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      Prologue

      
      Arthur

      
      Arthur Lancaster, Earl of St. Merryn, was sitting in front of a crackling fire in his club, drinking a glass of excellent
         port and reading a newspaper, when he received word that his fiancée had eloped with another man.
      

      
      “I’m told young Burnley used a ladder to climb up to her window and assist Miss Juliana down to the carriage.” Bennett Fleming
         lowered his short, sturdy frame into the chair across from Arthur and reached for the bottle of port. “They are headed north,
         by all accounts. No doubt making for Gretna Green. Juliana’s father has just set out after them, but his coach is old and
         slow.”
      

      
      A great hush fell upon the room. All talk stopped. No papers rustled; no glasses moved. It was almost midnight and the club
         was full. Every man in the vicinity appeared to be frozen in his chair as he strained mightily to eavesdrop on the conversation
         taking place in front of the fire.
      

      
      With a sigh, Arthur folded his newspaper, set it aside and took a swallow of his port. He looked toward the window where wind-driven rain beat furiously against the glass
         panes.
      

      
      “They’ll be fortunate to get ten miles in this storm,” he said.

      
      As was the case with every other word he spoke that night, the remark became part of the St. Merryn legend. … So cold-blooded that when he was told that his fiancée had run off with another man, he merely commented upon the damp weather.

      
      Bennett hastily downed some of his port and then followed Arthur’s gaze to the window. “Young Burnley and Miss Juliana have
         an excellent, well-sprung carriage and a strong, fresh team.” He cleared his throat. “It is doubtful that the lady’s father
         will catch them, but a single man mounted on a good horse might be able to overtake the pair.”
      

      
      Expectation seethed in the crystalline silence. St. Merryn was indisputably a single man, and it was no secret that his stable
         housed some extremely prime horseflesh. Everyone waited to see if the earl would elect to pursue the fleeing couple.
      

      
      Arthur got to his feet in a leisurely manner and picked up the half-empty bottle of port. “Do you know, Bennett, I seem to
         find myself suffering from the most extreme case of boredom this evening. I believe I will go see if there is anything of
         interest happening in the card room.”
      

      
      Bennett’s brows shot up toward his receding hairline. “You never gamble. I can’t even begin to count the number of times that
         I have heard you claim that it is illogical to wager money on a roll of the dice or a hand of cards.”
      

      
      “I am feeling unusually lucky tonight.” Arthur started toward the card room.

      
      “Devil take it,” Bennett muttered. Homely features creased in alarm, he climbed to his feet, seized his half-finished glass
         of port and scrambled to catch up with the earl.
      

      
      “Do you know,” Arthur said midway across the unnaturally silent room, “it occurs to me that I miscalculated rather badly when
         I asked Graham for his daughter’s hand in marriage.”
      

      
      “Indeed?” Bennett slanted Arthur an uneasy glance, as though examining his companion for indications of a fever.

      
      “Yes. I believe that the next time I set out to find myself a wife, I will approach the project in a more logical manner,
         just as I would one of my investments.”
      

      
      Bennett grimaced, aware that their audience was still paying rapt attention to everything Arthur said. “How in blazes do you
         intend to apply logic to the business of finding a wife?”
      

      
      “It occurs to me that the qualities that one requires in a wife are not unlike those one would expect in a paid companion.”

      
      Bennett sputtered and coughed on a mouthful of port. “A companion?”

      
      “Only consider the matter closely.” There was a clink as Arthur tilted the port bottle over his glass. “The ideal companion
         is a well-bred and well-educated lady possessed of a sterling reputation, steady nerves, and a meek and modest manner in both
         her actions and her dress. Are those not the exact specifications one would set down if one were to describe the perfect wife?”
      

      
      “A paid companion is, by definition, impoverished and alone in the world.”

      
      “Of course she is poor and without resources.” Arthur shrugged. “Why else would she apply for such a humble post?”
      

      
      “Most gentlemen would prefer a wife who can bring them a fortune or some property,” Bennett pointed out.

      
      “Ah, but that is where I have a great advantage, is it not?” Arthur paused at the door of the card room and surveyed the busy
         tables. “Not to put too fine a point on it, I am filthy rich and getting richer by the day. I do not require a wealthy wife.”
      

      
      Bennett halted beside him and reluctantly conceded the point. “True.”

      
      “One of the great things about paid companions is their condition of dire poverty,” Arthur continued. “It makes them suitably
         grateful for whatever employment is offered, you see.”
      

      
      “Huh. Hadn’t thought of that.” Bennett swallowed more port and slowly lowered the glass. “I think I am beginning to follow
         your reasoning.”
      

      
      “Unlike sheltered, romantic young ladies whose views of love have been sadly warped by Byron and the novels of the Minerva
         Press, paid companions must, of necessity, be a far more practical lot. They have learned the hard way just how harsh the
         world can be.”
      

      
      “No doubt.”

      
      “It follows, then, that your typical companion would not be inclined toward behavior that would cost her to lose her post.
         A man could expect, for example, that such a lady would not run off with another man shortly before the wedding.”
      

      
      “Perhaps it is the port, but I believe you are making excellent sense.” Bennett frowned. “But just how would one go about
         finding a wife with all the qualities of a paid companion?”
      

      
      “Fleming, you disappoint me. The answer to that question is glaringly obvious. If one wished to choose such a paragon of a
         wife, one would naturally go to an agency that supplies companions. One would interview an assortment of applicants and then
         make one’s selection.”
      

      
      Bennett blinked. “An agency?”

      
      “How could a man go wrong?” Arthur nodded to himself. “I should have thought of the idea a few months ago. Just think of all
         the trouble I would have avoided.”
      

      
      “Uh, well—”

      
      “If you will excuse me, I believe there is an opening for a player at that table in the corner.”

      
      “The play will be deep,” Bennett warned. “Are you quite certain—”

      
      But Arthur was no longer paying attention. He crossed the room and sat down at the card table.

