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        Companion Lenore Griffin is in dire straits when a letter from a dear friend arrives, offering a new position. Relieved at her good fortune, Lenore packs up herself and her beloved dog, Hero, and makes haste for London. Upon arrival, however, not only does she find her old friend in a shocking state of dishabille, but she’s somehow mistaken his offer. He has not written requesting a companion for his new wife. He’s written to request Lenore become his companion…for the rest of their lives.

      

        

      
        Price Wagstaff, Earl of Carmichael, must have been deeper in his cups than usual when he wrote that correspondence. He doesn’t remember a blasted word of it. Still, it is a disaster of his own making, and so he will do his duty by Lenore. He quickly decides his old childhood friend will make a sensible wife and an agreeable mother to his heirs. He can give her safety, protection and comfort. A marriage of convenience. Lenore need never know that Price’s heart can never be won.

      

        

      
        Despite their intentions to live separate lives, the pair can’t avoid the closeness that intimacy provides, and soon, Price no longer wishes to. Is it possible that he may find love a second time? Perhaps…if his secrets don’t kill their chance at happiness. Again.
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      For my very first hero.

      Tall, handsome and a damn funny man.

      Rest in peace Dad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      In Madam Bradshaw’s House of Pleasure, a gentleman could buy practically anything and anybody for the right price. This was no penny amusement. A man paid a premium for the pleasures offered here.

      Price only came here to drown his sorrows.

      The light was low in his corner, but the footmen knew to freshen his glass with cider brandy as soon as he drained it. His nearby friends indulged their own vices in a different manner. They took lovers, gambled, and argued their points of view vigorously as if the world turned only for them.

      Price, however, kept his opinions to himself these days. He took nothing for granted now, when once he would have been in the thick of any debate, freely expressing his opinions as he’d once thought his right to do so as the Earl of Carmichael. He’d risked his fortune on the turn of a dice many a night and offered his heart for the thrill of loving women, especially one in particular.

      He knew better now. Money and position did not guarantee happiness. Pleasure was fleeting but not to be forgotten. Every moment he drew breath was precious to him, as was the happiness of others.

      But he freely admitted he had no power to make others happy anymore, nor desire to try.

      Price appreciated the sanctuary this place offered to someone who did not wish to be jollied into a better mood. His heart was broken—never to feel the indescribable joy of holding the one person who’d meant the world to him ever again. He embraced his solitary existence, relished it in a way he never had before.

      But that loss did not decree that he must hide.

      Madam Bradshaw prowled through the room, an empress of her decadent domain. Said to have been a duke’s mistress once upon a time, Madam had become infamous since going into business for herself. Past her prime now, she had opened this establishment and employed others to offer a level of attention most gentlemen of the ton craved but said they never found at home. The establishment had thrived these past years, and the waitlist for admittance was said to be long.

      Price had applied for membership on a lark years ago, never meaning to come here but once. For the fun of it. Lately, though, he came each night to indulge his current vice—drink.

      Madam Bradshaw’s pretty temptresses came by every once in a while, attempting to bolster Price’s ego as they slid onto his knees and purred seductions into his ear. However, he was sure they all knew by now that he wasn’t interested in more than a brief conversation. Madam Bradshaw probably insisted they at least try to flirt with him once a night so he did not look like he was being neglected.

      Price didn’t feel neglected. He was happy here. He only came to drink in the company of others who would not criticize or try to reform him. He detested drinking alone at home, and his friends came here, so he did, too. If they thought he drank too much, they kept that opinion to themselves.

      He glanced about the room again and squinted at his surroundings. Madam Bradshaw’s was a place quite unlike anywhere he’d visited before. The opulence of the furnishings was a touch overblown for his taste. The women who passed by wearing very little to suggest modesty reminded him of a painting he’d once glimpsed of Roman times—even down to the gold-leaf coronets adorning their heads.

      Not that he was at all interested. The only woman he wanted was dead, and he mourned her still.

      Price finished his glass, pushing away his despair, and was grateful when a footman instantly appeared by his side balancing a full glass on a small gold tray on his hand. “For you, my lord,” he murmured.

