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The Matchmaker


“If you like your heroes dark and flawed, then run, don’t walk, to buy THE MATCHMAKER …. Becnel gives us true insight into the human spirit and does not stint on creating the ideal atmosphere and recreating the era to near perfection. A powerful love story and a thinking reader’s book.”

—Romantic Times




“Once again, Rexanne Becnel delivers a special reading treat with THE MATCHMAKER … the supporting cast is fantastic, and the story … will richly entertain you and have you clamoring for more works by the talented Rexanne Becnel.”

—The Belles and Beaux of Romance



The Mistress of Rosecliffe


“A fitting and powerful end to the Rosecliffe Trilogy. The brilliant and golden threads of history, romance and magic are beautifully woven into a memorable tapestry. Ms. Becnel has brought the Middle Ages to life and breathes freshness and vitality into the genre.”

—Romantic Times



The “Knight of Rosecliffe


“Becnel (THE BRIDE OF ROSECLIFFE) brings the Middle Ages to life with an elaborate plot, daring adventures and satisfyingly complex characters.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Rexanne Becnel is a marvelous storyteller who breathes life into characters and captures the romanticism of medieval times. Sensual.”

—Romantic Times




“Becnel’s latest work features thoroughly enjoyable characters and is strongly plotted and quickly paced. And her subtly formal prose style lends itself nicely to the medieval setting. This romance should appeal to fans of Penelope Williamson.”

—Booklist




“An exciting, non-stop medieval romance … will leave readers anxiously awaiting the third tale from the magical Ms. Becnel.”

—The Painted Rock Review



The “Bride of “Rosecliffe


“Rexanne Becnel combines heartfelt emotions with a romance that touches readers with the magic and joy of falling in love!”

—Romantic Times




“Ms. Becnel creates the most intriguing characters and infuses them with fiery personalities and quick minds!”

—The Literary Times




“The pacing is quick, the passion is hot, the tone is intense, and the characters are larger-than-life. The plot contains enough twists, turns, and betrayals to keep the reader thoroughly engaged.”

 —Booklist




“[Becnel] paints a brilliant and romantic portrait of the medieval period.”

—The Writer’s Write




“A charming heroine and a dashing spy hero make The Pretender a riveting read …entertained me thoroughly from beginning to end.”

—Sabrina Jeffries, USA Today bestselling author of After the Abduction
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Agatha looked as though she wanted to kill him. Simon watched as she visibly fought down her growing frustration and began again.

“Place one hand thus, Mr. Applequist. Then lightly—lightly, I say, not as though one is handling a coal shovel—lightly take the lady’s hand, here, holding it precisely at shoulder height …”

Simon stopped listening. He was far more interested in watching her mouth move.

She was no classic beauty, but her snapping brown eyes and full lips combined with her fresh rosy complexion, making up a veritable recipe for appeal.

He especially liked her lips. They were highly colored, all of their own merit, and when she was nervous, such as now, the pretty Mrs. Applequist had a tendency to slide her tongue across them quickly.

There. She did it again. It made him ache a little more whenever she did so.

It occurred to Simon that he had never really seen her smile with those lips. She had made polite faces to her lady guests and been pleasant to her household, but he had yet to see her smile naturally.

He wanted to see that. Very badly …
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The Liar’s Creed

In the guise of knaves we operate on the fringes of the night, forsaking home, hearth, and love for the protection of all.

We are the invisible ones.




Chapter One

London, 1813

She had married Mortimer Applequist on April 7, 1813, in a moment of mingled exasperation and imagination. He wasn’t much of a husband, being merely a name to offer up when people dived too deeply into her affairs. Still, in that he had suited Miss Agatha Cunnington very well indeed.

Until now.

On the outset of her journey, Agatha had been stalled and stymied more times than she could count. Every time it had been by some well-meaning soul trying to save her from herself.

As if a woman were incapable of purchasing a ticket and traveling from Lancashire to London without the supervision of a husband!

Upon announcing her “married” state, however, Agatha met with nothing but assistance and polite respect.

Truly, she should have made up a husband years ago.

Because she disliked leaving poor Mortimer as merely a name to spout when necessary, Agatha had spent many a pleasant moment on the journey visualizing him in precise detail. After all, he was her creation, was he not?

He would be tall but not bulky. Elegant but not foppish. Dark but not swarthy. If only she had been able to make his face come into focus in her imagination, she would have been entirely satisfied with her invented spouse.

Mortimer had become increasingly handy when she had arrived in town, allowing her to rent her little house—her very own!—on respectable Carriage Square and hire a few servants.

Most important, Mortimer had allowed her to fully pursue all venues in her search for her missing brother, James.

But all of that would end today if she could not come up with some sort of plan.

The hall clock chimed the hour, and desperation began rising within Agatha. She turned to pace back up the front hall of her lovely new house, ignoring the rose-covered wallpaper and gleaming dark woods that had lured her to select it. With her arms folded tight and head down, she was lost in her scurrying thoughts.

Why was it the men in Agatha Cunnington’s life were never about when she needed them?

She could dress up Pearson—no, too old and too stout. She could pass Harry—no, too young, just a boy, really. She’d given Harry the footman position as a favor to Pearson, but the butler’s nephew could scarcely see over his two enormous left feet.

She needed a man, and she needed him immediately!

Simon Montague Raines, aka Simon Rain, paused outside the servants’ entrance of the house on Carriage Square to check his disguise. His face and hands were blacked with soot, and the long brushes slung across one shoulder were believably well used. As well they should be, having been his bread and butter once upon a time.

His target’s house seemed ordinary enough from the outside, with its tidy entry and scrubbed steps. It was amazing the corruption that could hide behind such a harmless facade. Vice, lies, even treason.

“Mrs. Mortimer Applequist,” said the lease. Yet the rent was paid from a certain account that Simon had been watching for weeks. The account of a man who well knew the definition of treachery.

Simon should have sent one of his operatives in on this one and remained aloof and objective, as any good spymaster should.

But Simon had to admit to himself that this case had become personal. Someone was killing off his men. Men with identities so secret that they scarcely knew of one another’s existence.

Only two men within the Liar’s Club had the information necessarily to bring down its members one by one. Simon and one other. A man who hadn’t reported in for several weeks. A man with a sudden increase in his account at the London Bank. A man who had, according to Simon’s sources at the baik, paid well to rent and furnish the tidy little house before Simon.