      
      When he got to his feet a few hours later, he was several thousand pounds richer. The fact that the earl had broken his own
         ironclad rule against placing wagers and proceeded to win a sizeable sum that night added yet another facet to the St. Merryn
         legend.
      

      
      The first light of a gray, drizzly dawn was just beginning to show above the rooftops when Arthur left his club. He got into
         the waiting carriage and allowed himself to be driven back to the big, gloom-filled house in Rain Street. He went straight
         to bed.
      

      
      At nine-thirty the next morning he was awakened by his elderly butler, who informed him that his fiancée’s father had found
         his daughter at an inn where she was sharing a room with her handsome young rescuer.
      

      
      There was, of course, only one thing to be done in order to preserve the lady’s reputation. The outraged papa had decreed
         that the couple would be wed immediately by special license.
      

      
      Arthur thanked the servant politely for the news, turned over and went immediately back to sleep.

   
      
      
      Prologue

      
      Elenora

      
      The news of her stepfather’s death was delivered to Elenora Lodge by the two men to whom he had lost everything in a poor
         business investment. They arrived on her doorstep at three o’clock in the afternoon.
      

      
      “Samuel Jones dropped dead of a fit of apoplexy when he found out that the mining scheme had failed,” one of the men from
         London informed her with no sign of sympathy.
      

      
      “This house, its contents and the land that adjoins it from here to the stream all belong to us now,” the second creditor
         announced, waving a sheaf of papers that carried Samuel Jones’s signature on every page.
      

      
      The first man squinted at the small gold ring Elenora wore on her little finger. “The deceased included your jewelry and all
         personal possessions, with the exception of your clothing, on the list of goods he put up as collateral for the loan.”
      

      
      The second creditor jerked a thumb to indicate the very large individual who stood slightly behind and to the side. “This is Mr. Hitchins. We hired him from Bow Street. He’s here to make sure you don’t take anything of value out
         of the house.”
      

      
      The hulking, gray-haired man who had accompanied Samuel Jones’s creditors had hard, watchful eyes. He carried the Bow Street
         Runner’s badge of office: a baton.
      

      
      Elenora faced the three aggressive-looking men, aware of her housekeeper and maid hovering anxiously in the front hall behind
         her. Her thoughts flew to the stable lads and the men who tended the gardens and the home farm. She knew full well that there
         was very little she could do to protect them. Her only hope was to make it sound as though it would be foolish to dismiss
         the staff.
      

      
      “I assume you realize that this property produces a very comfortable income,” she said.

      
      “Aye, Miss Lodge.” The first creditor rocked on his heels, well pleased. “Samuel Jones made that clear, right enough.”

      
      The second man surveyed the neatly kept grounds with an air of anticipation. “A very handsome farm it is.”

      
      “Then you will also be aware that the only reason the property is valuable is because the people who work the land and maintain
         the household are highly skilled individuals. It would be impossible to replace them. If you let any of them go, I can promise
         you that the crops will fail and the house will decline in value within months.”
      

      
      The two creditors frowned at each other. Obviously neither of them had considered the problem of the servants and laborers.

      
      The Runner’s grizzled brows climbed at that announcement and an odd expression lit his eyes. But he said nothing. Why would he? she thought. The business end of this matter had nothing to do with him.
      

      
      The two creditors reached a silent accord. The first one cleared his throat.

      
      “Your staff will stay on,” he said. “We’ve already arranged for the sale of the property, and the new owner made it clear
         that he wants everything to stay just as it is.”
      

      
      “With the exception of yourself, of course, Miss Lodge.” The second creditor bobbed his head with a wise air. “The new owner
         won’t be needing you.”
      

      
      Some of Elenora’s tension eased. The people who worked for her were safe. She could turn her attention to her own future.

      
      “I assume you will allow me time to pack my clothes,” she said coldly.

      
      Neither of the two creditors appeared to hear the acute disdain that laced her tones. One of them hauled a watch out of his
         pocket.
      

      
      “You have thirty minutes, Miss Lodge.” He nodded at the big man from Bow Street. “Mr. Hitchins will remain with you at all
         times while you pack, to make sure that you don’t steal any of the silver. When you’re ready to leave, one of the farmers
         will take you into the village and leave you at the inn. What you do after that is up to you.”
      

      
      Elenora turned with as much dignity as she could muster and found herself confronted with her sobbing housekeeper and the
         distraught maid.
      

      
      Her own head was whirling in the face of the disaster, but she knew that she had to maintain her composure in front of these
         two. She gave them both what she hoped was a reassuring smile.
      

      
      “Calm yourselves,” she said briskly. “As you just heard, you are to remain in your posts, and the men will keep their positions as well.”
      

      
      The housekeeper and the maid stopped crying and lowered their handkerchiefs. Both went limp with relief.

      
      “Thank you, Miss Elenora,” the housekeeper whispered.

      
      Elenora patted her shoulder and hastened toward the stairs. She tried to ignore the mean-looking Runner who stalked behind
         her every step of the way.
      

      
      Hitchins stood just inside the opening of her bedchamber, hands clasped behind his back, feet braced, and watched as she hauled
         a large trunk out from under the bed.
      

      
      She wondered what he would say if she were to inform him that he was the only man who had ever set foot in her bedchamber.

      
      “This was my grandmother’s traveling trunk,” she told him instead, throwing open the lid to reveal the empty interior. “She
         was an actress. Her stage name was Agatha Knight. When she married my grandfather, there was a terrible uproar in the family.
         Such a scandal. My great-grandparents threatened to disown my grandfather. But in the end they were forced to accept the situation.
         You know how it is with families.”
      

      
      Hitchins grunted. Either he did not have any experience with a family or else he found her personal history extremely dull.
         She suspected the latter.
      

      
      In spite of Hitchins’s lack of conversation, she continued to chatter nonstop while she dragged her clothes out of the wardrobe.
         Her goal was to distract him. She did not want him to become curious about the old trunk.
      

      
      “My poor mother was mortified by the fact that her mother had gone on stage. She spent her entire life trying to live down Grandmother’s notorious career.”
      

      
      Hitchins checked his watch. “Ye’ve got ten minutes left.”

