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Spy vs. Spy

Amidst the glittering ballrooms and secretive intelligence-gathering hidden within the heart of Regency London, two spies are locked in a dangerous game of deception and desire.

Irène Daniau, a daring Frenchwoman in the service of the English crown, is forced by her superior to enter society and find a husband under the pseudonym Irene Daniels. But Irène has a problem: she’s stolen the seal of the French Minister of War, and now someone has come to retrieve it. After five years as a spy, Irène trusts no one—especially the much too serious and entirely too handsome Viscount Poppleton, who is definitely hiding something.

Philippe Proulx, a French nobleman with no choice but to obey the orders of Napoleon’s new government, finds himself in London under the alias Viscount Poppleton. Tasked with retrieving a stolen seal, Philippe must maintain his cover while searching for clues in the elegant drawing rooms of the British elite. As he maneuvers through London society, his path crosses with the intriguing Irene, whose intelligence and beauty make him want to forget his mission… if only lives were not at stake.

In a world where so much lies just below the surface, Irène and Philippe must outwit each other while guarding their own secrets. But as their games of deception intensify, so too does the undeniable attraction between them, threatening to unravel everything they’ve worked for.

The Count and the Chameleon is a tale of espionage, identity, and passion set against the backdrop of the Napoleonic Wars. Perfect for fans of Joanna Bourne and Julia Quinn, this novel will keep you captivated from the first secretive glance to the final breathtaking reveal.
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Prologue

 

Irène Daniau set down her duster and softly closed the door to Minister Clarke’s study. She took a quick glance through the papers on his desk. There was nothing of interest today just requisitions for supplies and reports on the number of casualties from the last battle fought. She sighed. As the Minister of War, Clarke usually had detailed information on the number of troops at any given location as well as an abundance of other information useful to the English government.

Irène was supposed to meet George, her counterpart, the following morning and she needed something to give him. For the past week there hadn’t been anything of interest here. It was almost as if he knew Irène was copying his documents—but that was ridiculous, no one even looked twice at the ordinary little maid who dusted and changed sheets.

In a fit of frustration, Irène felt under and around the desk. Perhaps there was a secret drawer somewhere that she hadn’t found before. Somewhere he was keeping his more sensitive documents. 

There was nothing under the desk. She crouched behind the table and ran her hands down intricate wood carving that decorated either side of the ornate piece of furniture, randomly pressing at anything that protruded more than whatever was around it.

After minutes of fruitless search, she finally felt something depress. A soft click sounded and a very shallow drawer opened up just below the one that held his stationary. It was well hidden, looking like it was simply a part of the drawer above it. Inside was the minister’s official seal.

Mon Dieu! Irène thought. With this—

“Marie! What do you think you are doing?” the harsh voice of the housekeeper made Irène jump.

She looked up and over the top of the desk. “Madame? I… I am cleaning Monsieur’s desk. The carving here was gathering dusk in all the small cracks and crannies,” she said as she quickly pocketed the seal. Thank goodness the drawer made almost no sound as it closed.

The woman was around the desk in a moment peering suspiciously at Irène. “I do not believe you, you little trollop. You are searching for money. I know your sort.” The woman shook an accusing finger at Irène. She then stretched her arm out, using that same finger to point to the door. “Out! You no longer work in this house. Do you understand me? We do not suffer thieves in Monsieur Clarke’s home. You will leave immediately.”

“But, Madame!” Irène protested.

“No. There is no arguing. Go and find yourself another position elsewhere.”

“Will you write me a letter—” Irène began. Without a letter of recommendation she would not be able to find another position and it was vital to her work that she be embedded into the home of some official in Napoleon’s army. It had been a major coup that she’d actually gotten a position in the home of the Minister of War.

“Absolutely not! Now, go!” The woman stamped her foot to emphasize her words.

Irène had no choice but to do as she was told. At least she had the seal. That would surely make her superior, Lord Everston, happy. And perhaps she would be able to find another position even without a letter from the housekeeper. Letters could be forged, after all.

With all of her worldly goods packed into a small valise, Irène left the minister’s home and headed toward the center of Paris. At least she would not have to worry about sneaking out to meet her contact the following day. Perhaps she would go early and spend some time looking at the works of art stolen from all of the nobles who’d met Madame Guillotine over the past few years. Napoleon had collected them all into the palace of the royal family near the Seine which he now called Le Musée Napoleon and was open to visitors. And thank goodness it wasn’t so cold anymore. She would be sleeping outdoors tonight.