With a grim smile, Simon hefted his brooms and prepared to play the hated role of chimneysweep one last time. All in defense of the Crown, of course.

The situation was becoming most desperate. Agatha had been combing her fertile mind for a solution all morning and still nothing had occurred to her. The rug in the front hall might never recover from her frenzied pacing.

Agatha turned to pace again—and ran full force into an obstacle that had not been there a moment before. Stunned, she staggered but didn’t fall.

“’Ere now, missus! You all right? Didn’t see you coming.”

Agatha blinked and focused her vision on the black expanse before her. Black coat, black vest, black hands on the sleeves of her dimity morning gown—

“My dress!”

She was set swiftly back on her feet.

“Oh, well, it were a close one. Had to decide if you’d rather dirty your sleeves or your bum when you hit the floor. Guess I called it wrong.”

Agatha was being teased and rather freshly, too. Ready to let the fellow have it, she looked up—

Into the bluest eyes she had ever seen, in a face as black as midnight. Or soot.

Soot! All over her dress, right when she was expecting Lady Winchell—

Soot.

Chimneysweep.

Man.

She looked up again. Tall, but as lean as a greyhound. Just like Mortimer. Even the soot couldn’t disguise his even features.

“Sorry I am, missus. It’s a pretty dress, or it were. I don’t suppose the soot’ll come out—”

He was perfect.

“Never mind the soot,” she interrupted. “Come with me.”

He only blinked at her, and she couldn’t help her sudden fascination with the sapphire brilliance of his eyes. Then she noticed he hadn’t moved yet.

“Well, come along then.”

With another blink, the chimneysweep shrugged and fell into step behind her. She led him up the curved stairs and down a short hall.

Before a paneled door, she turned and held up a hand. “Wait. Did anyone see you come in?”

A knowing gleam entered those lovely eyes.

“I come in through the kitchen, mum. Blokes like me knows better than to use the front door.”

Agatha shook her head. “No, I care nothing for the people on the street. Did any of the servants see you come in?”

“Well, Cook let me in, but she ’ardly looked at me. Up to her elbows in flour, she was.” He grinned at her. “If you’re after a bit o’ fun, Simon Rain’s your man. After a wash, o’ course.”

Agatha was barely listening. Was there enough time? “Yes, yes, I’ll get a bath for you.”

Agatha opened the door to the bedchamber she’d lovingly prepared for Jamie. She ignored the few of his possessions she had brought with her from home. There was no point in mooning over his books and his personal items. Sentiment would have to wait.

In an hour, three of the most influential women on the Chelsea Hospital Board of Volunteers would be calling upon Agatha and her husband, Mortimer, of whom they had heard so much.

Oh, why hadn’t she kept her mouth shut? She could have simply listened when the other women talked about their husbands. She could have answered vaguely when they had asked about hers.

Instead, she had carried on about “dear Mortie,” enumerating all his attributes and virtues. He was a scholar, a musician, a man of enormous charm and appeal—

And he was at home.

Well, she’d had to say that.

Lady Winchell, with her smarmy smile and her gimlet eyes, had wondered if it was quite proper for such a young bride to be working amongst the men at the hospital all day while her husband traveled abroad.

Now, Lady Winchell and two other highly placed ladies were coming to meet Mortimer.

Agatha remembered Lady Winchell’s suspicious manner and couldn’t help a shiver. If she were found out, she would never be allowed to stay here in town alone. Her self-proclaimed guardian would fetch her home within days and she would never accomplish her mission.

Her choice seemed clear. She could admit to her situation and return to Appleby, and all that awaited her there.

Or she could lie. Again.

Well, in for a penny, in for a great many pounds. Putting one hand on the chimneysweep’s back, she gave him a little push into the spacious bedchamber.

“Get undressed behind that screen. I’ll have your bath brought up immediately.” She had best not let the servants in on this little bit of playacting. Newly hired, they had certainly never seen Mortimer. She could always say that he’d been “called away” on another adventure by supper, and then things would go back to normal again.

After shutting the door on the bemused chimneysweep, Agatha pasted a happy smile on her face and hurried back down the stairs.

“Pearson,” she called to her butler, “I’ve just had the most delightful surprise. Mr. Applequist has come home! He is terribly weary and wants his bath straightaway.”

Coming from the parlor, where he’d been overseeing the preparations for her guests, Pearson raised a silvered brow and looked askance at the front door, which of course hadn’t admitted a soul all morning.

“Yes, madam, happy news indeed. Shall I attend Mr. Applequist until a manservant can be engaged?”

Agatha folded her arms to disguise the black hand prints on her sleeves. “No, Pearson, that won’t be necessary. I’ll tend my husband myself. After all, we have so much to … talk about.”

Now why was he looking at her that way, with both eyebrows nearly to his hairline? Couldn’t a woman talk to her own husband?

“As you wish, madam. Nellie will bring the water directly.”

“Thank you, Pearson. I shall be down in just a moment to greet the ladies.”

By the time Nellie went back downstairs with the last of the hot water pails, Agatha was freshly changed and her hair repaired. Quickly she slipped into the other bedchamber.

The room was the finest in the house, much better than her own. Green velvet draperies framed the bed, and the hearth was nearly the size of a kitchen fire. There was no one in sight and only the large steaming tub in evidence. Had he left?

“Hello? Mr. Chimneysweep? Are you here?”

“That you, missus? Crikey, a bloke’s like to freeze his you-know-what off by the time he gets his bath round here.”

From behind the painted Oriental screen that stood in a corner of the room, she heard a rustle.

“Oh, no! No, don’t come”—it was too late—“out.” From behind the screen had stepped a man who was quite very nearly naked.

She should turn away. Yes, definitely.

She couldn’t turn away. She could only stand and stare, without blinking or even breathing.

With the majority of soot wiped from his hands and face, the man before her was as beautiful as a Greek statue. Lapis blue eyes shone in a poetically boned face, with a mussed shock of black hair and the body from her dreams, dreams she hadn’t even known she’d had.

Whipcord muscle wrapped around his lean frame. Even his stomach rippled in a most diverting way. His shoulders weren’t enormously broad, but they were square with strength, the muscle twining down his arms to wide hands that grasped the toweling at his narrow waist.

Agatha blinked at the size of those hands. Heavens. Were his feet as large? She let her gaze travel down. Oh my.