      
      “Thank you, Mr. Hitchins.” She gave him a steely smile. “You’re being very helpful.”

      
      The Runner proved to be inured to sarcasm. He no doubt experienced a lot of it in his profession.

      
      Elenora yanked open a drawer and took out a pile of neatly folded linen. “You might want to avert your eyes, sir.”

      
      Hitchins had the grace not to stare at her chemise and nightgown. But when she reached for the small clock on the bedside
         table, his thin mouth tightened.
      

      
      “Ye’re not to take anything except your personal clothing, Miss Lodge,” he said, shaking his head.

      
      “Yes, of course.” So much for sneaking in the clock. Pity. It might have been worth a few pounds to a pawn dealer. “How could
         I have forgotten?”
      

      
      She slammed the lid down and locked it quickly, a chill of relief shooting down her spine. The Runner had not shown the least
         bit of interest in her grandmother’s old theater trunk.
      

      
      “I am told that I look just like her when she was my age,” she said in conversational tones.

      
      “Who would that be, Miss Lodge?”

      
      “My grandmother, the actress.”

      
      “Is that a fact.” Hitchins shrugged. “Ready, are ye?”

      
      “Yes. I trust you will convey this downstairs for me?”

      
      “Aye, ma’am.”

      
      Hitchins hoisted the trunk and carried it down to the front hall. Outside, he loaded it into the waiting farmer’s cart.

      
      One of the creditors stepped into Elenora’s path as she made to follow Hitchins.

      
      “That little gold ring on your hand, if you please, Miss Lodge,” he said sharply.
      

      
      “Indeed.”

      
      With a bit of precise timing, she managed to remove the ring and drop it just as the creditor reached out to take it from
         her. The circlet of gold bounced on the floor.
      

      
      “Damnation.” The annoying little man leaned down to retrieve the ring.

      
      While he was bent over in a parody of an awkward bow, Elenora swept past him and went down the steps. Agatha Knight had always
         emphasized the importance of a well-staged exit.
      

      
      Hitchins, showing an unexpected turn of manners, handed her up onto the hard, wooden bench of the farm cart.

      
      “Thank you, sir,” she murmured. She settled herself on the seat with all of the grace and aplomb she would have employed getting
         into a fine carriage.
      

      
      A gleam of admiration appeared in the Runner’s eyes.

      
      “Good luck to ye, Miss Lodge.” He glanced into the rear of the cart where the trunk loomed large. “Did I mention that my uncle
         traveled with a company of actors in his younger days?”
      

      
      She froze. “No, you did not.”

      
      “Had a trunk very similar to yours. He said it was quite useful. He told me that he always made certain he had a few essentials
         packed inside in the event that he was obliged to leave town in a hurry.”
      

      
      She swallowed. “My grandmother gave me the same bit of advice.”

      
      “I trust ye heeded it, Miss Lodge?”

      
      “Yes, Mr. Hitchins, I did.”

      
      “Ye’ll do all right, Miss Lodge. Ye’ve got spirit.” He winked, tipped his hat and walked back toward his employers.
      

      
      Elenora took a deep breath. Then, with a snap, she unfurled her parasol and held it aloft as though it were a bright battle
         banner. The cart lumbered into motion.
      

      
      She did not look back at the house where she had been born and had lived all of her life.

      
      Her stepfather’s death had not come as a great surprise, and she felt no grief. She had been sixteen years old when Samuel
         Jones had married her mother. He had spent very little time here in the country, preferring London and his never-ending investment
         schemes. After her mother had died three years before, he had rarely showed up at all.
      

      
      That state of affairs had suited Elenora quite well. She did not care for Jones and was quite content not to have him underfoot.
         But of course that was before she had discovered that his lawyer had managed to shift her inheritance from her grandmother,
         which had included the house and surrounding property, into Jones’s control.
      

      
      And now it was all gone.

      
      Well, not quite all, she thought with grim satisfaction. Samuel Jones’s creditors had not known about her grandmother’s pearl
         and gold brooch and the matching earrings hidden in the false bottom of the old costume trunk.
      

      
      Agatha Knight had given her the jewelry right after her mother had married Samuel Jones. Agatha had kept the gift a secret
         and had instructed Elenora to hide the brooch and the earrings in the trunk and not tell anyone about them, not even her mother.
      

      
      It was obvious that Agatha’s intuition about Jones had been quite sound.

      
      Neither were the two creditors aware of the twenty pounds in bank notes that were also inside the trunk. She had kept the money aside after the sale of the crops, and had tucked
         the notes in with the jewelry when she had realized that Jones was going to take every penny from the harvest to invest in
         his mining scheme.
      

      
      What was done was done, she thought. She must turn her attention to the future. Her fortunes had definitely taken a downward
         turn, but at least she was not entirely alone in the world. She was engaged to be married to a fine gentleman. When Jeremy
         Clyde received word of her dire predicament, she knew that he would race to her side. He would no doubt insist that they move
         the date of the wedding forward.
      

      
      Yes indeed, she thought, in a month or so this terrible incident would be behind her. She would be a married woman with a
         new household to organize and manage. The prospect cheered her greatly.
      

      
      If there was one skill at which she excelled, it was that of organizing and supervising the myriad tasks required to maintain
         an orderly household and a prosperous farm. She could handle everything from arranging for the profitable sale of crops to
         keeping the accounts, seeing to the repairs of the cottages, hiring servants and laborers, and concocting medicines in the
         stillroom.
      

      
      She would make Jeremy an excellent wife, if she did say so herself.

      
      Jeremy Clyde galloped into the inn yard later that evening, just as Elenora was instructing the innkeeper’s wife on the importance
         of making certain that the sheets on her bed were freshly laundered.
      

      
      When she glanced out the window and saw who had arrived, Elenora broke off the lecture and rushed downstairs.
      

      
      She went straight into Jeremy’s open arms.

      
      “Dearest.” Jeremy hugged her quickly and then put her gently away from him. His handsome face was set in lines of grave concern.
         “I came as soon as I heard the news. How dreadful for you. Your stepfather’s creditors took everything? The house? All of the property?”
      

