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      Princess Elena of Atharia sat in the opulent wingback chair in her sister's new London home and waited for her friend Lady Margaret Villiers to arrive.

      She had sent word almost two hours ago for her to call, and yet still, she had not arrived. Elena stood, pacing back and forth between her chair and the mantel, the clock clicking down the time with an annoying tick.

      What could have kept her? Margaret had not sent word that she could not attend her summons.

      Elena frowned. For her plan to work, she needed Margaret's loyalty and silence for the next month at least. The many letters she had written to her sister crinkled in her pocket, and she patted her leg, ensuring herself they were still there.

      She had spent hours penning them, wanting to ensure her sister Alessa never assumed she was not where she was supposed to be. That she would not come looking for her for the next month at least.

      A footman knocked and came into the room, bowing. "Your Highness, Lady Margaret Villiers wishes an audience."

      Elena whirled about, seeing her friend grinning behind the footman's back. "Thank you, John. We will have tea if you please," she commanded the footman, watching as Margaret came into the room and closed the door behind her.

      Elena met her across the room, taking her friend's hands. "Oh, I'm so very pleased you are here. I did not think you would attend, and then I was not sure what I would do."

      Margaret, sensing the worry in Elena's tone, frowned. "Whatever is the matter that you are all aflutter? I thought you would be busy packing for Kew Palace? What fun we shall have for the next month. Do you think King George will attend after all?"

      Elena gestured toward a chair. "We need to talk. Please sit, Margaret," she asked her friend, joining her on the settee.

      "What is it that you need to discuss so urgently?" Margaret asked, trepidation in her tone. "Are you about to tell me you're not going to attend the house party? I shall be ever so disappointed if you do not."

      Guilt pricked her conscience that her friend's concern was about to come to fruition. But there was no way around it. She needed to leave London to remove herself from the endless cycle of balls and parties. Having entered society last year in Atharia, Elena felt she had done nothing but parade herself before eligible young men who were looking for a bride.

      She no longer wanted to play such games. A month away at a country house with an elderly lady who needed her, a woman who had once been her mother's closest friend, was just what she needed. If only to regain her composure, to prepare herself for a union that would eventually come.

      She was not fool enough not to know that she would eventually marry a man whom her sisters deemed appropriate. But it was not how she wanted to choose a spouse. She wanted to fall in love, to marry her best friend. The gentlemen in town were all so charming and complimentary, so much so that their constant flattery made her teeth ache they were so sweet.

      And false, she accepted. None of them would love her for the woman she was inside her royal shell. They loved the power and influence that came with marrying her, what she brought to the union monetarily and in status only. She could not marry such a man. Being gone from London may help her rally to stand firm and not settle for anything but the best.

      "I'm afraid I'm going to disappoint you, Margaret dear, but I do hope you'll support me as your dearest friend, for I shall need your help, even if I'm not with you at Kew Palace."

      "What do you need me to do? Or better yet," Margaret added, raising one questionable brow, "what is it that you're going to do?"

      "As to that," Elena said, nerves and expectation making her stomach flip. She had never been adventurous. After being left at the castle in Atharia when her sister Alessa had escaped, she had done all she could to become invisible.

      Such a temperament and desire had not left her since coming out and being in society. She was no longer so comfortable in boisterous and crowded ballrooms. She would much prefer a country ride or a long walk in beautiful gardens to a ball. And she could not stomach falsehoods, and there were many directed at her from the men who wished to make her their wife.

      "I have taken a position as a lady’s companion to the Dowager Marchioness of Lyon in Somerset. She was friends with my mama during her coming out, but we have never met. I know she will not recognize me. I will be working for her ladyship under the alias of Miss Elena Smith. I leave for the estate tomorrow, the same day I'm supposed to leave for the house party at Kew Palace."

      Margaret's mouth gaped, and Elena hoped she had not bitten off too much for her friend to take in or for her to do. "Tell me you're willing to help me. I truly do not wish to attend the house party. I need some time away from London and the madness that my title brings into my life. A month in the county will be the perfect escape, and I shall return in four weeks, ready to find a husband and marry."

      "Really?" Margaret scoffed, chuckling a little at her words. "But what of Lord Lyon? Will he not be home? From what I know of him, he never attends the Season, something about a rift that happened years ago with his father and King George, I believe, here in London."

      "That does not mean he does not need a companion for his mother, but from what the correspondence has stated so far, forwarded to me from the servant registry office I've been hired through, he is to return to town."