      “Thank you,” he murmured with a nod, taking another sip and eying the temptations on display dispassionately.

      Of the women Madam employed to give men pleasure, there were currently any number to choose from if he was so inclined. One or a dozen would join him in bed if he wished for it on any night. Their limbs were fleshy and firm, young, their faces artfully painted with cosmetics that emphasized their eyes. If the eye was supposed to be the window to the soul, then those ladies suggested desire when they looked him over.

      Price wasn’t the only gentleman in the room watching the pretty parade pass him by in the dim light tonight. To his right, several gentlemen friends reclined on chaise lounges like his, glass in hand, too, jaded eyes lingering on Bradshaw’s offerings. One beckoned a fair lady onto his lap, and when she sat astride him, Price turned his attention back to his glass lest he saw more than he really wanted of their exchange.

      A few other gentlemen on the far side of the room had women sitting over their hips, too, in various stages of making love to them regardless of their audience. They’d go soon, find a room to make love in. They were free with their affections in a way Price could not be anymore.

      Price turned his attention to the other side of him, where the door was located. The card room across the hall was better lit and brimming with hardened gamblers, but he knew better than to play a hand when he was so deep in his cups.

      He could feel the tension rising in this room, though, smell the scent of arousal in the air, but was not affected by it in the least. He was almost too drunk to feel any discomfort, too. The room, the people also, began to take on a soft glow as if he were seeing them through a dirty window. That made him happy. He saw none of their flaws under the influence of spirits. The world was a beautiful place when he was in this condition. Just as he preferred to imagine it.

      He took another drink, tilted his head back, and closed his eyes. He had but one lovely memory to savor during the long hours of the night. He and Angela Berry, the young woman he’d loved and meant to marry, hiding together behind a crimson drape in a room slightly less opulent than this. Hands fumbling, lips meeting, tongues tangling. Breathless with anticipation. Angela had been inexperienced but very eager. He’d been eager, too, but with the experience to enjoy the anticipation of teasing her until aroused, but never going further.

      He should have married her after their first kiss. Taken her away to Gretna Green and forgotten about trying to win over her family before they married. He should have⁠—

      Hands, soft and gentle, slithered over his shoulders, pulling him from his regrets. “You shouldn’t be alone, my lord,” a sultry voice whispered in his ear before he sensed her moving to sit at his side.

      Price opened his eyes slowly. “Not…”

      The words in his throat died as he blinked in surprise, and then he came to his senses fully.

      The woman in front of him bore a striking resemblance to an old acquaintance. But that was impossible. Lenore Griffin was miles away in the country acting as a lady’s companion, and she would never throw away her good reputation in this sordid place.

      He blinked quickly, and that slight confusion disappeared. The whore might have the same abundant chestnut hair spilling around her pretty face, but that was where the similarities thankfully ended. It was just a trick of the weak light and of the drink.

      “Not tonight, my dear,” he stated, turning his face away.

      The woman took his drink from his hand and out of the corner of his eye, he saw her sample some before speaking again. “Not any night, I hear. Madam is becoming worried about you, my lord. Why do you shun our company?”

      He smiled at her as he retrieved his glass. “Madam only worries about money, and what I do shouldn’t be of interest to anyone. I pay her well to be left in peace.”

      A faint smile tugged her lips. “If you’re trying not to be noticed, you are failing horribly, my lord. We find your disinterest even more challenging the longer you remain alone.”

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’ve no room in my heart for women.”

      “I don’t want your heart, my lord.” She winced. “If I might be entirely honest, I don’t really want you, either. But Madam expects us to entertain someone, and there is a wager worth winning over you. I thought perhaps you’d help me win it by making it seem as if you like me more than the others.”

      Whores wagered on him? Price found that sad. Angela had often made ridiculous wagers with her friends. He’d helped her win a few, too. Their laughter when she won seemed so long ago. Price did appreciate the whore’s honesty about her reason for approaching him, though. What could be the harm so long as he only had to pretend? “Join me then, and we’ll pretend together.”

      Her smile was utterly delighted. “Gladly, my lord.”