The following morning at precisely ten, Irène was strolling slowly around one of the artifacts which had been brought back from Egypt. She did not understand Napoleon’s fascination with such odd things. They were not to her taste at all. Sadly, it was where she was to meet her counterpart. Ah, and there he was.

She lifted a hand and gave him a smile as only a lover would share. “Georges, I have missed you," she exclaimed loud enough to be heard by any passers by.

He smiled and kissed both of her cheeks. “My darling, it has only been two days,” he said, his French accent that of the lower classes to match his thin coat and badly scuffed boots.

She laced her arm through his. “It feels like forever, but then when one has no position time passes so differently.”

“No position?” He looked down at her, concern on his face.

She shook her head. “Me, I was accused of thievery when anyone would know that is ridiculous. I would never bend so low. But nonetheless, I was thrown out.”

He tsked sadly. “I am sorry,” he said quietly in English.

She shrugged and then slipped the seal out of her pocket and into his under the cover of their arms locked together. “I did manage to take this away with me, however,” she said, responding in the same language. 

He shook his head and slipped it right back. “Give it to him yourself. If you have no job, you should return.”

“But, George—

 He held up a hand. “Irène, you know the way of things. Discuss it with him.” He slipped her a small pouch filled with money. By the weight of it, it would be enough to get her from Paris to London and perhaps there would even be a little left over for a nice meal once she arrived.

They walked in silence for a few minutes before he said returning to French, “I will miss you.”

She looked up into his handsome face. She had no feelings for this man other than that of the closest of friends. Indeed, he had been not only her contact here in Paris, but her lifeline and her friend. How many hours had they spent together teaching each other their own languages in their own accents? Too many to count. But after five years, he now spoke French like any workman and she could mimic the English of the haute ton of British society. 

With a scowl, Irène pulled away from him, turned on her heel and left, commenting just loud enough to be heard by the people she passed, “Men! You cannot trust them.”

She was not happy. She didn’t want to return to London. She wanted to continue doing what she had been doing for the past five years—stealing documents for the English government and doing all she could to bring down the government of the man who was supposed to bring equality to the masses, but instead had only recreated a nobility of his cronies. It disgusted her and she stomped angrily all the way out of the museum.

#

“Pippin Poppleton? You have got to be kidding! Who in their right mind would believe such a ridiculous name?” Philippe Proulx, Compte de Vernais asked with a sneer.

“I fully expect all of those idiot English to believe it, without even the blink of an eyelash,” Fouché said. He curled his lips to match those of Vernais. “And if they do not, it will be your fault.” He turned to the older woman who stood in the cell next to Vernais. “Your dear auntie’s head will look so good gracing a fence post at the palace.”

Silent tears slipped down the lady’s soft cheeks—cheeks that had nestled against Philippe since his own were as soft and downy. “You do what you feel is right, Philippe. Do not think of me. I am old and will go to God soon in any case. If they want to hasten my departure, let them.”

He turned to her and took her into his arms as much as the iron bars between them would allow. “I will not let them. You know I cannot.” He placed a loving kiss to her forehead just as she had done so many times to him as he grown from a scared, orphaned boy to the man he was today.

He loved this woman even more than he’d loved his own mother, for in truth, his mother had not been nearly so kind and loving as her younger sister. His mother had enjoyed her parties, her gowns, and her antics. She had enjoyed court life until it had killed her and Philippe’s father when he’d tried to stop her from engaging in some stupid race. They’d both died, leaving Philippe to be raised by his aunt and uncle.

“I have no choice,” he whispered into his aunt’s hair before pulling back and turning to Fouché. “Fine, I shall do it. I shall become this… this Pippin Poppleton.”

The man’s sneer turned into a smile. “A wise decision. And may I congratulate you on your newly appointed viscountcy? I hereby name you Viscount Poppleton.”

“Viscount? I am to be reduced in status? I should be an earl by the English system,” Philippe protested.

The man spread his hands wide. “I am so sorry. It was the best we could for you. At least you get to keep your silly initials.”

Philippe looked down at the ring on his finger, two Ps intertwined in gold. It had been his father’s ring and his grandfather’s before him. It had been worn by the head of the Proulx family for over a century. Well, he would be able to continue wearing it. He supposed this was something.

“Excellent,” the man said, rubbing his hands together. “Now, let us work on your English accent, shall we?”