      
      She sighed. “I’m afraid so.”

      
      “This is a terrible blow for you, my dear. I do not know what to say.”

      
      But it transpired that Jeremy did, indeed, have something very important to say. It took him some time to get around to it,
         and he prefaced it with the assurance that it broke his heart to have to tell her, but he really had no choice.
      

      
      It all boiled down to a very simple matter: Due to the fact that she had been stripped of her inheritance, he was forced to
         terminate their engagement immediately.
      

      
      He rode away a short while later, leaving just as quickly as he had come.

      
      Elenora climbed the stairs to her tiny room and sent for a bottle of the innkeeper’s least-expensive wine. When it was delivered,
         she locked her door, lit a candle and poured herself a brimming glass of the tonic.
      

      
      She sat there for a long time, looking out into the night, drinking the bad wine and contemplating her future.

      
      She truly was all alone in the world now. It was a strange and disturbing thought. Her orderly, well-planned life had been
         turned upside down.
      

      
      Only a few hours before, her future had seemed so clear and bright. Jeremy had been planning to move into her house after
         the marriage. She’d had a comfortable vision of herself as his wife and lifetime partner; a vision in which she managed the household, raised their children and
         continued to supervise the farm’s business affairs. Now that shimmering bubble of a dream had burst.
      

      
      But very late that night, after most of the wine in the bottle was gone, it came to her that she was now free in a way she
         had never been before in her entire life. For the first time ever, she had no obligations to anyone. No tenants or servants
         depended upon her. No one needed her. She had no roots, no ties, no home.
      

      
      There was no one to care if she made herself notorious or dragged the Lodge name through the muck of a great scandal, just
         as her grandmother had done.
      

      
      She had a chance to plot a new course for herself.

      
      In the pale light of the new dawn she glimpsed a dazzling vision of the very different future she would craft.

      
      It would be a future in which she would be free of the narrow, rigid strictures that bound one so tightly when one lived in
         a small village; a future in which she controlled her own property and her own finances.
      

      
      In this grand, new future she would be able to do things that she could never have done in her old life. She might even allow
         herself to sample those uniquely stimulating pleasures that her grandmother had assured her were to be found in the arms of the right man.
      

      
      But she would not have to pay the price that most women of her station in life paid to know those pleasures, she promised
         herself. She would not have to marry. After all, there was no one left to care if she ruined her good name.
      

      
      Yes, this new future would be glorious indeed.

      
      All she had to do was find a way to pay for it.

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      

      
      The ghastly, corpse-pale face appeared suddenly, materializing out of the depths of the fathomless darkness like some demonic
         guardian set to protect forbidden secrets. The lantern light spilled a hellish glare across the stark, staring face.
      

      
      The man in the small boat screamed at the sight of the monster, but there was no one to hear him.

      
      His shriek of horror echoed endlessly off the ancient stone walls that enclosed him in a corridor of endless night. His shocked
         start of surprise affected his balance. He staggered, causing the small boat in which he traveled to bob dangerously on the
         current of the black waters.
      

      
      His heart pounded. He was abruptly drenched in a chilling sweat. He stopped breathing.

      
      Reflexively he gripped the long pole he had been using to propel the little craft up the sluggish stream, and fought to steady
         himself.
      

      
      Mercifully the end of the pole dug solidly into the riverbed, holding the boat steady as the last reverberations of his dreadful cry died away.
      

      
      The eerie silence descended once more. He managed to breathe again. He stared at the slightly-larger-than-human-sized head,
         his hands still shaking.
      

      
      It was merely another one of the ancient classical statues that lay like so many dismembered bodies here and there along the
         banks of the underground river. The helmet on this one identified it as a figure of Minerva.
      

      
      Although it was not the first such statue he had come across in the course of this strange journey, it was certainly the most
         unnerving. The thing resembled nothing so much as a severed head that had been tossed heedlessly into the mud beside the river.
      

      
      He shivered again, tightened his grip on the pole and shoved hard. He was annoyed at his reaction to the figure. What was
         the matter with him? He could not allow his nerves to be so easily unsettled. He had a destiny to fulfill.
      

      
      The little boat shot forward, slipping past the marble head.

      
      The craft rounded another bend in the river. The lantern light picked out one of the low, arched footbridges that spanned
         the stream at various points along the way. They were passages to nowhere, ending as they did at the walls of the tunnel that
         enclosed them. The man ducked slightly to avoid banging his head.
      

      
      As the last of his terror left him, the surging thrill of excitement returned. It was all just as his predecessor had described
         in his journal. The lost river truly did exist, twisting beneath the city, a secret waterway that had been covered over and
         forgotten centuries before.
      

      
      The author of the journal had concluded that the Romans, never the sort to pass up a potential engineering project, had been the first to enclose the river so that they could contain it and build upon it. One could see
         the evidence of their masonry work here and there in the lantern light. In other places, the underground tunnel through which
         the river passed was vaulted in the Medieval style.
      

      
      The enclosed waters no doubt functioned as an unknown sewer for the great city above it, carrying storm waters and the runoff
         from drains to the Thames. The smell was foul. It was so silent here in this place of eternal night that he could hear the
         skittering of rats and other vermin on the narrow banks.
      

      
      Not much farther now, he thought. If the directions in the journal were correct, he would soon come upon the stone crypt that
         marked the entrance to his predecessor’s secret underground laboratory. He hoped with all his might that he would find the
         strange machine there, where it had been left all those years before.
      

      
      The one who had come before him had been forced to abandon the glorious project because he had not been able to unravel the
         last great riddle in the ancient lapidary. But the man in the boat knew that he had succeeded where his predecessor had failed.
         He had managed to decode the old alchemist’s instructions. He was certain that he could complete the task.
      

      
      If he was fortunate enough to find the device, there were still many things to be done before it could be made to work. He
         had yet to locate the missing stones and get rid of the two old men who knew the secrets of the past. But he foresaw no great
         difficulties in that endeavor.
      