      She swung her feet onto the chaise and wiggled around until she was in his arms. He pulled her close against his body but kept her facing away from him. He didn’t want to kiss her or take her to bed. Her company was all he would tolerate.

      After a time, the woman stirred in his arms to look back at him. “My lord?”

      “What is your name?”

      “Angie, my lord.”

      He startled. A variation of the name of his true love was not what he had expected to hear. He darted a quick glance beyond Angie, searching for the abbess. Madam Bradshaw was known to go to extraordinary lengths to fulfill her clientele’s unasked desires. He wouldn’t put it past her to have dug into his life a little and found a woman specifically for him. “Is that your real name?”

      “Yes, my lord. Madam wanted to change it to Celeste but that were my mother’s name and I thought taking it up disrespectful.”

      He calmed himself, believing Angie was telling the truth about her name. Women with daughters of marriageable age had been known to push their offspring at him all his life. Avoiding romantic entanglements was one of the reasons he had avoided many of this year’s parties and amusements. There was no scheme or contrivance here.

      He looked at the woman beside him again. Her hair had a dark reddish tone to it, her lips pink and smiling. Her eyes were blue, but cold and calculating in a way that unsettled him as he looked at her longer.

      She reminded him of someone. Of an old friend of his. Lenore Griffin had blue eyes but soft, and often sad. She’d hardly ever smiled, which wasn’t surprising given her station in life.

      He exhaled slowly. “How long have you been here?”

      “Not very long, really,” she murmured then looked over her shoulder again. “But every day feels an eternity.”

      “I know the feeling.” He moved her hair aside when it began to tickle his nose, and then lifted his glass to his lips for another sip of the cider. He leaned his head back again, feeling the effect of the spirits dragging him down toward unconsciousness.

      The woman turned over and faced him, lying half across him. Her limbs tangled about his, and he felt not the slightest pleasure in it.

      She put her hand to his cheek softly.

      “I’m not asleep yet,” he promised.

      “But you soon will be. The wager cannot be won this way. You should come with me, my lord, and we will find a room together. I’ll let you sleep, but everyone will think otherwise,” she whispered, trailing her fingers down his chest. He grabbed her hand before it could wander too far. “Unless you’ve changed your mind and want something more,” she purred.

      “No. On second thought, I have changed my mind. I’d rather be alone here.”

      “I’ll look after you better tonight than anyone ever has before,” Angie whispered.

      Despite his disinterest, he couldn’t help but smile at her claim. She was a determined one. “That is not possible. Find someone else.”

      Angie flounced off in a huff, and Price finished his drink in peace. He did not wish to become involved with bothersome, demanding women.

      He set his head back on the cushions and thought of Angela, or tried to.

      Instead, he found himself thinking of quiet Lenore Griffin and wondered if her new situation suited her as well as the last. Her previous employer had passed away suddenly, and she’d been taken in by a respectable widow in the same town. It had been a while since he’d heard from her. He should write and make good on the promise he’d made long ago to keep in touch.

      “I say, Carmichael, are you asleep, old man?”

      He opened one eye to find Marquess Wharton standing over him. “Not with you shouting at me.”

      “Good. We’re done here.”

      Price refocused his gaze, noticing his party had shrunk down to just three. “Where’s Sullivan?”

      “Gone off hours ago,” Scarsdale, a lanky earl of similar age, said with a scowl. “You know he disapproves of these places.”

      “He could just drink like I do and ignore the rest,” Price suggested.

      “No one drinks the way you do and hopes to live very long,” Wharton complained. He got hold of Price under the arm and hauled him up to his feet. “Good grief, you’re heavier than you appear.”

      Price wobbled a bit as he straightened his coat and tugged down his waistcoat. “I didn’t need help.”

      Wharton scowled. “You certainly do need someone’s help.”

      “Come on,” Scarsdale said as he grabbed Price by his other arm, and the three of them weaved their way toward the entrance hall and the newly rising sun outside.

      Price stumbled into the carriage, taking up one whole bench while his friends sat side by side opposite him. He ran a hand over his jaw, covering a yawn and the beard he’d grown since he’d stopped caring about trying to impress society.