“Wait! I want my aunt placed into more comfortable lodgings. She cannot stay here in this cell for months while I collect your intelligence,” Philippe told the man, planting his feet firm.

Fouché sighed. “Very well. We shall move her. I promise you, she shall be made comfortable, if imprisoned, until you get us what we want. Now, let us go.”

Philippe turned and reached out a hand to his aunt. “I will refuse to leave until I see you in comfortable rooms.”

“Do not worry for me, Philippe, just go and do what you must. I shall see you when you return to France. I promise,” she said, holding his hand up to her cheek. “I shall see you soon.”

 




Chapter One

 

Irène was exhausted. It had been a hard journey from Paris, despite having the means to make it comfortable. The journey across the channel had been choppy and Irène was never comfortable on the water. She had even taken her time traveling from Dover to London, stopping for the night so she could arrive looking her best when she presented herself to her superior.

She climbed down from the coach she’d hired for the journey and into the elegant building that housed the offices of the Carlisle Group. She’d joined the elite organization created by the Prince of Wales to assist with the war effort five years earlier when she’d been a scared, angry girl of fifteen. Oddly, this was only the third time she’d been to this office.

“May I help you?” A man who didn’t look much older than herself glanced up at her from a desk situated just inside the door to the suite of offices.

“I am…” She paused as she realized she needed to use her real name—well, she supposed she’d use the modified English version. “I am Irene Daniels,” she started again, switching to the accent George had taught her. “I am here to see Lord Everston.”

The man pulled out a piece of paper from a pile on the corner of his desk. He ran a finger down the list of names and then nodded. “If you would wait here one moment, Miss Daniels. I will see if his lordship is free to speak with you.”

Irène nodded, pretending to look bored with the formalities. Then with silent feet, she followed the man.

He knocked lightly on a partially open door at the end of the corridor. “My lord, Miss Daniels—”

“Come in, Irène,” a man’s voice called out, cutting off the young man.

Irène strode past the man who looked surprised to see her there. With a huff, he spun around on his heel and walked out.

“So…” Lord Everston said, sitting back in his chair and motioning for her to take the one on her side of his desk. He was a handsome man with tousled brown, wavy hair. His clothes bespoke his noble status, but he was much more muscular than what Irène had come to expect from men of his ilk—at least, so he seemed by the width of his shoulders and size of his arms, but that could have just been padding. 

Irène sat and looked expectantly at him, but he hadn’t said anything further. He’d merely said the one word and then stopped, looking her over.

She was wearing the better of her two gowns. Still, it was a deep blue and of a rough, cheap material. No lace or ribbon adorned it. It was purely a modest, functional dress. Still, it had no holes and fit moderately well.

“You look awful,” he said finally.

“Merci, my lord. And you look perfect, as always.” She didn’t even bother smiling.

He gave a slight shake of his head as if he couldn’t believe her cheek. “I understand you have lost your position at Monsieur Clarke’s home.”

“I was caught going through his desk and accused of thievery.”

His head tilted slightly. “At least that was all you were accused of.”

“I let it be assumed that I could not read, so the housekeeper ‘knew’ that I couldn’t have been doing anything else,” she said with a slight shrug of one shoulder.

“George said you had something for me?”

She nodded, fished the seal out of a pocket hidden in her skirts, and placed it on the desk in front of Lord Everston.

He sat forward to look at it. Turned it over to see the other side, and looked up at her clearly trying to keep the astonishment from his expression. “Is this…”

“The minister’s seal. Yes. I found it in a hidden drawer in his desk. It is with this that he makes official all of his orders.” Irène did her best to keep the smugness from her voice, but wasn’t sure she succeeded.

Lord Everston pursed his lips as if to whistle. “That is quite a coup.”

“Merci.” Irène inclined her head.

He then sat back again, leaving the seal sitting in the center of his desk while he steepled his fingers in front of his chest.

She waited patiently while he just stared at her. Finally, he started. “How old are you now, Irène?”

She shook her head, not understanding the relevancy of his question. “One and Twenty. Why?”

He nodded as she confirmed what he already knew. “Have you thought of marriage?”

She squinted at him. “I do not understand where you are leading.”

He smiled. “You are of age to marry. I was wondering if you had given any thought to it.”

She sat silent for a moment still wondering where he was going with the question. She could not fathom what it was. “I am a spy, my lord. I work for you.”