      "Well," Margaret said with a surprised exhalation. "I did not think he would ever come to London. He is one of those country gentlemen who never comes to town, but I'm sure his return here will cause a lot of hearts to flutter."

      Elena did not care how many hearts fluttered in London for the marquess, so long as she had a lovely, relaxing four weeks looking after his mother and keeping her company. A month of long country walks, of reading and sitting before the hearth, not having to attend a ball or soiree, or a royal event would be a pleasure indeed.

      "Perhaps he intends to find a wife, like so many other gentlemen of our acquaintance. Nevertheless, his plans are not my concern. I have been hired as Miss Smith and Miss Smith I shall be for the next four weeks."

      Margaret pinned her with a disapproving stare. "And may I ask how it is, Princess Elena," she said, accentuating her title, "that you will get away with such a plan? Your sister is in London and will want to know that you are safe and well, especially after her own safety scare last Season. I do not see how you can get away with this foolery at all."

      Elena had it all planned and this plan was the reason she had asked Margaret to call today, for she too featured in her escape. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the six letters she had written to Alessa. "You know that I adore you as a friend, and I do need your help if I'm to succeed. Will you help me?"

      Margaret's mouth opened and closed several times, her eyes wide with surprise. "Me?" she said, pointing to herself. "What is it that I'm supposed to do? Need I remind you that you have a sister who is a queen and another who is a very independent, strong-willed princess right here in town? Should either of them find out I helped you escape, I shall be strung up and hung from the nearest gallows."

      Elena chuckled. "I can always count on you to make me laugh, but you are wrong. Neither sister will ever find out. If you can have these letters sent over the next four weeks while you're at Kew Palace, Alessa will be none the wiser. She will not know that I'm, in fact, in Somerset."

      "And if your sister calls in at Kew Palace. The estate is not so very far away from London."

      Elena waved her friend's concerns away. "She is far too busy with her charities to be worried about me at a house party for a month. While I have little doubt that she will lecture me to behave and remember my manners before I go, she will never think that I shall not attend at all."

      "And what of King George who sent out all these invitations? Will he not out you to your siblings should he find out you did not attend?"

      "No," Elena stated, shaking her head and not the least concerned with that part of her plan either. "King George will not attend, even if he has invited us all to his country estate. You know he prefers to keep his select few and himself locked away at Windsor."

      "Even so, I feel nervous about deceiving your sisters. They will be ever so cross with me should they find out."

      Elena reached out and took Margaret's hand. "Listen, they will not be angry with you; they will be angry with me." She reached back into her pocket and pulled out another letter. "This is all the information of where I am and the dates I shall be away. Lord Lyon was very particular as to the time that he required a companion for his mama, and it was perfect luck that they coincided with the house party at Kew. Do not worry at all. You enjoy your time away from town, hand these letters to a footman at the palace, and that is all you need to concern yourself with."

      While Margaret considered her decision, Elena wondered if she had been foolish in thinking she could do such a thing. To run away, even if only for four weeks, was still a risk. Her heart went out to her friend, worrying so. "If you do not wish to, that is perfectly well too, Margaret. I would never ask you to do anything that you're uncomfortable or disagree with. I can change my plans and come to the house party, and no one would ever be the wiser to what I wanted to do."

      Margaret bit her bottom lip in thought. "No, I shall help you. You are my closest friend, and you deserve to do what you think will make you ready for marriage. An institution that we all shall have to face very soon, I should imagine. I want to help you, and I shall post your letters. But," Margaret said, stemming Elena’s attempt to pull her into a hug, "should your sisters arrive and inquire of your whereabouts or want to see you, I will tell them the truth. Are you in agreement?" she asked her, holding up her hand and sticking out her smallest finger.

      "What are you doing with your hand?" Elena asked, having never seen anyone hold out their finger in such a way.

      "This is a pinkie promise. Should you shake my finger with your own smallest finger, it will mean that you agree to my terms, and you are free to travel to Somerset and Lord Lyon's estate."

      Elena stared at Margaret's smallest digit, thinking over her friend's terms, which were utterly appropriate and fair. She hooked her finger around Margaret’s. "I swear and agree to what you say, and I thank you so very much."