Jamie’s boots would never fit him. “Blast!”

The fellow’s grin disappeared and he looked down. “What’s wrong w’ me feet?”

“Let me see your boots.”

“Whafore?” His voice rose in indignation. “They’re mine. I ain’t stole nothing!”

“I need to examine your boots to see if they’ll do.”

Still scowling suspiciously at her, he bent to retrieve his boots from behind the screen.

Agatha almost swallowed her tongue at the view.

“Let me see.” She held out a hand and he gave her the boots. She examined them closely, her eyebrows raised in surprise.

“These are rather fine. Yes, I think they’ll do well enough. Let me have Pearson give them a cleaning while you are in your bath.”

She turned to go. “We’ll be expecting you downstairs in a quarter of an hour. Do be sure not to say a word, not to anyone.”

“But, missus, wha’ about”—the fellow gestured to the bed—“you know?”

Agatha looked at the bed, and then back at him.

“You may have a nap later if you like, although I shouldn’t think you’ll find any of this terribly exhausting.”

She smiled brightly at him.

“Yes, you’ll do nicely. Your new things are on the chair. Hurry now. And remember, not one word.”

Agatha shut the door on her beautiful chimneysweep and drew in a long breath. My, oh my. Did all men look like that underneath? Somehow she doubted it.

Then she shook off the spell of his masculine charms. She must focus on the problem at hand. Trotting downstairs to see to refreshments, she firmly denied herself the imagining of that perfect body in the bath.

Wet.

Covered in soap.

Oh my.

Simon twisted his lips cynically as he squeezed the sponge over his already perfectly clean torso. Here he was, in Mr. Applequist’s house, in Mr. Applequist’s tub, with Mr. Applequist’s lady awaiting him downstairs.

If she was indeed Mrs. Applequist, for that was not the name on the account that had rented this house and hired these servants. That account belonged to none other than James Cunnington, Simon’s fellow spy, former best friend, and probable traitor.

At the thought of James, Simon’s fingers tightened on the sponge until it was wrung dry. Years of friendship and trust, sold out for a bag of gold or possibly no more than a woman’s favors.

For James was a man in love, or at least in lust. Simon had heard it from his protégé himself, when last he’d seen him. James had sat across from him in Simon’s private office, preoccupied with his latest mistress.

“She’s incredible, Simon. As limber as a snake, and as lusty as a mink. Like no woman I’ve ever known. The things she does! So much energy …” James had thrown his head back on his chair and given a great sigh of weary satisfaction. “I’m exhausted, but I’m sure I’ll recover before tonight. You should find yourself such a woman, old man.”

Simon had only grunted, too engrossed in the recent reports from the front to take up the challenge.

“You don’t have to marry a woman, Simon. You don’t even have to love one. But you need a little fun, Simon. A bit of muslin to take your mind off work. Just the thing for you, to get you out of this dusty office. Get your juices flowing before you become as rigid as our dear founder, cold in his grave.”

James had eyed the portrait of Daniel Defoe that hung behind Simon’s head, squinting as if to make out something not usually seen. “Although I’ll wager he was a juicy fellow in his day. A man of adventure. You’d never catch him moldering behind a mountain of paperwork.”

Simon had finally looked up at that. “What do you call penning hundreds of novels and works of political satire, if not paperwork?”

James had only grinned affably, happy to have gotten a rise from his mentor and superior, even if it meant losing the point.

“I could find out if she has a sister. Or a friend.”

“No thank you. James, I’ve been where you are, and I decided it was seldom worth it. It makes one too vulnerable. So I’ll leave the womanizing to you.”

James had dropped his clowning and leaned forward, his elbows dislodging a week’s worth of counterintelligence reports.

“Seriously, Simon, you need to get about more. Get a bit of perspective. There is more to life than the Liar’s Club. Hell, there’s a whole world outside of Europe that doesn’t give a damn about Napoleon, nor how many horse soldiers he has, nor how many spies in London!”

Simon had gazed at his young friend. There was so much that James didn’t understand. He was a good operative, quick witted and dedicated, but the only one James put at risk was himself. If he was caught, the only neck in Napoleon’s noose would be his own. At least until he took over Simon’s position as spymaster of the Liar’s Club.

Simon couldn’t afford mistakes. He held in his hands the lives of every one of his men and, in a grander scope, perhaps even the lives of everyone in England.

There was no time for play, with a burden such as that. Not a moment to lose, nor a fact to disregard.

He had to remain on top of the mounting pile of clues, in order that the next time he sent out one of his Liars, perhaps even James himself, the man would go with the best and newest information that Simon could give him.

So that when one of them died in the service of his country, Simon could try to ease his own pain with the knowledge that he had done his best. Perhaps someday it would work.

James apparently had no such concerns. Taking his new assignment in hand, James had given Simon a half-salute and a grin. He’d left, whistling, to cadge a last drink from Jack-ham behind the bar.

Simon had never heard from him again.

That alone would have only given rise to worry, not accusation. But it then became obvious that someone was supplying descriptions and identities of Simon’s men to the opposition. One man after another turned up dead or injured.

Simon had entertained the possibility that the leak was someone higher in the chain of command than himself, so sure had he been of James’s loyalty.

Then a large amount of money was suddenly deposited in James’s account, so large that Simon had been forced to suspect that worst of all conclusions.

His spy was spying for the enemy. There was no way to know precisely how it had happened. So many things could turn a spy, from sedition to seduction.

He hadn’t discovered the name of James’s mistress, more’s the pity, but he’d kept a watch on his protégé’s bank account. Finally, a certain little Mrs. Applequist had made her appearance, freely using James’s money to set herself up in style.

That’s when Simon had made his move.

And only this morning he’d wondered how he could gain entry into the house in Carriage Square. The chimneysweep guise had worked well for him in his youth, but that had been before he’d reached his full height.

He’d planned everything carefully and had deliberately picked a moment when the cook was likely to be busy in which to knock on the back door. A quickly muttered, “Chimbley cleanin’ for Missus Applequist,” and he’d been inside.

Once he’d been admitted, he’d slipped through the house with an eye out for the butler. Fellows like the fine silver-haired houseman downstairs would look suspiciously indeed on the arrival of a chimneysweep when none such had been ordered.