      
      Information was the key to success, and he knew how to obtain that commodity. He moved in Society, so he had some useful connections
         in that world. But he also made it a point to spend a great deal of time in the disreputable hells and brothels where the gentlemen of the ton went to seek more unwholesome pleasures. He had found such
         places to be veritable oceans of rumor and gossip.
      

      
      There was only one person who knew enough to be able to realize what he intended, but she would not be a problem. Her great
         weakness was her love for him. He had always been able to use her affection and trust to manipulate her.
      

      
      No, if he found the device tonight, nothing could stop him from fulfilling his destiny.

      
      They had labeled the one who had come before him a madman and refused to acknowledge his genius. But this time matters would
         unfold in a very different fashion.
      

      
      When he had finished constructing the deadly device and demonstrated its enormous destructive energy, all of England, indeed
         all of Europe would be forced to hail the second Newton in its midst.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
      She won’t do. Too timid. Too meek.” Arthur watched the door close behind the woman he had just finished interviewing. “I thought
         I made it clear, I need a lady with spirit and a certain presence. I am not looking for the typical sort of paid companion.
         Bring in another one.”
      

      
      Mrs. Goodhew exchanged a glance with her business partner, Mrs. Willis. Arthur sensed that they were both nearing the end
         of their patience. In the course of the past hour and a half he had spoken with seven applicants. None of the subdued, painfully
         dowdy women on the Goodhew & Willis Agency roster had come close to being a potential candidate for the post he was offering.
      

      
      He did not blame Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis for their growing exasperation. But he was beyond being exasperated. He was
         desperate.
      

      
      Mrs. Goodhew cleared her throat, folded her large, competent hands on top of her desk and regarded Arthur with a stern air. “My lord, I regret to say that we have exhausted our list of suitable applicants.”
      

      
      “Impossible. There must be someone else.” There had to be another candidate. His entire plan hinged on finding the right woman.

      
      Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis glowered at him from behind their matching desks. They were both formidable females. Mrs. Goodhew
         was tall and grandly proportioned with a face that could have been stamped on an ancient coin. Her associate was as thin and
         sharp as a pair of shears.
      

      
      Both were soberly but expensively attired. There was a judicious amount of gray in their hair and a considerable measure of
         experience in their eyes.
      

      
      The sign on the front door outside declared that the Goodhew & Willis Agency had supplied paid companions and governesses
         to persons of quality for over fifteen years. The fact that these two had established this agency and operated it at an obvious
         profit for that period of time was a testimony to their intelligence and sound business sense.
      

      
      Arthur studied their determined expressions and considered his options. Before coming here, he had gone to two other agencies
         that boasted a selection of ladies seeking work as paid companions. Each had produced a handful of insipid prospects. He had
         felt a distinct pang of pity for all of them. He understood that only the most dire conditions of genteel poverty could induce
         any female to seek such a post. But he was not in the market for a woman who aroused the emotion of pity in others.
      

      
      He clasped his hands behind his back, widened his stance and confronted Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis from the far side of
         the room.
      

      
      “If you have run through all of the suitable candidates,” he said, “then the answer is clear. Find me an unsuitable female.”
      

      
      The two stared at him as though he had taken leave of his senses.

      
      Mrs. Willis recovered first. “This is a respectable agency, sir. We do not have any unsuitable females in our files,” she said in her razor-edged voice. “Our ladies are all guaranteed to possess reputations that are
         entirely above reproach. Their references are impeccable.”
      

      
      “Perhaps you would do well to try another agency,” Mrs. Goodhew suggested in quelling tones.

      
      “I don’t have time to go to another agency.” He could not believe that his carefully calculated scheme was about to fall apart
         simply because he could not find the right female. He had assumed that this would be the simplest, most straightforward part
         of the plan. Instead, it was proving to be astonishingly complicated. “I told you, I must fill this post immediately—”
      

      
      The door slammed open behind him with resounding force, effectively putting an end to his sentence.

      
      Together with Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis, he turned to look at the woman who blew into the office with the force of a small
         storm off the sea.
      

      
      He saw at once that she had, possibly by accident although he suspected more likely by design, tried to distract attention
         from her striking features. A pair of gold-framed spectacles partially veiled her vivid amber-gold eyes. Her glossy, midnight-dark
         hair was pulled back in a remarkably severe style that would have looked more appropriate on a housekeeper or maid.
      

      
      She wore a serviceable gown of some heavy, dull material in a peculiarly unattractive shade of gray. The garment looked as
         though it had been deliberately fashioned to make its wearer appear shorter and heavier than she actually was.
      

      
      The connoisseurs of the ton and the obnoxious dandies who loitered about on Bond Street ogling the ladies would no doubt have
         dismissed this woman out of hand. But they were fools who did not know how to look beneath the surface, Arthur thought.
      

      
      He watched the purposeful yet graceful way in which she moved. There was nothing timid or hesitant about her. Lively intelligence
         glittered in her exotic eyes. Spirit and determination radiated from her.
      

      
      In an attempt to maintain his objectivity, he concluded that the lady lacked the sort of smooth, superficial perfection that
         would have caused the men of the ton to hail her as a diamond of the first water. Nevertheless, there was about her something
         that drew the eye, an energy and vitality that created an invisible aura. In the right clothes she would not go unnoticed
         in a ballroom.
      

      
      “Miss Lodge, please, you cannot go in there.” The harried-looking woman who occupied the desk in the outer office hovered
         uncertainly in the opening. “I told you, Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis are discussing a very important matter with a client.”
      

      
      “I do not care if they are discussing their wills or their funeral arrangements, Mrs. McNab. I intend to speak with them immediately.
         I have had quite enough of this nonsense.”
      

      
      Miss Lodge came to a halt in front of the twin desks. Arthur knew that she had not noticed him standing behind her in the
         shadows. The thick fog outside the windows was, in part, responsible. The mist allowed only a vague, gray light into the office.
         What little illumination there was did not penetrate far.
      

      
      Mrs. Willis heaved a long-suffering sigh and assumed an expression that implied she was resigned to some inevitable fate.
      