      Hope and excitement thrummed through her veins over her forthcoming month away from town, from people and noise, scandal and negotiation. How wonderful her time in Somerset would be, and tomorrow morning when the carriage arrived to take her away, she would be ready and willing to transform into Miss Elena Smith, Princess Elena no more.
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      Theodore Ward, the Marquess of Lyon stared out over his land and breathed deep the crisp morning air. The land, with its rolling green hills, the forests filled with deer and game, the few fields he had left plowed and planted by his family for five centuries filled him with a mix of pride and despair.

      Lyon Estate was his home, where he envisioned raising his children and bringing home his bride. Under no circumstances would he allow the greedy royal family of England to win the war they pledged against his father and following heirs.

      He kicked his mount, cantering down the hill and returning home. One of the largest in England, the residence housed over a hundred rooms, some he doubted he had seen. All of them in need of refurbishment or repair of some sort, and none of the renovations being completed due to his lack of funds.

      But not for long. The next day, he was to London once the lady’s companion he hired to care for his mother arrived.

      He hoped the woman he sourced from the servant registry service in London did not send him a lady of inadequate abilities. He needed a woman with a kind heart and a gentle hand. His mother deserved nothing less.

      His horse attempted a jump over a small bush, and a smile quirked Theo's lips. He would miss his morning rides, overlooking his land, what was left of it at least, and seeing his home, as disheveled as it was, glistening in the morning sun.

      A carriage rolled through the gates, and he could only assume it was the lady's companion from London. She had said in her correspondence she would be staying the night at the local village not far from his estate and arriving on time as agreed.

      Her letters were very well-written with a capable hand, and he had high hopes she would do the job very well for the short amount of time he needed her.

      He walked up the drive, watching as the carriage rolled to a halt before the double front doors of his estate. A man seated beside the driver jumped down, lowering the steps and opening the carriage door.

      Curiosity got the better of Theo, and he kicked his mount into a canter, wanting to meet his new servant and take stock if she would do well enough.

      He pulled his mount to a halt and jumped down, his attention snapping to the delicate, kid-leather gloved hand reaching out to take the footman's assistance.

      His mama, as much as he loved her, could be a little snobbish and curt when a censored glare was not curtailing her tongue.

      About to step forward, Theo's legs became logs of wood at the vision of the woman stepping onto his graveled drive. She looked up at the estate, pleasure crossing her features as she took in his ancestral home.

      But that was not what had his body as still as death. For if he were indeed passed from this earth, it was surely because he had viewed an angel.

      He snapped his mouth shut and took a fortifying breath. The woman was to be his mother's companion, and while he could admire her beauty, that was where it would end.

      But by jove, she was more than beautiful. She was stunning, enough to render him speechless. Her skin was like alabaster, her hair as dark as night, and her body, even under the heavy traveling cloak, was one made for sin.

      If only he could have such a woman for himself.

      He shook the thought aside. She was a lady’s companion for a reason, and that reason was certainly not because she was an heiress who could save him and his estate from financial ruin.

      His wife had to be rich, so very rich that no money lenders, no banks, or even The Crown could ever come knocking on his doors ever again.

      "Miss Elena Smith, I presume," he said, finding his voice and bowing before her.

      She turned, surprise written across her features at having not seen him before she laughed, a tinkling sound that was indeed as heavenly as he imagined it would be.

      Everything about this woman seemed divine. If it were not for her hair that put paid to her angelic background, he would be certain she was indeed from the heavens.

      She came over to him, giving him her gloved fingers. "Indeed it is. Lord Lyon, I presume," she said, dipping into a curtsy.

      He smiled, reminding himself that his duty toward this woman went further than admiring her person all day long. He gestured toward the front doors. "Allow me to escort you inside. We shall discuss your employment in my library before I introduce you to the Dowager Marchioness of Lyon, Lady Lyon.”

      "Of course," she agreed, stepping forward and heading toward the doors. Theo followed her before leading the way into the library. He ignored the pinch of embarrassment that marked his skin at the aged and worn upholstery and furniture, walls that needed new wallpapers, and windows that required a thorough clean. His staff were few, and there were simply too many other jobs falling onto the shoulders of too few. Dirty windows were the least of his concerns.

      He picked up a chair that sat against the wall and placed it before his desk, gesturing for Miss Smith to take a seat. She did as he bade, and he sank into his own chair, four feet of mahogany the only thing separating them.

      "You found the estate alright then, Miss Smith? Some have difficulty finding the turn into the grounds," he mentioned, making small talk and trying to put Miss Smith at ease. Although from taking in her countenance, she did not seem at all nervous to be before a lord or taking on the responsibilities of a dowager marchioness.