He’d been hoping to make his later job easier with a quick casing of the layout and possibly the unlatching of a likely upper-story window. And to be honest, he’d been very curious about the lady of the house.

Then Simon had run smack into the comely Mrs. Applequist herself. Her curvaceous form had packed quite a wallop, and it had taken him a moment to get his breath back.

Luckily for him, the lady didn’t seem too interested in his purpose. Nor did she seem to realize that most chimneysweeps were either boys or poorly grown men the size of children. She obviously had something else on her mind.

What was her game?

Deciding that lingering in the bath wouldn’t help him learn much, Simon stood and let the water stream from his body.

As he rubbed the toweling over his chest, his eyes narrowed at the memory of Mrs. Applequist’s face when he had stepped out from behind the screen.

She hadn’t missed a beat, but her eyes had gone wide with what Simon wasn’t too modest to call appreciation. Well, it was mutual. She was a ripe little morsel herself.

Oh, her dress was perfectly demure and her house perfectly respectable. Nevertheless, a woman built on those generous terms was more likely to be at home in the bedroom than the ballroom. A lady of healthy appetite, she was.

And now it appeared she had an appetite for Simon. Not that he minded so much. He liked an armful as much as a handful, but he knew better than to get involved with the subject under investigation.

Unless it became absolutely necessary.

Agatha’s panic simmered as she waited impatiently in the parlor. Who could have known being married would be so complicated?

She tidied the tea tray for the fifth time and eyed the clock on the front parlor mantel. The ladies would be calling within half an hour and her chimneysweep had yet to come downstairs to hear his part in the charade.

Biting her lip, Agatha reminded herself that all this would surely be worth it if it meant finding Jamie.

James Cunnington was a soldier, away fighting Napoleon the last Agatha had heard from him. He had written her every week, and had for four years, until two months past.

Then there had been no word from him in any way. Despite all her inquiries to the army, she had received no answers, even after all this time.

Spurred by her need to find Jamie, a need that became more desperate by the hour, Agatha had packed a trunk and bought a ticket on the next coach, leaving her estate of Appleby for London. Her servants had aided her escape, and she knew they would keep her whereabouts hidden for as long as possible.

It wouldn’t do for Repulsive Reggie to find her before she found her brother. She’d be forced back to Appleby and to the altar with all the speed of Reggie’s thwarted ambitions.

“Marrying” Mortimer had simply made the journey easier. No one questioned a married woman’s morality in traveling alone, not in wartime with so many husbands gone.

When she had been inspired to investigate the Chelsea Hospital in London for news of dear Jamie, it had been her married status that had allowed her in and enabled her to volunteer to care for the wounded.

Still, creating an alias to travel under and presenting the world with an actual false husband were two entirely different kettles of flounder.

“Hello, love. Here I am.”

Pulled back to the present, Agatha looked up … and up … to see one of the handsomest men she had ever laid eyes on.

Jamie’s trousers fit the fellow a bit closely about the hips, although not excessively so for the current fashion. Rather too much for Agatha’s peace of mind, however.

She yanked her gaze from dangerous ground and followed the rest of the transformation upward.

Jamie’s snowy shirt and dark green waistcoat gave no reason for dismay, but the morning coat, oh my. While the cut across the shoulders was quite fine and the nipped waist fit perfectly, the cobalt color gave far too much emphasis to those twinkling blue eyes.

His cravat was only loosely tied round his collar, in a way rather more suited to a pirate than a gentleman, showing a bit too much of strong brown throat.

A lethal combination indeed. It was very odd how her imagination proceeded to remove every one of those articles of Jamie’s clothing from his frame, until in her mind’s eye he stood as nearly naked as before.

“What? Don’t it fit?” The chimneysweep flexed both shoulders and twisted at the waist to see behind him. “I thought it looked right nice, I did.”

“Oh, no, you look wond—adequate, perfectly adequate.” Agatha forced her wicked imagination to re-dress him. “Please, come in and sit. I have a boon to ask of you.”

The fellow smiled slightly at her, and Agatha had to fist her hands to keep from tracing the dimples indenting each side of his mouth.

She was attracted to him. How unthinkably inappropriate of her. Not to mention inconvenient. Really, was there no end to the obstacles in her path?

Agatha shot a look full of her irritation at the fellow before her and watched his beautiful smile fade. Good. If she could maintain her vexation for a while, the day would go easier for her. Yes indeed. A brisk, no-nonsense manner was called for.

Agatha indicated the seat opposite her. “Please sit, Mr.—?”

“Rain, Simon Rain.” He sat and continued to look at her expectantly.

The clock chimed three-quarters of the hour, and Agatha knew she didn’t have much time to explain.

“I have a need for a gentleman to attend me today. You need do nothing, really, merely smile and greet my guests. I will do all the talking.” Agatha sat back and smiled. There. Rather succinct, if she did say so herself.

“Whafore?” Mr. Rain frowned. “I mean, I’d like to help you, mum, but I won’t do nothing what’s wrong. This here don’t sound much close to right, not a bit of it.”

“Oh, no. There’s nothing wrong here at all. I shall simply introduce you as my husband, you shall bow over the ladies’ hands, we shall all sit for the standard fifteen minutes and take tea. You shall never have to say a word.”

“Your husband?” Mr. Rain stood abruptly. “Here now, we ain’t married! What if your mister finds out? He’ll make a spot of trouble for me, he will. I would, if’n you was mine.”

“You would? I mean to say, of course you would. But there is no need to worry about Mr. Applequist. He—”

Sounds of arriving guests came through the closed door to the entrance hall. Agatha panicked. Oh, this was going very badly indeed!

“He doesn’t exist at all, Mr. Rain!” she hissed, even as Pearson opened the door to announce her guests. “I’m not married, there will be no trouble made for you, and you mustn’t utter one single word!”


Chapter Two

Agatha’s chest tightened with anxiety as she smiled fixedly at her guests. Or perhaps her corset was laced too snugly. Surely the cause could not be the strong thigh pressed to her own or the clean scent of freshly bathed male.

Whatever the reason, she felt quite breathless as she sat next to Mr. Rain, across from Lady Winchell and her two companions.

Despite the pains Agatha had taken to fill the parlor with colorful comfort, Lady Winchell remained perched on the edge of her brocade chair as if she feared soiling her dress.