“I know this. But surely, there is more to life than just that. Do you not agree?”

“No, I do not agree,” she answered immediately.

He sighed. “Irène, you are a lovely and intelligent young woman.”

She jumped to her feet. “I am a spy for the English government. I am a woman determined to do everything I can to bring about the fall of the hypocrite Napoleon. The man who claims to want a government for the people when all he is doing is recreating the nobility we fought to rid ourselves of. What more is there to life? What more could I possibly want?”

Her heart was pounding in her chest as she glared at this nobleman, this Englishman. What could he possibly understand of her? Of her desire for freedom? Of her need for independence?

“I do understand, Irène. Please, sit down,” he said very softly.

She did so, but she wasn’t happy with whatever it was he was trying to say to her.

“Do you hate the nobility or Napoleon? Or is it his government that you hate?” he asked.

“All! I hate that there are people who believe themselves better than anyone else simply because they were born to wealth and power. They have done nothing to deserve this. We, who toil, who provide everything to the noblemen because they can do nothing for themselves, we have nothing and are thought to be of no consequence. And I hate Napoleon for raising our hopes that this system would change. But it is not changing. It will not. Not with him as emperor—ha!” She laughed scornfully.

“Do you not think that there is a role for noblemen? For the landowners?”

She considered this. “Why can the masses not own the land and farm for themselves?”

“Those in the cities? Who would bake bread? Sell flowers? Make shoes?”

Slowly, she nodded. “Of course, there must be such people as well,” she conceded.

“And so we have the noblemen, most of whom are hardly more than landowners. We see to it that grain is grown and vegetables are available to be sold in the market, that sheep are shorn for their wool, and that there is meat for people to buy and eat.”

She did not miss his use of the word ‘we.’ At least he was honest and counted himself among these people. “Yes,” she acknowledged.

“And being landowners, we also have a hand in the running of the government. We do our best to ensure that laws are passed to protect those who need it. We see to it that the country and all those within it are safe, do we not?”

She swallowed. “But there are still people living in squalor,” she protested.

He nodded. “There are,” he agreed. “We cannot help everyone no matter how hard we try. Napoleon has created schools and made Paris a much nicer city to live in. Do you not agree?”

“Men have died building Napoleon’s great bridges, monuments, and roads.” Irène lowered her gaze to the floor. “My father was one of them,” she added quietly.

“I am sorry.”

Irène blinked her eyes clear and looked back up at her employer when he continued. “The emperor does love his grand displays of wealth. And he has created a new aristocracy made of men who fought bravely for him or pleased him in some other way. They seem not to care for common people even though a number of them were once common themselves.”

“I spit on them,” she said, turning her head, preparing to do so.

“But, please, not on my floor,” he said quickly.

She turned back toward him and smiled, even giving a little laugh. “My apologies.”

He returned her smile. “Now, may I ask again? Have you given thought to marriage?”

Irène shook her head, still confused. “What does marriage have to do with my feelings for the French government?”

He gave a little shrug. “You have worked tirelessly for the past five years to aid the English in our fight against Napoleon. Don’t you think it maybe be time to think of yourself and your own future? You cannot be a spy forever.”

“Hopefully, Napoleon will not be in power forever.”

He nodded. “Hopefully not. But I still believe you deserve happiness. And you are of an age where you should be thinking of babies, not bringing down governments.”

“Bah!”

He chuckled softly. “I would like to make you an offer. I would like to see to it that you are given a suitable wardrobe and presented to English society. There you will be able to meet men of good birth. Men who can support you and care for you—and possibly give you those babies you have no interest in.”

She frowned. “Why would I want to do this? And what of my work? How can I continue with that while I am being presented to society?”

“You cannot.”

“Then I am not interested.” She crossed her arms mimicking his position.

“But I cannot, in good conscience, send you back out into the field to continue with what you have been doing. So, I ask you again, will you accept my offer?”

Irène frowned at him. What he was offering was more than a girl whose parents labored hard for every centime they had could ever hope for. But it was not what she wanted. “Is there an alternative? Will you throw me out into the street from where I came if I do not do what you want?”

“Yes.”

He answer was too easily and quickly said. His expression too serious.

“But I have worked for you!” she argued.

“You have, and I would like to reward you for your work by seeing you well married.”

“And I would like to continue—”

“We are going in circles, Irène. Either accept my offer or leave.” His voice had a finality to it that scared her.

