toward his throat, but fine clothes kept Clare’s gift hidden, and he let his hand fall away, though his thoughts did not. Little Clare, who lived so wholly in her imagination, a world of enchantment, would be broken by a man like Farnham.

	“Worthington?” Lady Berkley said. “She will be all right.”

	Worthington nodded. Yes, she would be all right because she was not going to marry Farnham even if he had go to Yorkshire and throttle the squire to prevent it.

	 

	Worthington started having misgivings when the countryside became familiar. Green rolling hills, valleys patterned with low stone walls, and a mist that crawled around his feet just to tweak his memory. He had a couple of bottles stashed in his bag, and he resolved that when he finished with his chore, he’d crack one open and have it emptied by the time he reached The Red Lion in Rillford.

	He rode past the fork to Worth Hall without giving it a glance. There were other ghosts there besides Clare's, and she had been the only reason he ever returned. Instead, he headed straight to the squire's property, riding up the long drive to view Clare's home for the very first time.
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