The lady made a slight face at her tea and set the cup and saucer down. The movement only accentuated the elegant curve of her figure, clad in her signature shade of mint green, and made Agatha yearn for a little lithesome grace instead of her own dumpling shape.

“When dear Agatha told us about you, Mr. Applequist, I must confess I thought you too good to be true.” She turned her piercing gaze on Agatha, then dropped her eyes to Agatha’s gloveless hands. “I’ve noticed before that you don’t wear your wedding ring, my dear. Have you lost it somehow?”

The ring. She’d forgotten the wedding ring entirely. “Ah—no, no indeed. But I’ve been leaving it off to work at the hospital. I feared to ruin it. It’s—it’s an Applequist family heirloom.” For a moment Agatha could even picture the ring. Sapphire, she decided. Just like Mortimer’s eyes—wait, those were Simon’s.

Blast. The next thing she knew, she’d be believing her own deception.

“Hmm.” The lady did not seem impressed. She turned to Simon. “You know she thinks you single-handedly hung the stars, don’t you, sir?”

All eyes turned to “Mortimer” and Agatha began to panic once more.

“My Mortie did hang the stars! At least the ones in my eyes!” Agatha dug her nails into her companion’s arm. He turned to her with that smile of his, and two of the three ladies sighed audibly. Lady Winchell only narrowed her eyes.

“Ah, you must tell us all about your travels, Mr. Applequist. Only then will we be able to understand how you could tear yourself away from such an adoring young bride.”

Agatha watched in horror as her chimneysweep actually opened his mouth to speak. Grinding her heel into his instep, she rushed to answer for him.

“Oh, well! I cannot be so bold as to think my simple company can compare with the excitement of tiger hunts in India, can I, darling?” The ladies turned their attention back to her. Good. Now she must think quickly!

Papa had always been easily distracted by her Banbury tales. Surely she could deflect a more discriminating audience. Her purpose depended on it. She lowered her voice to add some excitement to her yarn.

“Imagine, swaying atop an elephant as the mighty beast crashes his way through the jungle. Contemplate the tension as the party grows ever closer to their vicious prey. Can you envision the sight he must have made, whilst he raised his rifle to fire upon the tiger?”

Mrs. Trapp and Mrs. Sloane were enraptured. Not so Lady Winchell.

“Tiger hunting in India? Truly? While most of our young men fight the demon Napoleon?”

“But Mortimer was on a mission—for the Prince—carrying a message to the Rajah,” blurted Agatha. “The tiger hunt was necessary when … when the beast stole away the Rajah’s only son! Mortimer saved him with a single shot!”

“While the tiger held the child in his very jaws, Mr. Applequist?” inquired Lady Winchell in a silky voice. “How … precise.”

“How heroic,” sighed Mrs. Trapp.

“How divine,” breathed Mrs. Sloane.

Agatha’s smile grew more artificial by the moment. Had it not yet been a quarter of an hour? Surely fifteen minutes had never lasted so long.

“Mrs. Applequist, you must bring your charming husband to my little soiree tomorrow night,” Mrs. Trapp said.

The elder of Lady Winchell’s companions grew a bit flustered when Mr. Rain turned that overwhelming smile upon her invitation. Agatha tensed. No, he mustn’t—

He did. With a regal nod, he accepted for the both of them.

Blast! She clenched his arm until all the feeling left her fingers, but he only smiled serenely at her and patted her hand.

Agatha turned her own witless smile to her guests. “Oh, how silly of Mortimer. He has forgotten that we are unable to make a Tuesday event, as we visit his mother every Tuesday. Mortimer dearly loves his mother. But you are so very kind to include us, Mrs. Trapp.”

Heavens. That had been entirely too close. Agatha turned relieved eyes to Lady Winchell.

The smile on that lady’s face gave Agatha a chill as she watched those glinting eyes travel over “Mortimer.” The woman looked positively hungry. Oh, dear.

“His lordship and I are hosting a supper dance in one week, Mr. Applequist. I daresay the gentlemen would relish the chance to hear of your escapades”—she shot a look at Agatha—“first-hand.”

Agatha opened her mouth to protest. Lady Winchell held up a hand.

“Now, now, no need to thank me. I know how difficult it is for a young couple like yourselves to make their way into Society.”

She stood and gave Agatha a polite smile with a gleam of triumph in it. “I so look forward to getting to know you better, dear Agatha.” Her voice dropped to a purr. “And your handsome husband as well.”

Mr. Rain gave a creditable bow once Agatha had dragged him off the sofa. Mrs. Sloane and Mrs. Trapp tittered appreciatively.

Agatha refrained from rolling her eyes. Heaven save her from ever being so silly. The ladies turned to go with many a backward glance.

Giving “Mortimer” a shove to indicate that he should stay behind, Agatha followed her guests to the door where Pearson stood ready with bonnets and shawls.

“I do hope we may attend, my lady. One never knows when Mortimer must—”

“Oh, you’ll attend, Mrs. Applequist. After all, it is not a Tuesday.”

Her smirk told Agatha that the lady hadn’t believed a single word. Lady Winchell donned her hat and gave Agatha a glacial smile, her eyes hard.

“You mustn’t disappoint us. Remember, one doesn’t get many opportunities to put one’s best foot forward in this world.”

Lady Winchell stroked a strand of pale hair into place and cast a lingering glance back into the parlor. “A man of few words, your husband. I do hope he feels more talkative next time. The gentlemen will be so looking forward to hearing of his adventures.”

Agatha shivered at the last icy smirk delivered with these words. When the ladies were gone, she wrapped both arms around her against the chill and returned to the parlor. What was she to do now?

“I thought that went right well, I did. It weren’t so ’ard at all. Them’s real nice ladies, for toffs.” Mr. Rain looked very pleased with himself. “And I never said not one word, just like you wanted.”

Agatha’s jaw dropped. He had no idea what he had done to her, with his irresistible smile and his fabulous anatomy.

Simon had done a terrible thing, he knew, but the lady deserved it for telling such staggering whoppers. Tiger hunting in India? Rescuing the Rajah’s son with a single shot? How poisonous. Even he hated Mortimer Applequist.

Ah, but there was no Mortimer Applequist, was there? There was only pretty Mrs. Applequist and her penchant for fibbing. She was no more married than a Drury Lane actress would be. Although he’d wager she was just as good in bed.