      "The coachman was familiar with the location of Lyon Estate as he lives in the village nearby. It was no trouble at all finding your home, which I must compliment you on. It is lovely indeed."

      Theo found himself smiling at her words. As pretty as they were, he knew them to be a lie. His estate was showing the signs of neglect, of poor cash flow, which he would soon remedy.

      The would-be ladies in London this year were in need of a titled husband as much as he needed their inheritances. The deal was a good one for all involved.

      "I must mention, Miss Smith that the Dowager Marchioness of Lyon, my mother, is ill of health. She has aged in the few years since my father's passing, and I fear that it will not be long that I shall have her with me. I would like the assurance that the month that I require you to be here, that you are kind and attentive to her, allow her any little vices she desires and keep her safe. I was assured you came highly recommended by the agency to meet all my requirements. Are you still in agreement to do as I ask?" Theo held his breath, needing her to agree so he could make final preparations to remove himself to town. Having heard all of her duties, if Miss Smith now wished to leave, he did not know what he would do.

      She nodded, smiling, and he felt the breath in his lungs expel on a sigh. Her beauty was certainly something to get used to. He did not think he'd ever seen anyone as perfect as the woman before him. There was something about her, a poise, a regalness that spoke of good breeding and aristocratic blood.

      He dismissed the thought. She was a servant, a lady’s companion, and while she may have come from money once, she certainly had no link to it now if this was the position she had to take up.

      "Of course. I'm prepared to look after the marchioness and keep her safe and happy these next four weeks. In fact, I'm looking forward to all the entertainment we shall do. I hope you do not mind, but I have thought up some of my own ways to keep her occupied if you would give me leave to use them."

      Miss Smith was like a breath of fresh air into his musty, old house. As much as he loved the estate, the old girl needed repairs and a lot of blunt spent. With the knowledge of Miss Smith here with his mama, he could remove himself to town, knowing he had not put his parent in jeopardy.

      "Of course, you may do whatever you wish if she agrees. She cannot swim, however, Miss Smith, so perhaps do not attempt to swim in the lake while I'm not here."

      She chuckled, her brown eyes, or perhaps hazel, bright with amusement. "I shall not, I promise," she agreed. "Is the dowager marchioness about, my lord? I should like to meet her if you're happy with me starting my employment here in earnest."

      Theo stood. "Come, we shall go meet her now. She is in the upstairs drawing room. She uses that room above any else in the house as it gets both morning and afternoon sun being on the west wing."

      "How lovely." Miss Smith followed him out of the room, and Theo ignored the fact that she would see other parts of the house that needed repair. She would understand soon enough after living here some days that he was a lord after a rich wife, and that is why he left for London.

      There was no shame in that fact, even though it irked his soul that his father had died a broken, lost man after the king cheated at the game of cards, fleecing him of land and money he did not deserve to win.

      The bastard royal pig that he was.

      They made the first-floor landing, and Theo led Miss Smith toward the drawing room, one of the largest rooms in the house. The door was ajar, and he could hear his mother speaking to a maid about stoking the fire with more wood. Why, he could not understand, since England was experiencing a heatwave.

      He entered and waited for Miss Smith to stand beside him. "Mama, may I introduce you to Miss Elena Smith? She's to be your lady's companion for the next month."

      His mother lifted her spectacles from her lap, peering through them to take in Miss Smith. Her mouth puckered into a displeased line, and Theo hoped she was not going to be curt or rude to the woman at his side. Certainly, he hoped they would get along well so he could leave without any concerns.

      "Hmm, so you're the miss to coddle me like a babe." His mother dismissed Miss Smith with a disgruntled sniff. "I do not take well to being treated like a baby, so do not attempt to do whatever it was that my son has suggested to you. I'm a marchioness, not a moron. I still have my wits about me, so do not attempt to make me into a pet who requires saving. I will not abide it."

      Miss Smith glanced up at Theo, but he was mistaken if he thought to see fear and regret. Instead, he saw resilience and determination, and his interest in the peculiar Miss Smith was piqued.

      Who was this young woman?

      She moved toward his mama and dipped into a curtsy. "Lady Lyon, it is an honor to meet you, and I'm so glad to have this opportunity to spend the month with you." Miss Smith moved past his mama and sat in a chair at her side. "If you will allow me to speak, I would like to say that I do not want to be your nursemaid any more than you wish to have one. I'm here to keep
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