      “You’ll ruin yourself with the drink, you know,” Wharton started before they’d gone too far along. “And that beard has to go soon.”

      Price shrugged away the criticism. “What does it matter what I look like to you?”

      “Well, the ladies don’t much care for beards, I’ve noticed.”

      He grabbed the bench as the carriage lurched into motion. “I’m not interested in women.”

      “You can’t be in mourning forever,” Wharton protested. “You weren’t even engaged to the girl. It’s been months now. Time to look to the future.”

      “I’ll never love another,” Price warned, wishing his friend would understand and quit pestering him about Angela. He knew the state of his own heart.

      Scarsdale laughed softly. “Who’s talking about love?”

      Wharton silenced Scarsdale and sat forward. “Listen, I understand what you’re doing, but Angela Berry wasn’t the only pretty woman in society who could have made you a good wife. There are many keen to catch your notice. Why, just the other day, I heard a pair of ladies speaking of you.”

      “Indeed.” Price shifted in his seat. “Protesting that I could hardly have suspected my godmother was a murderess, I suppose.”

      Wharton nodded. “No one blames you.”

      “No one talks about anything else. That is why I started avoiding certain hostesses and still do. The ones who leap to my defense are the worst because they never let the matter rest. I’d rather be alone.”

      Wharton sighed. “Surely there’s something better than spending every night of your life in this state.”

      “I’m not a drunk,” Price promised.

      “No. No. But you are not acting like the man we admired,” Scarsdale complained. “First month after Angela died, you hardly ate, then you dine lavishly every night as if it was your last meal, and now you’re drinking constantly and moping.”

      “You forgot the month he could not stand to be still,” Wharton complained. “Damned if I had the stamina to keep up with him.”

      “The point is, you can’t keep this up much longer without it affecting your health. It’s time to put your grief aside and think of the future.”

      Price scowled at them. “You are trying to marry me off.”

      “He means you should live as you did before. As a gentleman. As the earl you were before Angela died,” Wharton said. “You used to be fun to be around. Reliable. You have responsibilities. You were a voice in the House of Lords once. People looked to you to know how to vote.”

      “How dull that sounds.”

      “And you must marry, too,” Scarsdale noted. “We have to face that at some point, don’t we?”

      Wharton nodded emphatically. “If you want the best, to make your own choice rather than stumble into a situation not of your own making, you’d better face the world clear-headed.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “We can’t always be watching out for you. As drunk as you are, you’d be an easy fellow to capture by a husband-hunting shrew.”

      “I had the best,” Price promised, thinking of sweet, perfect Angela. The love of his life. They would have been happy together. He’d lost that hope for the future, and he couldn’t imagine making love to someone else.

      “So you can’t have her. Just pick any woman you can tolerate and marry them. At least then, we can stop worrying that some woman is going to trap you and make your life even more miserable than it already is.”

      Price sighed deeply. His friends had a point. He’d loved Angela with all his heart, and the chances of feeling that way again were remote. He’d be wise to take matters into his own hands eventually. “I suppose there is no sense in delaying anymore.”

      Wharton slapped his knee. “Just make sure she’s a pretty face, and you’ll be fine when it comes time to bed her.”

      “She’ll need a dowry and impeccable connections,” Scarsdale added.

      Money wasn’t a driving need for Price. He’d wealth enough to value other qualities. “Discretion. Kindness. Loyalty,” he murmured. “A lady who doesn’t demand the world be given to them.”

      Scarsdale burst out laughing. “Is there any lady you know who doesn’t have their own agenda when they choose a husband? They all want something from us.”

      “Usually they want a man with the highest title,” Wharton added. “Thankfully the Earl of Carmichael was a popular devil, and will be again. Still, it is a tricky proposition, choosing the right wife from within the ton. There are definite advantages to taking the reins early.”

      Price held Wharton’s stare. “What do you know about courtship or marriage?”

      “Not much, but I’ve never dismissed the idea out of hand the way you have been lately.” Wharton leaned forward suddenly. “Would Angela really expect you to live your whole life alone?”

      Price stilled, and thankfully saw that the carriage was drawing up to his home. He got out before he had to answer Wharton and only said goodbye.