Yet she was no ordinary ladybird. She lied beautifully, if a bit outrageously. She went to great lengths to support the tiniest details of her story. And even more surprising, she comported herself among real ladies without hesitation.

Simon knew from experience how hard it was to overcome a lifetime of class-conscious diffidence to pose as one of the gentry.

All of the above smacked of a great deal of training. Training that quite possibly came from the French. He’d not received any mention of women in their intelligence network, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Napoleon was nothing if not creative.

It made little difference to Simon either way. Whether she was here as James Cunnington’s paramour or co-conspirator, he was willing to bet that she could lead him to James himself.

At any rate, he’d accomplished his task and was now well versed in the layout of the house. He’d even left a likely window unlatched upstairs. Tonight would do for a more thorough search. He would have to take care. If he left any sign of entry tonight, he’d be the first one suspected.

Not that she’d ever be able to find him. But he’d be watching her. Indeed he would.

He nodded politely as he passed her. “Nice to be of service to you, mum. I thanks you for the bath. I’ll be collectin’ me rig and be on me way.”

The parlor door slammed shut inches in front of his face. Simon looked down to see a plump palm pressing the door closed.

“’Ere now. I thought we was done.”

“Done? Done? After the mess you’ve gotten me into? Did you have to be so charming? Did you have to smile so … so …?”

Blast. He was doing it again.

Agatha got shivers in her stomach as Mr. Rain smiled down at her.

“Charmin’, was I? And me not sayin’ a word? Now, how could that be?”

His voice was low and flirtatious and his eyes gleamed as if they held a secret. Only one corner of his mouth actually curled upward, and it gave her hot chills simply to look at it.

But those shivers no longer lived just in her stomach. A great deal more of her person seemed to be involved.

She licked her lips.

He chuckled and his breath was warm on her face. He smelled of cinnamon. What would he taste like?

Good lord, what was she doing?

Quickly Agatha ducked under his arm and scuttled across the room. Yes, distance was good. Enough distance that she couldn’t feel the heat of him on her skin.

Smoothing damp palms down her skirt, Agatha resumed her artificial smile and turned back to Mr. Rain. Indicating that he return to his seat on the blue velvet sofa, she herself perched where Lady Winchell had sat.

Distance.

Mr. Rain moved to the sofa but did not sit. Instead, he stood behind it and planted his elbows on the back. He said nothing, only studied her closely, that off-center smile still lingering on his lips.

“You may sit, Mr. Rain,” Agatha said with another regal motion to the sofa.

“Oh, I knows it. I’m just keepin’ the way clear to the door, in case you’re wantin’ to snare me again.”

“I assure you, Mr. Rain, I have no intention of ‘snaring’ anyone.” The gall!

Well, except she had rather snared him, hadn’t she? Oh, heavens, what was she doing? Abruptly the starch and indignation left her spine and Agatha wilted.

Putting her face in her hands, she blocked out the room and the man and her hopelessly tangled situation.

Think. No, not about the fit of Mr. Rain’s trousers. Think about how to mend the damage.

She must be allowed to continue at the hospital. It was the best link between London and the soldiers still at war. She was able to ask about Jamie at every opportunity and peruse first-hand the lists of men lost and men found.

“You looks a bit mopped, mum. Don’t know why. Them ladies think you’re right married now.”

“Yes. Married to you,” Agatha muttered from between her palms. “What will they think if I do not go to Lady Winchell’s supper dance? I cannot very well go without an escort, especially now that they have met Mortimer.”

And Lady Winchell had known that no one could easily turn aside such a highly sought after invitation without inviting gossip. Gossip meant curiosity into her affairs, curiosity she could ill afford.

What a blasted muck-up she’d made of things. Blast, blast, blast!

Vulgarity helped, but when Agatha raised her eyes, the central player in the muck-up still leaned insouciantly against her sofa back.

“Well, that’s a right shame for the lady, but it ain’t got nothin’ to do with me then, do it?” He turned to go.

“Wait!” Perhaps this wasn’t a mess. Perhaps it was a miracle.

The only other clue Agatha had to Jamie’s disappearance was a name. Not even really a name, more of an epithet. On Jamie’s last visit home, she had chanced upon a letter in his room, a message clearly in code, signed by “the Griffin.”

What did a common soldier have to do with the most famous gentleman spy in Britain? Agatha had no idea, but there was no doubt that Jamie and the Griffin had some connection.

Finding the Griffin might just mean finding Jamie. And finding the Griffin would be much easier if Agatha could enter Society.

And for that, Agatha needed Mortimer.

Mr. Rain turned halfway back to her, clearly not intending to be swayed from his departure. How could she make him stay?

“It seems I still require a husband. You were interested in making use of a bed. That can be arranged, if you agree to help me.” He could nap in Jamie’s bed for the rest of his life, if he would help her find her brother.

Simon was startled by her bold invitation. What was the alleged Mrs. Applequist after, really?

He let his eyes travel over her with the intensity he reserved for business, seeking out clues that would tell him who this woman was.

There was little to discover on the surface. Her wardrobe was of good quality, if a bit short on style. Her features were regular and appealing in an apple-cheeked country fashion. Nothing to hint that she was anything out of the very ordinary.

Until he looked at her body.

It was difficult to do so with detachment. Her full, sweet curves made his blood heat. He couldn’t examine her without wanting to get a much closer look. Would the reality prove as promising as his imagination?

Would her breasts overflow his hands the way they overflowed her corset? Would her bottom prove as luscious as the swelling of her hips promised him? She was full-bodied and ripe, like the fruit of temptation hanging just out of reach.

His mouth watered.

“I should think you’d jump at the chance to earn a decent wage, Mr. Rain. After all, you’re getting a bit large to sweep chimneys, aren’t you?”

So lush …

“Mr. Rain?”

With difficulty Simon bridled his hunger and wondered if perhaps he should check his chin for saliva. Quickly he pulled on the impudent facade of Simon the Chimneysweep.

“What all will you be wantin’ me to do? I ain’t interested in nothing what might get me across the law, and no mistake!”

“Of course not. The very idea. There is no breaking of the law involved. The merest bending, perhaps, but truly nothing serious. And all for the finest of causes, I assure you.”

“Well, that’s good—”

“Oh, Mr. Rain, I cannot thank you enough! It will only be for a few weeks, perhaps slightly more, but hardly any time at all, really. And I will reward you for your pains, most handsomely.”