      
      Mrs. Goodhew, obviously made of sterner stuff, surged to her feet. “What in heaven’s name do you think you are doing interrupting
         us in this outrageous manner, Miss Lodge?”
      

      
      “I am correcting what appears to be the mistaken impression that I am seeking a post in the household of a drunkard, or a
         lecherous rakehell.” Miss Lodge narrowed her gaze. “Let us be clear about this. I am in need of an immediate position. I cannot
         afford to waste any more time interviewing employers who are obviously unacceptable.”
      

      
      “We will discuss this later, Miss Lodge,” Mrs. Goodhew snapped.

      
      “We will discuss it now. I have just come from the appointment you arranged for me this afternoon, and I can assure you that
         I would not take that post if it were the very last position you had to offer.”
      

      
      Mrs. Goodhew smiled with what could only be described as cold triumph. “As it happens, Miss Lodge, it is, indeed, the very
         last post that this agency intends to make available to you.”
      

      
      Miss Lodge frowned. “Don’t be absurd. As annoying as this process is for all concerned and most especially for me, I fear
         we must press on.”
      

      
      Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis exchanged glances. Mrs. Goodhew turned back to Miss Lodge.

      
      “On the contrary,” she said icily. “I see no point in sending you out on even one more interview.”

      
      “Haven’t you been paying attention, Mrs. Goodhew?” Miss Lodge snapped. “I told you, I am in need of a new position immediately.
         My current employer will be leaving town the day after tomorrow to join her friend in the country. She has graciously consented to allow me to stay with her until she departs, but after that I will be obliged to find new lodgings. Lodgings
         which, due to the extremely poor wages I have been paid for the past few months, I cannot afford at the moment.”
      

      
      Mrs. Willis shook her head with what appeared to be sincere regret. “We have done our best to secure another post for you,
         Miss Lodge. You have had five interviews with five different clients in the past three days, but you have failed at each attempt.”
      

      
      “I am not the one who failed those interviews. The prospective employers failed them.” Miss Lodge raised one gloved hand and
         began to tick off her fingers as she continued. “Mrs. Tibbett was well into her cups when I arrived, and she continued to
         nip at her bottle of gin until she toppled over and fell sound asleep on the sofa. Why she seeks a paid companion is beyond
         me. She was unable to carry on a coherent conversation.”
      

      
      “That is quite enough, Miss Lodge,” Mrs. Goodhew said through set teeth.

      
      “Mrs. Oxby said nothing during the entire interview. Instead she allowed her son to conduct the proceedings.” Miss Lodge shuddered.
         “It was obvious that he is one of those dreadful men who inflicts himself upon the weak and helpless females in his own household.
         The situation was impossible. I have no intention of living under the same roof with such a despicable man.”
      

      
      “Miss Lodge, if you please.” Mrs. Goodhew seized a paperweight and thumped the top of her desk.

      
      Miss Lodge ignored her. “And then there was Mrs. Stanbridge, who was so ill that she was forced to conduct the interview from
         her bed. It was clear to me that she will not survive the fortnight. Her relatives are dealing with her affairs. They cannot wait for her to cock up her toes so that they can get their hands on her money. I could
         see immediately that it would have been highly unlikely that I would have been able to collect my fees from them.”
      

      
      Mrs. Goodhew drew herself up to her full height and bristled. “It is not the prospective employers who are to blame for your
         predicament, Miss Lodge. You are the one who is responsible for your failure to secure new employment.”
      

      
      “Nonsense. I had no difficulty whatsoever in obtaining a suitable position six months ago when I first applied to this firm.”

      
      “Mrs. Willis and I have concluded that that bit of luck came about solely because of the fact that your first employer happened
         to be a noted eccentric who, for some incomprehensible reason, found you amusing,” Mrs. Goodhew declared.
      

      
      “Unfortunately for you, Miss Lodge,” Mrs. Willis added with ghoulish good cheer, “our list of clients is quite short of eccentrics
         at the moment. Generally speaking, we do not cater to that type of client.”
      

      
      It occurred to Arthur that the tension in the room had escalated to the point where the three women had forgotten that he
         was there.
      

      
      Miss Lodge flushed an angry shade of pink. “Mrs. Egan is not an eccentric. She is an intelligent, well-traveled woman who
         holds enlightened views on a vast number of subjects.”
      

      
      “Twenty years ago she had a string of lovers that was said to include half the ton, both male and female,” Mrs. Goodhew shot
         back. “She is rumored to be a devoted follower of Wollstonecraft’s odd notions regarding female behavior, she refuses to eat
         meat, she is a student of metaphysics and everyone knows that she once traveled all the way to Egypt and back with only two servants for company.”
      

      
      “Furthermore, it is a well-known fact that she will only wear garments made of purple cloth,” Mrs. Willis announced. “Rest
         assured, Miss Lodge, eccentric is the most polite label we can apply to your current employer.”
      

      
      “That is grossly unfair.” Miss Lodge’s eyes sparkled with outrage. “Mrs. Egan is an estimable employer. I will not allow you
         to slander her.”
      

      
      Arthur found himself both amused and strangely entranced by her loyalty to her soon-to-be-former employer.

      
      Mrs. Goodhew snorted. “We are not here to discuss Mrs. Egan’s personal qualities, however estimable you may deem them to be.
         The fact is, there really is nothing more that we can do for you, Miss Lodge.”
      

      
      “I don’t believe that for a moment,” Miss Lodge said.

      
      Mrs. Willis beetled her brows. “How do you expect us to find a place for you, Miss Lodge, when you have steadfastly refused
         to adopt the appropriate demeanor required of a successful paid companion? We have explained time and again that meekness,
         humility and quiet, restrained speech are imperative.”
      

      
      “Bah, I have been meek and humble to a fault.” Miss Lodge appeared sincerely affronted by the criticism. “And as for quiet
         speech, I challenge either of you to prove that my conversation has been anything but quiet and restrained.”
      

      
      Mrs. Willis raised her eyes to the ceiling, evidently seeking help from a higher power.