      Love might be out of the question for him, but he was expected to marry, unfortunately, for the sake of the title. He had a duty, and Angela would have understood that, too. She’d been like many women in the ton. She’d had her pick of the field, and had chosen him, an earl she’d fallen in love with.

      There was no lady Price knew who could equal her in the ton. Any marriage he made would have to be an arrangement. Since adoration was no longer a factor, he was free to marry anyone he chose, as long as they never expected him to fall in love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lady Kelly!” Lenore Griffin cried out in terror as the phaeton she was traveling in veered wildly toward the pavement, where innocent townsfolk could be trampled.

      She shut her eyes instinctively until she finally felt the phaeton jerk, and then slow. Cautiously, she risked a peek at where they were, and then glanced to the far side of the seat.

      Lord Thorne, her employer’s new beau, had the reins in hand now, and Lady Kelly was grinning. “I was getting the hang of it,” she promised.

      “You did admirably for a first go, my dear lady,” Lord Thorne enthused. “It is my turn now. It is a true honor to drive you and your companion about Town.”

      Lenore leaned forward. “I do appreciate it.”

      It may have been disloyal to her employer to prefer Lord Thorne’s skill at the reins, but Lenore had one life, and she was truly quite fond of living it. She felt infinitely safer with Lady Kelly’s beau driving them about instead of her recently erratically behaved employer.

      Lady Kelly gave Lenore a quelling look, and Lenore quickly stared straight ahead again, shrinking into her seat a little. Lady Kelly, an at-first-glance respectable pillar of their small community, had been giving Lenore that look ever since Lord Thorne had started coming around. The lady had started acting more boldly, too, and had become less concerned with the happiness of others, especially those in her employ. Why, just last week, she had slapped a maid because of a harmless remark about needing to let out a seam in Lady Kelly’s best gown.

      Lord Thorne had been courting Lady Kelly for a few months now, and this wasn’t the first time she had done something reckless in his company. Was the lady trying to impress him with her daring so he would think her more appealing?

      Lady Kelly was the latest in a long line of demanding employers who expected their companions to meet high standards of deportment and agreeableness at all times. Lenore found that last expectation the hardest to meet. Lady Kelly was exceedingly contrary in conversation. Lenore never quite knew which opinion she wanted to hear agreed with first.

      But Lenore had grown comfortable with the baron, and she expected a match to be made any day now. An older man, Lord Thorne had deep pockets, impeccable connections and spoke intelligently on any number of topics. He had no vices Lady Kelly disapproved of. Although experience had shown Lenore that gentlemen were not to be relied upon in general, especially men courting her wealthy employers, she felt his addresses were sincere. He seemed quite determined to make a good impression with all of Lady Kelly’s friends, too.

      When it came right down to it, all that mattered was that he made Lady Kelly happy. Lenore had already started discreetly considering where she might find a new situation for herself. There were not many women in need of companionship in the village so she had taken to reading the newssheet for opportunities farther afield.

      However, Lenore was not at all desperate that she might be cast out straight away. She had built up a little money of her own for just such situations, and those funds would support her for a few months should she fail to find a new situation immediately.

      Lord Thorne and Lady Kelly exchanged a loving look as he explained the difficulty of handling his high-spirited team as they drove along. Lenore kept her gaze forward, wishing she could make herself disappear rather than hear them fall in love.

      Lenore’s whole life had revolved around making herself invisible. First as a child and later as a companion. Keeping her employers calm and happy had always been her goal. She couldn’t have refused to take this drive with them even if she’d wanted to.

      “I received a letter from my elder sister, Lady Bedwell, today,” Lord Thorne announced. “She has invited me to spend Christmas with her in Cornwall.”

      Lenore had not met this particular sister of Lord Thorne’s, but she’d heard much about the woman over tea in the drawing room. The lady had practically raised Lord Thorne in the place of a mother, he’d said, and she was essential to please, Lady Kelly had confided to Lenore later.

      Lady Kelly gasped. “You wouldn’t really go away so soon, would you?”

      “I’m not sure I can refuse. She has been very good to me through the years, and she’s all alone now since her husband passed. I fear she’s become lonely.”