The lady beamed at him and heaved a great sigh. Simon was forced to rip his gaze from her décolletage. Pains? He had agreed to perform as her husband? He’d been so distracted, he hadn’t even noticed.

She was clever. Too clever, for a mere mistress. Her ingenuity and persistence were something other than ordinary. Simon was forced to move her from “bystander” to “accomplice.”

A party at Lord Winchell’s London house would fit into his plans anyway. All the better to keep his eye on this woman. And Winchell was definitely on his list of possibles, for the man lived very well, with high standing in both Society and the War Office. Winchell’s position close to the Prime Minister alone made him worth investigating.

With the Liars’ current manpower shortage—Simon suppressed the pain and loss—every man had to serve more than one purpose as it was. He could kill his two birds with one stone….

Carefully Simon focused his attention on the problem at hand, squelching his odd distraction. Yes, agreeing to her plan might yield a great deal of information.

But he wondered … what precisely had he agreed to?


Chapter Three

It was a most agreeable dream.

Warm breath caressed Agatha’s neck and she sighed. Turning into the heat, she stretched her body in luxurious delight. Reaching out, she stroked her hand over—

—the chill hard wood of the bedpost.

Snapped from her sensual half-dream, Agatha jerked upright. Her nighttime braid had slipped its knot and her hair spilled in front of her eyes. She pushed it hurriedly aside and sat very still, listening.

The chamber was the same unimpressive room as always, its squat furnishings not improved by the shadows. Unlike Jamie’s chamber, she had made little effort to improve her own.

Yes, her window was still shut against the last chill of spring and the coals still glowed from her bedtime fire. So why were her nerves trembling? Why was her breath coming short and sharp, and her neck aquiver with sensation?

Why did the room smell ever so very faintly of cinnamon?

Simon.

Mr. Rain to you, my girl, she scolded herself, and don’t you forget it. Moreover, Mr. Rain was safely all the way down the hall, ensconced in Jamie’s big bedchamber for the week.

He hadn’t liked the idea of staying in the house, and it had been all that Agatha could do to persuade him that there would be no irate person of the male persuasion coming to defend her honor. Truly, it was the only practical solution.

And it was lovely having a man around the house again. A deep voice, a heavier tread, a solid presence to fill the emptiness. Agatha bit her lip for a moment. She missed Jamie and Papa terribly.

As much as she loved Appleby, the estate had become more lonely burden than loving home in the last few years. Jamie had not been living there for quite some time, even before he went to war.

And poor Papa, gone just two years, had been so devastated by his wife’s death fifteen years before that he had retreated into his books and his mathematics. Even when he was with his son and daughter, he was scarcely there at all.

The care of the sheep herds and the orchards had been hers for so long, it felt distinctly odd not to forever be thinking of lambs and apples. Odd, and something of a guilty relief.

But she would gladly tend both for the rest of her life if only she could bring back her family. The way they used to be. Agatha rubbed at her eyes, for they burned just the tiniest bit.

She pulled her determination about her like a shield against the pain. Papa was gone forever, but Jamie was out there, somewhere, and it was left to Agatha to find him.

Mr. Rain was not a replacement but a tool placed in her path to aid her mission.

She was close, she knew it. She could envision the moment when she found her brother, perhaps when the ambulance wagons brought the men into the hospital by the dozens.

She would offer a dipper of water to another wounded man, one who was not too terribly wounded, then raise her eyes to see the gleam of Jamie’s wicked grin and hear his teasing voice.

“Got your nose in my business again, don’t you, Aggravation? Can’t leave you alone for a minute!”

And she would help him from his pallet and he would walk out of the hospital—because he wasn’t too terribly wounded—and they would go back to Appleby, where things would be just as they had always been before.

Before Napoleon had struck and Jamie had gone soldiering. Before Papa had died.

Before Lord Fistingham had come to tell her that he was the executor of her inheritance now that her brother was likely dead as well. Hence, she should be honored to join her wealth and her lands to Fistingham by becoming the bride of his son, Reginald.

Before she had been left alone with Repulsive Reggie, with his sweaty hands on her body and his slimy tongue in her mouth.

She had managed to avoid Reggie for most of her life, neighbors though they be. She’d learned very young that he was not to be trusted.

Quickly she shut her mind to that older memory, so swiftly that only a brief vision of Reggie’s sweating teenage face appeared, silhouetted against a cloudy summer sky while she fought him off with small childish hands.

He isn’t here.

She was safe from him here as she had been for the past several years at Appleby. But that hadn’t lasted forever, had it?

It had only been through her reluctance to offend Lord Fistingham that he and his son, Reggie, had managed to be let into Appleby last month.

His lordship had come to pursue an agenda of his own.

“You’re an orphan, gel. Not a soul in the world to look after you. It’s my duty to see you set.”

“Jamie will look out for me, my lord,” Agatha had argued. She hadn’t thought claiming she could look after herself would have done her any good with an old-fashioned fellow like his lordship.

“Ah, but young James is dead, make no mistake. You must get beyond this foolishness and face the truth. You’re all alone in the world, doomed to starve.”

“Hardly that,” she’d muttered dryly. She was fairly sure that Appleby brought in a larger income than Fistingham, for it was better managed by far. Not to mention that her accounts had not the constant drain of a useless gambling sot of a son.

“Nonsense. No woman can get by without a man. But I’ve taken care of that. Your father—ah, how I miss dear Jems—would have wanted me to.”

Agatha had striven to seem respectful, for Lord Fistingham had been the closest thing her father had ever had to a friend. The unworthy thought crossed her mind that Lord Fistingham had only made the occasional appearance to hit his dear “Jems” up for a loan.

And her father would only blink dimly and write a generous cheque, never questioning the amount and never asking to be repaid. Although knowing Papa’s complete disregard for anything but the realm of numbers and formulas, that likely had more to do with a total disinterest in money than actual generosity.

Then his lordship had outlined his plan to bring their great estates together under the name of Fistingham. Agatha had barely listened, mentally tallying her books while she nodded away.

Until she had realized with cold sinking horror that Lord Fistingham’s plans included marriage. A proposal that he was not going to let her refuse. At first she’d been afraid he’d wanted to marry her himself.

Then her situation had become even more dangerous.

“You’ll marry Reggie straightaway. You’ve no choice, gel. I’ve control of everything now, you see. With young Jems gone, your father’s will turns it all over to me until you marry, at which time it will go to your husband.”