“Leave? Leave London? Leave…”

“Your position with the English government—with me,” he clarified with direct harshness.

Irène worked hard to keep her mouth from opening in shock. Her job? What else could she do? Where else could she go? “I am a spy. I am not some proper young miss to dance and simper and bat my eyelashes at men.”

He smiled at that. “Not yet. But you are intelligent. I have every faith that you can learn.”

Irène sat back in her chair, letting her arms fall to her side. She didn’t know what to do. If she went out onto the street she would never be able to support herself. She had no skills. No knowledge of a trade. But if she entered society… “If I do this, if I marry, will you allow me to continue to spy for you?”

“I doubt very much that you will want to.”

“But if I do?” she pressed.

“I do not see how you could. You will be married and have other responsibilities.”

“I know that there are married women who—”

“There are,” he acknowledged, “and if you would like to continue to do so—and your husband does not mind—”

“He need not know,” she said interrupting him as he had done to her.

“He would need to know. You could not simply disappear for weeks without some explanation.”

She nodded, reluctantly. “Very well. If he does not mind, will you allow me to continue my work?”

“I will, if all the conditions are met.”

She nodded. She had no idea if she could ever meet his near-impossible conditions, but she had to have something to hold on to. Something that she could feel was hers. “Very well. It looks as if I have very little choice in this,” she grudgingly conceded.

“Excellent.” He smiled, now happy. “Here is the name and address of a hotel where you can spend the night.” He quickly wrote the information down on a piece of paper and handed it to her. “Tomorrow, return here and we shall begin your transformation.”

She took the paper and stood. With a nod, she left the room, walking slowly as she considered this sudden change in the direction of her life. She thought of the two women she knew who worked for the Carlisle Group. They were both of noble birth. One was even married to a prince. Perhaps she could do this. Perhaps it would give her more opportunity to spy for the English. So far she had only been fit to take positions below stairs and do what she could to get hold of information from whomever she worked. But as a noblewoman she would have access to so much more—more men, more information. Yes. This could be very good. This could provide her with better opportunities.

Maybe this is what Lord Everston had in mind for her. She had to hope it was so. She would not stand being lied to—again.


Chapter Two



Philippe approved of the home of his contact in London. His journey had been easy, aside from some difficult weather while crossing to England. He had checked into a hotel and then come straight to the home of Lord Stanhope, whom he’d been told to seek out upon arriving. It was clear that this area of London was a good one.

The drawing room Philippe had been shown into was handsomely furnished in burgundy and gold with a large portrait of a chateau hanging above the fireplace. He only had to wait a few minutes before a robust man strode into the room. He looked to be in his mid-30s, but was fit with sandy blond hair, brown eyes, and a strong square face.

“Viscount Poppleton,” the man said, as he came into the room—Philippe had decided he should begin using his alias even though this man would surely know his true name. He stretched out a hand toward Philippe.

“Enchanté,” Philippe said, shaking the man’s hand.

“Er, uh, yes. Pleased to meet you.” Lord Stanhope smiled a little nervously, but then gestured toward the setee. “Please, sit. May I offer you some brandy?”

“Thank you, that would be most welcome,” Philippe said, taking the seat indicated.

His host poured them both glasses of the rich amber liquid and handed one to Philippe. “Welcome to England,” Lord Stanhope said, with a lift of his glass.

“Merci, thank you.” Philippe took a sip. It was not nearly as bad as he’d feared. “Is this French?”

“Shhh… yes. My cousin keeps me in good supply.” Lord Stanhope winked.

“Your cousin?” Philippe asked.

“Er, yes. Do you not know him? Vicomte Camborne?”

Philippe frowned. “I am afraid I do not know many of the aristocracy. While I, myself, am a member, I was not raised—”

“Oh! That’s right! Michel mentioned that you were from Quebec. I apologize. Of course you don’t know them.” Stanhope chuckled and shook his head.

“I… er… yes,” Philippe answered slowly. He’d thought this man knew the truth of his story. Apparently, he did not.

“What?” Stanhope’s smile began to droop as he took in Philippe’s expression. “Is there something wrong?”

“I… I was told you would be my contact here in London. Be able to introduce me to society. So, naturally, I thought you knew…”

“Yes, yes. Michel asked me to do just that. Happy to do so. But, er, what should I have known?”

“You are a French sympathizer?” Philippe asked before divulging anything further.