      
      Mrs. Goodhew snorted. “Your notion of appropriate behavior differs markedly from that of this agency. We are unable to do
         anything more for you, Miss Lodge.”
      

      
      Arthur noticed that Miss Lodge was starting to look worried now. Her firm, elegant jaw tightened visibly. He could see that
         she was about to change tactics.
      

      
      “Let us not be too hasty here,” she said smoothly. “I am certain there must be other potential employers in your files.” She
         gave both women a sudden, brilliant smile that could have lit up an entire ballroom. “If you will allow me to look through
         them, I can no doubt save all of us a good deal of time.”
      

      
      “Let you examine our client files?” Mrs. Willis flinched as though she had touched an electricity machine. “Out of the question.
         Those files are confidential.”
      

      
      “Calm yourself,” Miss Lodge said. “I have no intention of gossiping about your clients. I merely wish to peruse the files
         so that I may make an informed decision concerning my future employment.”
      

      
      Mrs. Willis squinted at her down the long length of her sharp nose. “You do not seem to grasp the salient point here, Miss
         Lodge. It is the client who makes the decision when it comes to filling the post, not the applicant.”
      

      
      “On the contrary.” Miss Lodge took a step closer to Mrs. Willis’s desk, leaned over slightly and flattened her gloved hands
         on the polished surface. “It is you who fail to comprehend. I cannot afford to fritter away any more time on this project.
         Allowing me to examine the files seems an entirely sensible approach to the problem we face.”
      

      
      “We do not face a problem, Miss Lodge.” Mrs. Goodhew raised her brows. “You face one. I fear that from now on, you must face
         it somewhere else.”
      

      
      “That is quite impossible,” Miss Lodge looked at her. “I have already explained that there is not enough time left for me to apply to another agency. I must have a position before Mrs. Egan departs for the country.”
      

      
      Arthur made his decision. “Perhaps you would care to consider one more offer of employment from this agency, Miss Lodge.”

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      

      
      The sound of his voice, dark, chilled, controlled and seemingly emanating from the gloom behind her, unnerved Elenora to such
         a degree that she very nearly dropped her reticule.
      

      
      She whirled around with a tiny, stifled gasp. For a few disturbing seconds she could not make him out clearly, but she knew
         instantly that whoever he was, he could well prove dangerous. An oddly exhilarating thrill of anticipation swept through her.
      

      
      Hastily, she tried to shake off the sensation. She had never reacted like this to any man. It was no doubt a trick of the
         poor light. The fog had closed in very snugly around the windows, and the two small lamps on the desks of Mrs. Goodhew and
         Mrs. Willis created more shadows than they dispelled.
      

      
      Then she realized that she was still wearing the spectacles she had borrowed from Mrs. Egan to enhance her appearance as a
         proper companion for today’s interviews. She reached up very quickly, plucked the eyeglasses from her nose and blinked a couple of times to refocus her vision.
      

      
      She could see the man in the shadows quite clearly now, but that did not do much to alter her initial impression. If anything
         it only heightened her feelings of wariness and excitement.
      

      
      “Dear me,” Mrs. Willis said quickly. “I had quite forgotten you were standing there, sir. I beg your pardon. Allow me to introduce
         Miss Elenora Lodge. Miss Lodge, the Earl of St. Merryn.”
      

      
      St. Merryn inclined his head ever so slightly. “A pleasure, Miss Lodge.”

      
      No one would ever label him handsome, Elenora thought. The power, control and harsh intelligence that stamped his features
         left no room for elegance, refinement or traditional masculine beauty.
      

      
      His hair was a deep shade of brown. Unfathomable smoky green eyes watched her from some concealed lair deep inside. He had
         the bold nose, high cheekbones and distinctive jaw that one associated with creatures that survived on their hunting skills.
      

      
      She realized with a start that she was allowing her imagination to get the better of her. It had been a very long day.

      
      She pulled herself together and made her curtsy. “My lord.”

      
      “It would seem that we might be of service to each other, Miss Lodge,” he said. His gaze never wavered from her face. “You
         are in need of a position. I have a distant relative, the widow of a cousin on my father’s side, who is staying with me for
         the Season. I require a companion for her. I am prepared to pay you triple your usual fees.”
      

      
      Triple her usual fees. She was suddenly a little breathless. Steady now, she thought. Whatever else she did, she must maintain an air of dignified calm. She had a feeling that if St. Merryn detected any indication that she
         suffered from delicate or easily excitable nerves, he would withdraw his offer.
      

      
      Raising her chin, she gave him what she hoped was a coolly polite smile. “I am prepared to discuss the position, sir.”

      
      She heard Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis murmur between themselves, but she paid no attention. She was too busy watching the
         satisfaction that glittered briefly in the earl’s enigmatic eyes.
      

      
      “There is a bit more to the post than the duties that are generally expected of a paid companion,” St. Merryn said very deliberately.

      
      She recalled the old adage about things sounding too good to be true and steeled herself.

      
      “For some reason, I am not surprised to hear that,” she said dryly. “Perhaps you would be so good as to explain?”

      
      “Of course.” St. Merryn switched his attention to Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis. “I would prefer to have this conversation
         in private with Miss Lodge, if you two ladies do not mind.” He paused a beat and smiled faintly. “The situation involves a
         family matter. I’m sure you comprehend.”
      

      
      “Certainly,” Mrs. Goodhew said. She seemed relieved to have the excuse to exit the room. “Mrs. Willis?”

      
      Mrs. Willis was already on her feet. “After you, Mrs. Goodhew.”

      
      The two women stepped smartly around their desks and crossed the room. They closed the door very firmly behind them.

      
      A heavy silence descended. Elenora did not like the feel of impending dread that accompanied it.

      
      Some of her initial excitement faded. It was replaced with wariness. Her palms tingled with a strange chill. She sensed the weight of the heavy fog pressing at the windows.
         It was so thick that she could not see the buildings across the narrow street. Was it just her imagination that made the room
         seem suddenly very small and intensely intimate?
      