      “We’d be lonely without you, too.” Lady Kelly blushed. “Wouldn’t we, Lenore?”

      Lenore made a sound of consent because Lady Kelly had been much happier these past months with Lord Thorne around. She dreaded the tears that would flow on the day of his departure. Lady Kelly was an emotional creature. It was Lenore’s job to listen to her woes, sympathize and bring her cool cloths to soothe her puffy eyes. But Lord Thorne’s consideration of the feelings of his female relations only improved her opinion of his character as a contender for Lady Kelly’s hand.

      Lenore leaned forward. “She must miss her husband terribly.”

      “Indeed, she does.” Lord Thorne’s smile fell upon Lenore. “Never fear, I won’t have to make any decision for a week or so yet.”

      Lady Kelly fell silent, but she had her bottom lip between her teeth as she looked ahead. That was never a good sign. Lenore could almost hear her worrying about spending Christmas alone without him.

      He smiled. “Did you have any plans for the coming holiday, Lady Kelly?”

      “None.” She sighed. “We’ll most likely stay home, as we always do.”

      Lenore had been with Lady Kelly for almost a year but had spent the last three years in the area. Three dull and uneventful Christmases spent looking out at white nothingness with only old women for company. The prospect of another year of it lowered her spirits.

      “Ah,” he murmured. “Your home is quite a lovely, quiet little place.”

      “It is,” Lady Kelly agreed. “However, I have for some time been considering a holiday, too.”

      Lenore was surprised by that. Lenore’s last employer had claimed Lady Kelly had put down roots and settled like a pig in mud. Until Lord Thorne had started coming around, Lady Kelly’s only interest had been in criticizing the behavior of her nearest neighbors. But the prospects of travel to new surroundings appealed to Lenore very much.

      She risked asking a question. “What is Christmas like in Cornwall?”

      “Dull and gloomy,” he answered with a grin. “But my sister sets a good table, and there’s the shooting, of course. She entertains often.”

      “I suppose you’ve many friends there?” Lady Kelly asked in a worried voice.

      “Some, but none as lovely as you,” he promised grinning down at Lady Kelly. His gaze flickered to Lenore, and she blushed and looked away quickly. She shouldn’t have noticed their affectionate exchange.

      Lenore stifled a sigh. How long before he proposed marriage? She wished there was some way to know when it would occur before her need for new employment, and a roof over her head, became immediately pressing.

      She was very glad when he turned the carriage for home at last and she could escape the close confines with the prospective couple.

      “Home” was almost a little farm, with cows in the green meadows, chickens scratching about in the garden, and a few servants in the fields picking fruit in the orchard. The land had belonged to Lady Kelly’s late husband’s family, though a neighbor had taken over the managing of most of it recently.

      It had a pretty patch of grass to one side of the main house, in which they sat on warmer days, watching the clouds scuttle by overheard and allowing Lenore’s dog, her best friend in the world, run about herding the chickens.

      When the weather was drear, they sat inside in the study and read anything in the lady’s small library, or simply stared out at nothing.

      At the house, a gardener rushed out to hold the horses of the fine phaeton. Lord Thorne climbed down, turned to help Lady Kelly, and then, to her surprise, offered to help Lenore down, too.

      His fingers were firm around her waist, and she floated to earth with a soft laugh and breathless thank you. That was all the adventure she ever got in her life.

      She followed them inside, taking Lady Kelly’s bonnet and shawl when it was handed to her. Lady Kelly turned for the drawing room on Lord Thorne’s arm, and Lenore was relieved to see the back of them. “Miss Griffin, please have tea brought into the drawing room,” Lady Kelly called over her shoulder.

      Lenore curtsied. “Yes, my lady.”

      “And fetch me my summer shawl, too.”

      “I’ll return as quick as I can,” she promised without meaning a word.

      As Lady Kelly was a widow, and did not technically require a chaperone, there was no impropriety for her to entertain Lord Thorne alone in her own drawing room for a little while. Perhaps while Lenore was gone, Lady Kelly might be proposed to.

      Lenore refolded the shawl she’d been given and turned for the stairs.