“What? No! I mean… I don’t hate the French as so many of my countrymen do—related to them, you know.”

“I see.” Philippe shook his head. He, clearly, had been misinformed.

“Why does this matter?” Lord Stanhope asked, leaning forward in his seat across from Philippe.

“I suppose it does not. It is just… I was told by Fouché that—”

“Fouché? You work for Fouché? I have heard terrible things about that man—if you’ll excuse my honesty.”

Philippe could only smile. “What you have heard is the truth. I do not work for him so much as I am blackmailed by him.”

Lord Stanhope’s mouth dropped open.

Philippe nodded. “He kidnaps my aunt, who is like my mother to me. He tells me I must come to England to retrieve an item for him. If I do not return within three months, he will see her head atop a pike outside of the palace.”

Lord Stanhope jumped to his feet. “But that’s horrible! That’s… that’s inhumane!”

“As you say. What your cousin has told you is the truth, n’est-ce pas?”

Lord Stanhope slowly returned to his seat. “It was not from my cousin that I heard about Fouché. The English newspapers report on his evil doings and I’ve heard tales at my club.”

Philippe was perhaps beginning to understand and, he had to admit, become a little worried. “Your cousin is friends with the head of the police?”

“Well, I don’t know that they are friends. Honestly, he has never mentioned the man in his letters.”

“But he must be or else he would not have known about me and this journey,” Philippe pointed out.

Lord Stanhope sat back and thought about that for a moment before slowly nodding his head, frowning. “Yes, I am afraid you may be right. I had no idea.” The man’s face had lost its color.

“Is there a problem, my lord?”

“I… I am just realizing…” He didn’t finish his sentence, but instead swallowed the rest of his brandy in one gulp before dropping his head into one hand propped up on his knee. “I am a fool.”

“My lord?”

“I met my cousin when we were boys. He came here to England to visit with his parents once. And I visited him when I toured the Continent as a young man. After that I didn’t hear from him for years—not since the start of the war. Then, he began to write to me again. He asked me about Parliament and what my role was with the government. I never even gave a thought that he might be fishing for information to give his government. He sounded merely interested in my life. In return, I asked him about his life and his family.”

“And what did he tell you?”

“He wrote to me about his daughter and his son, who will soon be starting at the École Militaire.”

“And you have continued to tell him about the English government and what is being discussed in your Parliament,” Philippe said. It wasn’t a question, but the man nodded sadly.

“I have been played. Lied to by my own cousin.” Lord Stanhope sprang to his feet once again. This time he paced to the fireplace and then stood looking down into the small fire that burned there.

“I am most sorry,” Philippe said. “I did not mean to—”

“No! No, it is not your fault. I am the one to blame.” He turned around and looked at Philippe. “But you can be certain my cousin will not hear another word from me. Not one word more about Parliament.”

Philippe thought about that for a moment and then said, “I do not believe that would be wise either. If you suddenly stop your letters or the information you share, he will know that something is wrong.”

“Do you think he’ll blame it on you?” Stanhope’s eyes grew wide with concern.

Philippe shrugged. “C’est possible. It is also possible that he will see that you are brought to harm.”

The man gasped.

“I am sorry, but Fouché and his men, they are ruthless to get what they want. Just think, they are holding a fifty-five year-old woman in a cell just to get me to do their bidding.”

His lordship shook his head. “Why? Why could Fouché not send one of his own men to do this… whatever it is you are doing?”

“He needed a nobleman. Someone who can blend into English society. I was an easy target,” Philippe said, with another shrug. “I speak the language and I know how to dance.”

Lord Stanhope gave a humorless laugh. He then seemed to think of something. “Phillip Poppleton. That isn’t your real name is it? And you are not actually from Quebec?”

Philippe smiled. “My given name is indeed Philippe, but I am Philippe Proulx, Compte de Versais. Fouché came up with the alias Pippin Poppleton as a suitably English name.”

“Pippin?” Lord Stanhope laughed with true humor. “I have heard of boys called Pippin, but rarely grown men.”

Philippe sighed. “That is a relief. I could not imagine using such a name, in truth.”

“I think you should stick with Phillip, er, the English pronunciation, if you don’t mind.”

“Me, I do not mind. Phillip, Philippe, it is the same. And it is not Pippin.”

Lord Stanhope brought the decanter over and refilled his glass and Philippe’s. “You’ll need to keep the Poppleton, I’m afraid.”

“Yes. I am aware. I shall survive.”