      
      St. Merryn walked deliberately across the office and came to a halt in front of one of the windows. He meditated for a while
         on the featureless mist that shrouded the narrow street. She knew that he was debating just how much to tell her.
      

      
      “I may as well come straight out with it, Miss Lodge,” he said after a moment. “What I told Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis was
         not the full truth. I am not in need of a companion for my relative, although she is, indeed, staying in my house.”
      

      
      “I see. What do you require, sir?”

      
      “A fiancée.”

      
      Elenora closed her eyes in despair. Just when she had begun to believe that the nature of the potential employers in the files
         of Goodhew & Willis could not get any worse, she was confronted with a madman.
      

      
      “Miss Lodge?” St. Merryn’s voice cracked like a whip across the room. “Are you all right?”

      
      Jolted, she opened her eyes and summoned what she hoped was a soothing smile. “Of course, my lord. I am perfectly all right.
         Now then, perhaps there is someone who should be summoned?”
      

      
      “I beg your pardon?”

      
      “A family member or a personal servant, perhaps?” She hesitated delicately. “Or an attendant?”

      
      The poor sent their insane relatives to the horrors of the hospital known as Bedlam. But among the wealthy, it was customary
         to secure an afflicted family member in a private asylum. She wondered when St. Merryn had escaped and whether anyone had noticed yet that he was missing from his locked cell.
      

      
      “An attendant?” St. Merryn’s expression hardened. “What the devil are you talking about?”

      
      “It is rather bleak and gloomy outside, is it not?” she said gently. “One can easily become lost in a fog like this.” Especially
         if one’s mind is also filled with strange vapors and visions, she added silently. “But I’m certain that there is someone who
         will come and guide you home. If you could just let Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis know where to send a message …”
      

      
      Understanding and then icy amusement lit St. Merryn’s eyes. “You think I’m mad, don’t you?”

      
      “No such thing, my lord. I was merely trying to be helpful.” She took a cautious step back toward the door. “But if there
         should happen to be a tiny problem here, I am confident that Mrs. Goodhew and Mrs. Willis will be able to deal with it.”
      

      
      Concluding that it would not be wise to turn her back on a lunatic, she groped awkwardly behind herself, searching for the
         doorknob.
      

      
      “No doubt.” His smile was wry and fleeting. “I’ll wager those two are capable of dealing with just about anything, including
         a deranged client. But, as it happens, Miss Lodge, I am not mad.” He shrugged. “At least, I do not believe that I am. If you
         will take your hand off that doorknob, I will attempt to explain.”
      

      
      She did not move.

      
      He raised his brows slightly. “I promise you, I will make it worth your while.”

      
      “In the financial sense?”
      

      
      His mouth tilted a little at one corner. “Is there any other sense?”

      
      Not as far as she was concerned, she thought. In her current predicament, she could not afford to overlook any reasonable offer of employment. The shimmering dream of a new future for herself that she had created out of thin air
         that long, lonely night six months before, had proved far more difficult to achieve in real life than she had ever imagined.
         Money was the sticking point. She needed this post.
      

      
      St. Merryn might be mad, but he did not appear to be a depraved rakehell or a drunkard as had been the case with two of her
         potential employers that afternoon.
      

      
      In point of fact, she thought, he was starting to sound more and more like a man who understood how to conduct a business
         negotiation. She admired that quality in a gentleman.
      

      
      And he was most certainly not on his deathbed, either, as the third potential client that day had been. Quite the contrary,
         there was a disconcerting, intensely intriguing air of masculine vitality about him that stirred her in a way she could not
         describe. He was not handsome, at least not in the manner in which Jeremy Clyde had been. But the whispers of awareness lifting
         the little hairs on the nape of her neck were oddly stimulating.
      

      
      Reluctantly, she released the doorknob. She stayed where she was, however, within inches of escape. A successful paid companion
         learned to be prepared for the unexpected.
      

      
      “Very well, sir. I am listening.”

      
      St. Merryn moved to the front of Mrs. Goodhew’s desk, leaned back against it and stretched his arms out to the sides. The
         position pulled his excellently cut coat snugly across his strong shoulders. It also allowed her to notice that he had a broad
         chest, flat stomach and lean hips. There was nothing thin or soft or weak about him.
      

      
      “I have come to London for a few weeks this Season for the sole purpose of conducting some rather complicated business affairs. I will not bore you with the details, but the
         long and short of it is that I intend to form a consortium of investors. The project requires secrecy and privacy. If you
         know anything about Society, you will be aware that both conditions are extremely difficult to achieve. The Polite World lives
         on a steady diet of gossip and rumor.”
      

      
      She allowed herself to relax slightly. Perhaps he was not mad after all.

      
      “Pray continue, sir.”

      
      “Unfortunately, given my current situation and a certain incident that occurred a year ago, I believe it will be somewhat
         difficult for me to go about my business without a great deal of annoying interference unless I am seen to be quite clearly
         off the marriage mart.”
      

      
      She cleared her throat. “Your situation?” she asked as delicately as possible.

      
      He raised one brow. “I have a title, several rather nice estates and a substantial fortune. And I am not married.”

      
      “How nice for you,” she murmured.

      
      He looked briefly amused. “Sarcasm is not generally considered a desirable quality in a paid companion, but given the fact
         that I am just as desperate as you are, I am prepared to overlook it on this occasion.”
      

      
      She blushed. “My apologies, sir. It has been a somewhat trying day.”

      
      “I assure you, mine was equally unpleasant.”

      
      It was time to get back to the subject at hand, she decided. “Yes, well I do see that your situation makes you an extremely interesting commodity in certain social circles.”
      

      
      “And no doubt quite boring in other circles.”

      
      She had to work to hold back a smile. His wry, self-deprecating humor caught her by surprise.

      
      St. Merryn did not appear to notice her startled amusement. He drummed his fingertips in a single staccato pattern on the
         desk. “But that is neither here nor there. As I was saying, my situation is further complicated by the fact that last Season,
         I was engaged for a time to a young lady who eventually eloped with another man.”
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