      A heavy step sounded behind her. “Wait a moment, Miss Griffin.”

      She turned in surprise. “Lord Thorne?”

      “Might I have a word in private?”

      A movement caught her eye, and she saw a footman had come into the hall, holding letters against his chest. He signaled her that he would wait in a nearby room until she was finished with her conversation.

      “Yes, of course,” she agreed, looking up at him. “What can I do for you?”

      Lord Thorne gestured her toward a shadowed corner beneath the staircase. Lenore hesitated, but then dismissed her concern about any impropriety. Lord Thorne was a gentleman, and it was very clear that his sole focus was courting Lady Kelly. There could be no harm in his request, surely.

      “I wonder if I might have the comfort of your opinion,” he whispered.

      “On what, my lord?”

      He drew closer, his lips curving into a smile. “You’re a very unusual companion with strong opinions.”

      Compliments usually unsettled Lenore, but she reveled in this one. She preferred to know how people saw her. She hated when people assumed she hadn’t any wits or her own opinions. “Thank you,” she answered. “What do you need my opinion on today?”

      “I have a gift. I was hoping to hear your thoughts about its suitability.” From his pocket, he removed a long gold chain with a locket hanging from it.

      Lenore lifted the piece to look at it better. She thought it very nice, but doubted Lady Kelly would consider it worthy of her. Lenore wondered how to delicately dissuade him from offering it to her employer. Lady Kelly possessed a small collection of beautiful gold and gemstone pieces upstairs. This necklace hardly compared. She would rather not have him embarrassed when it could be rejected outright. “I suppose this is for a niece of yours for Christmas?”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “I like it quite well,” she hastened to assure him. “Very pretty for a young woman to wear.” As a companion, she had no jewelry. She was never meant to outshine her employer in any way or draw attention to herself. Lenore wore restrained gowns in colors that did not dazzle anyone and kept her hair neat and tidy. Thankfully, she did not have a disposition that coveted her employers’ possessions.

      “Good,” he said, stepping back. Lenore held the necklace out to him but he shook his head. “Keep it.”

      The hair at her nape started to prickle, and she held it out farther from her body. “I cannot accept a gift from you. Take it back, please.”

      His eyes twinkled. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy all the delights Cornwall has to offer as much as your employer.”

      She stilled. “What do you mean?”

      “I will be inviting Lady Kelly to spend Christmas with my sister.”

      Lenore beamed. “I’m sure Lady Kelly will be overjoyed to hear such an invitation.”

      “You will come with her, too.”

      Lenore frowned, drawing back from him a little. “I go where Lady Kelly commands until she has no use for me, and then I will find other employment.”

      “She’s an exceptionally accommodating woman, and I am a busy man,” he assured Lenore. “I’m certain I can persuade her to keep a companion after we marry. You will be a great comfort to both of us.”

      Lenore tried very hard to dismiss the feeling of dread growing inside her as he drew closer. She wanted to believe she’d misunderstood Lord Thorne’s offer of a gift, but the longer she looked at him, the stronger her fear of him became.

      He touched her arm, tried to walk his fingers up to her shoulder.

      She flinched away and heard him laugh softly. “There’s no reason to be afraid.”

      There was every reason.

      Clearly, Lord Thorne was a scoundrel who was attempting to seduce her and her employer, and believed he would have both of them in his power when they reached Cornwall.

      She tossed the gift back at him. “Isn’t there?”

      He laughed softly again, flicking the chain around his fingers. “We’ll discuss the matter further another time, one way or another.”

      “There is nothing you could say or do that would alter my opinion of you now,” Lenore stated, but Lord Thorne only grinned wider at her warning.

      “Unspoiled and full of promise, despite your age. How little you know of the world beyond this dreary backwater. I mean to educate you properly, and I’m a patient man who always gets what I want. She’ll never suspect or believe I’d give you a second glance, so don’t go bleating to her about this or you’ll find yourself in peril and unemployable.”

      She gulped. “Lady Kelly is expecting you to propose to her.”

      His smile was triumphant. “I know, and of course, even after we wed, she’ll still need her proper companion. I will insist upon keeping you on.”