“Well, Phillip, I believe we are going to be great friends, you and I. And you must call me Matthew.”

Philippe nodded and lifted his glass. “Thank you, Matthew. I do believe we shall get along famously. Famously? Yes?”

Matthew laughed. “Yes, famously.”

#

Lord Wickford held out his hand to Phillipe. “Welcome to Powell’s, my lord.” Phillipe had seen Black men before, but he’d never met anyone with gold colored eyes. It was almost disconcerting.

He forced himself to stop staring and take the man’s hand. “Thank you.”

Lord Wickford’s smile grew a little lopsided. “Have you never met anyone from the West Indies before, my lord?”

“I do beg your pardon. I did not mean to stare. I have met people from the Indies, it is the color of your eyes that is unusual. You must forgive me.” For good measure, he added a slight bow as he spoke his apology a second time.

Lord Wickford’s smile grew. “Yes. My wife was fascinated with them—well, I believe she still is, to be honest—when we first met. I cannot say where I got them. My mother’s eyes are brown and my father’s were green.” He gave a little shrug.

“Green? I have never seen a Black man with green eyes,” Phillipe said, intrigued.

“He was English through and through. My title is inherited,” he explained.

“Oh! Of course. I beg your pardon. And I am certain I am never so rude before. Again, you must excuse me.” Phillipe was horribly embarrassed. Truly, he was not usually so nosey.

“It is no problem at all. Actually, It is not infrequent that I get asked such questions.”

“It must be very tiresome, then,” Phillipe said.

Lord Wickford lifted and dropped one shoulder. “It isn’t so bad. And it gives me the chance to extol the wonders of my rum.”

Phillipe cocked his head, silently questioning.

“It is made on my sugar plantation,” he explained.

“Really? It must be very excellent.”

“Oh, it is! It is,” Matthew said. Phillipe had almost forgotten his new friend was there.

“Let’s get you a glass and you can see for yourself and, perhaps, Lord Stanhope will introduce you around?” Lord Wickford asked, turning to the gentleman.

“Yes! That is precisely what I was thinking of,” Matthew agreed quickly.

“Excellent.” Lord Wickford raised a hand to call a footman over. He gave the order for two glasses of rum to be delivered to the men and then excused himself.

“Let’s stroll about and see who is here,” Matthew suggested.

They turned and immediately Matthew began telling Phillipe about the men sitting around the reading room of this most exclusive gentlemen’s club.

“That is Lord Emmerton, very upstanding fellow. His wife hosts the best parties. We’ll have to get you invitations. Next to him is Lord Merrick, another bang up to the mark fellow.” They moved down the room a little. “There is… oh, I say, I should introduce you to Lord Dartmouth. He’s the Lord Chamberlain. Very close to the queen.”

“I cannot imagine he would have what I am looking for, would he? If he is close to the crown, would he be a spy?” Phillipe asked keeping his voice low.

“No,” Matthew drew out the word as he contemplated Phillipe’s words. “But he might be associated with some or know some. And besides, he is speaking with Brentley and Rundell. Neither of whom are what one might call upstanding gentlemen. Always thought there was something havey cavey about the two of them. Come, let me introduce you.” He strode ahead leaving Phillipe no choice but to follow.

“My lords,” Matthew said, giving them a slight bow. “May I introduce a friend of mine, Phillip, Viscount Poppleton. Just arrived from Quebec to take up his father’s title,” he explained succinctly.

“Lord Dartmouth,” Matthew said, indicating the older gentleman with silver hair. “Lord Brentley.” He was blond and perhaps the same age as Phillipe in his later twenties. “And Lord Rundell,” Matthew finished. The dark-haired man was perhaps in his thirties and had well-defined cheek bones and a sharp chin. Each man stood to shake Phillipe’s hand. He then sat on Lord Dartmouth’s left as Matthew pulled a chair over from nearby.

“Quebec, never heard of anyone actually being from there,” Lord Brentley said looking Phillipe over as if he were an interesting specimen.

Phillipe just smiled. “It is not a large city, naturally, but it is pleasant.”

“Cold from what I hear,” Dartmouth commented.

“French, are you?” Brentley asked.

Phillipe first addressed Lord Dartmouth. “Yes, my lord, very cold.” He turned to Lord Brentley. “Quebec is a French colony, but my father was English, naturally. I speak both languages, although my English is, perhaps, not as good as it should be.” He gave an apologetic smile. Sadly, he just was not very practiced in speaking English. He’d studied it for years, but that is not at all the same as speaking with native speakers.