      Lenore tried not to gape—shocked that she’d underestimated him so badly. “Lady Kelly is waiting for you in the drawing room, my lord. I’m sure you can find your way there.”

      His smile slipped. “When Lady Kelly invites me to stay for dinner, I expect you to join us afterward in the drawing room and sit beside me when she plays the harp.”

      For a moment, she imagined a glint of fierce excitement in his eyes, and she was afraid. Lady Kelly played the harp with her eyes closed and would see nothing of any impropriety.

      Lenore forced herself to hold his gaze, becoming angry that he would put her in an impossible situation. “I am not sure what my lady’s plans are for dinner, my lord. Excuse me.”

      “Yes, do hurry back with her summer shawl.”

      Lenore strode into the adjoining room, chin high but quaking inside. What the devil was she to do tonight? Lady Kelly would never take her side, not against Lord Thorne without proof of his unwanted pursuit.

      She’d have to leave before the marriage took place—and soon. She refused to warm a scoundrel’s bed. “Thank you for waiting for me,” she told the waiting servant.

      “Cor,” he whispered. The man’s eyes were a little wild with shock. “He’s finally showed his true colors. Are you all right, Miss Griffin?”

      “I’m fine,” she promised. Though the back of her neck prickled, the sensation passed as Lord Thorne’s footsteps faded away and he returned to the drawing room and Lady Kelly.

      “He means to have ya,” the fellow hissed.

      “He will not get his way. Not with me,” she promised.

      Lenore had no close friends here among the servants, but they could protect her to a point. Companions were above the household staff. She could easily find herself at his mercy if he bribed a footman to look the other way.

      She needed a new position, now, and to somehow obtain a reference from Lady Kelly, too, without Lord Thorne meddling.

      She quickly flicked through the mail, glad of the excuse not to rejoin her employer until her temper had cooled. She couldn’t believe Lord Thorne’s nerve.

      “A letter’s come for you, too, Miss Griffin,” the footman enthused, pointing it out. “From Miss Wagstaff in London.”

      She studied the letter addressed to her, squinting but hardly able to read the handwriting. It was indeed addressed to her, but very poorly done. And it was not from a woman, either, though the footman didn’t realize that.

      Her letter was from an earl who pretended to be a lady for the sake of Lenore’s good reputation. “I’m surprised this even arrived.”

      “I think it must have had an interesting journey. It has a funny odor about it.”

      She sniffed the letter carefully. “Stale spirits. Miss Wagstaff would be horrified her letter arrived so sullied,” she murmured to keep up the ruse.

      “That’s what I thought, too. I hope it’s not bad news.”

      She held the letter to her chest. “I’m sure it isn’t. You’d better get back to your duties.”

      Once the footman was on his way, Lenore hurried up to her employer’s room, discarded the bonnet and swapped the shawl for another one.

      Then she slipped along to her own chamber and darted inside. Her nine-year-old spaniel, Hero, had been cooped up inside while she had been out with Lady Kelly, and he was ecstatic to see her return for him at last.

      She scrubbed Hero’s curly black head with her bare fingers for several minutes until he calmed down. “I’m lucky to have made it back alive,” she whispered. “But there are other dangers to navigate now, my friend. You were so right to be wary of him.”

      Hero whined, and then rushed to the closed door to scratch at it. Hero was a very well-trained dog, otherwise she’d never have been able to keep him all these years. She’d have to take him out for a walk in the grounds before she read her letter. Lady Kelly would accept that excuse for any tardiness in returning better than anything else she might say.

      She headed down the servants’ staircase quickly and quietly.

      She felt safer outside, freer. The dog usually did his business quite quickly, and then Lenore would usually make him run about for a while so he was worn out for the evening.

      Hero immediately ran off on his own, leaving Lenore to find a spot to wait for him. She chose a place out of sight of the windows of the house, to read her letter.

      She’d known Lord Carmichael as a child, when she’d lived on his estate with her maternal grandmother. Though Grandmother had died many years ago, Lord Carmichael had insisted she write to him with her directions. He usually responded to her letters, but he never wrote
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