“Ah, but you’re English,” Brentley confirmed.

“I am,” Phillipe lied, sending a silent prayer to be forgiven for this.

“How are things at court, Lord Dartmouth?” Matthew asked, much to Phillipe’s relief.

“Well enough. It’s a difficult time for the queen, as you can imagine,” the man said with a sigh.

Phillipe knew the prince had just been named Regent since his father’s illness had made it impossible for the man to rule.

“Damned difficult,” Brentley agreed.

“Can’t be happy about all this,” Rundell said, nodding.

“No. As I am no longer the Lord Chancellor, I am no longer regularly at court,” Dartmouth continued.

“So what are you doing to fill the time you used to spend there?” Phillipe asked.

Dartmouth gave him a little smile. “Oddly enough, tending to my estates and doing my bit in Parliament. Will you be taking your seat, Poppleton?”

“Er, no. At least, not yet,” Phillipe answered quickly.

Lord Dartmouth nodded. “Wise decision. Get to know the lay of the land, so to speak.”

“Yes. I would prefer to acquaint myself with all that is happening before I step in to participate,” Phillipe said.

“Ha! Got your work cut out for you then,” Rundell said with a laugh.

The men fell into discussing the latest bills that had been presented recently, but as they all pertained to domestic matters, Phillipe wasn’t particularly interested. Still, he listened attentively to see if perhaps one of the men might give away any sort of hint that he was more than he seemed.

After nearly an hour the conversation petered out and Matthew rose. “Well, it has been fascinating as always, gentlemen. I believe I shall introduce Phillip around a bit more.”

“Of course.”

“Pleasure to meet you.”

“Sure to see you about.” The men all responded.

#


Chapter Three



As requested, Irène arrived at the office early the following afternoon.

Lord Everston was waiting the ante­room. He frowned as he looked her over.

She stared back at him so fiercely he realized an explanation was needed.

“Is that your best dress?” he asked.

“No. I wore my best yesterday.” She was wearing the second of the two gowns she owned as she’d worn the other the day before. This one was a serviceable brown that didn’t show dirt easily. The material was a heavy cotton and the stitching was excellent—Irène knew this for certain because she’d sewn it herself. What his lordship didn’t know was that beneath her plain dress was a petticoat that was a riot of colors, covered with embroidered flowers, butterflies, even a few words of encouragement or of a deeper meaning to Irène.

She had begun stitching on it when she’d been eleven years old and her mother had just died. It had been a way of grieving since her mother had been a seamstress.

Irène couldn’t afford embroidery floss, so she’d used whatever bits of thread she could find, sometimes carefully picking out the embroidery on discarded clothing or even handkerchiefs. Over the years, this petticoat had become her most prized possession—the one thing that reflected who she truly was. For that reason it was always kept well hidden.

“And where are your belongings?” Lord Everston asked, looking past her as if the would be a hidden trunk there or something.

Irène held up the small valise in her hand.

“That’s it?”

“All of my worldly possessions,” she confirmed.

His frown grew more pronounced, then with a sigh he finally said, “Very well. Come along.”

He led her outside and to a waiting coach with a coat of arms painted on the side.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked after they drove for a few minutes in silence.

“Home.”

She stared at him.

“I have asked my mother to teach you all you will need to know to become a young lady of society.”

“But she will recognize me!” Irène argued. The first year after she had come to London, she had lived and worked in Lord Everston’s home starting out as a scullery maid as she started to learn English, then moving up to an upstairs maid as her language skills improved. His lordship, himself, had taught her how to read and write. Once she had mastered that, he taught her the code she would need to read the letters he would send her when she was on assignment. From there, he spent hours teaching her just how to be a spy—to walk on silent feet, to check for traps before looking through a desk without disturbing anything, to pick a lock—all the skills she would need to work for him. 

He shook his head and smiled. “She probably never even saw you when you worked in my house. And even if she did, you have… er, changed.” His cheeks took on some color and she understood what he was trying to say.

She gave a little laugh. “I have developed.” She was barely fifteen when she’d worked for him and had been a scrawny, underfed little thing. Even after a year of eating well, she was still small, looking more like a twelve year-old than a girl of sixteen.

He turned a slightly darker shade of pink. “You have grown. Even the shape of your face is different.”
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