She’d frantically tried to remember the reading of the will, but only the shadow of her grief came to mind. Still, she hadn’t doubted for a moment that it was true. How like her father to turn her welfare over to a stranger. And why not? He’d practically been a stranger himself since her mother had died.

“But I’ve run Appleby for years! I’m perfectly capable of tending my own affairs!”

“Oh, I know young Jems let you play steward now and again, the silly boy. He’s fortunate you didn’t do much dam age.” Lord Fistingham had stood then, his formerly mild gaze sharpening suddenly on his son. “Time for you to wed, gel. Reggie, see to convincing your bride.”

“Yes, Father.” Reginald had smiled winningly at Agatha.

His lordship had left then, removing the key from the lock and closing the door carefully behind him. Agatha could still remember how that click had resonated through her nerves like a screamed warning.

For romantic persuasion had not been part of Repulsive Reggie’s plan. As soon as his father had quit the room, he’d been on her. He’d clawed at her bodice and pulled her hair, all the while crudely pushing himself at her like a rutting ram.

Agatha had struggled silently against her own debilitating fear and his superior strength. She’d dared not call out for one of her servants to break down the door to help her, for she’d only condemn her own staff to an appearance before the magistrate if they laid hands on a lord’s son. That would not end well, especially when Lord Fistingham was the local magistrate.

It hadn’t been until Reggie had her down on the sofa, fixed on pinning her whilst he undid his breeches, that a long-ago event had flashed through her mind and she knew what she must do.

When they were young, Jamie had suddenly decided that she needed to learn to protect herself and had demonstrated how to disarm a man completely with one simple action.

With all her might, Agatha kicked out. Her knee had missed, for she was hampered by Reggie’s weight on her skirts. But her thigh had made satisfying contact all the same.

Most satisfying indeed. Reggie’s face had gone greenish-white and he had rolled off her with a breathless wheeze. She’d clambered out with practiced ease through a large window, leaving her foe writhing on the floor behind her.

When she’d left Appleby early the next morning, her household staff had still been trying to clean the vomit from the carpet.

Remembering that day, Agatha realized that she was rubbing her wrists, although the bruises had been gone for over a week.

She shuddered. Absently rebraiding her hair, she forced herself to focus her mind on the enormous task confronting her.

How to turn a chimneysweep into a gentleman in a single week?

He must be able to converse, to dine, to dance, to walk even, as if he were born to the gentry. It was a daunting task, without the remotest chance of succeeding. Agatha dropped her braid and flopped back onto her pillow.

One thing at a time. She had spent the evening with him, going over a few highly useful phrases that would get him by with the household help for the next few days. He had learned quickly and relieved her mind about his ability to master conversation.

The simplest change would be to transform the outside. Already he had proven to be acceptable-looking, even a bit devastating. With the proper clothes and a modicum of manners, he ought to pass well enough.

After all, it wasn’t as though she were trying to find him a wife. She needn’t prove anything about him but that he was an ordinary fellow.

If only she hadn’t claimed he was a musician …

Curling her body around her pillow, Agatha sleepily tried to plot her way out of that one until she drifted off again.

Simon stepped out of the shadows to look down on Agatha. Even in the near darkness, he could see her sleep-flushed cheeks and one round shoulder peeking from the neckline of her gown.

What was her game? She was a consummate actress, with her fresh country ways and her direct sexuality. He had waited for another invitation tonight, half-expecting her to dispense his “reward” for remaining to help her.

Instead, she had brightly wished him a good evening and instructed a bemused Pearson to have breakfast ready promptly at seven.

Simon didn’t know much about the habits of mistresses, but he had always pictured them a lazy bunch, sleeping their days away whilst awaiting their paramours at night.

The house creaked a midnight protest around him. He had searched every inch of it in the last few hours, barring the servants’ quarters. But other than some rather incriminating inscriptions in the books lining his own room—“To James, my dear schemer, Love, A”—he had found nothing useful so far.

Agatha shifted restlessly beneath her covers and Simon stepped back into shadow. He was finished here, and he had much to take care of before he could remain in this house for a week. He should go.

This room held nothing more of interest to him. Nothing but the woman in the bed. She was a mystery that he was fast becoming obsessed with.

As he slipped out as silently as he had come, Simon decided that he probably shouldn’t have untied her braid to feel the texture of her hair. And he definitely shouldn’t have let her scent tempt him into leaning deeply over her as she slept.

The streets of London never truly slept, at least not in Simon’s part of town. As he walked swiftly down the cobbles, using the shadows for concealment without skulking, Simon inhaled the damp, sooty smell of the city, overlain with a tinge of dirty Thames.

After the fresh-flower-scented halls of the house on Carriage Square, the city’s reek was familiar as his own face in the mirror but not particularly welcoming.

This part of the city was neither the finest nor the worst. A mix of places gone to seed and establishments on their way back up. Londoners of all classes mixed here as they did nowhere else. During the day, gentlemen walked next to beggars and ladies passed unknowingly close to whores.

Neither desperate nor decadent, this area was the perfect location for the Liar’s Club. By day a gentlemen’s club of not-too-sterling reputation, by night the lair of England’s finest—if somewhat irregular—spy corps.

Simon slowed, his boots clicking on the cobbles faintly. Casually he waited until a cart rattled past, then he ducked swiftly down an alley. Pausing for a moment to listen for any sound of trespassers, Simon let his eyes adjust. The light from the street lamps didn’t penetrate into the darkness within, but Simon didn’t need a lamp to find his way.

The alley angled sharply and Simon turned with it automatically. Then he stopped to feel in front of him, making a small sound of satisfaction when his hand touched cold iron.

With practiced ease, Simon swiftly climbed the rusted ladder that had been positioned between the two walls of windowless brick.

The ladder led nowhere. The raw iron of the ends was cut, leaving the climber halfway up one wall with nowhere to go but down.

Unless one knew to stand on the topmost rung and jump to the narrow ledge running the length of the opposite wall. There were handholds if one knew where to look.

Simon didn’t have to look, having made this journey hundreds of times in the last several years, in wet weather and dry, at the black of midnight and in broad daylight.

Once he was perched on the ledge, clinging to the almost invisible grips chiseled into the brick, it was only a short journey along the ledge to a heavily barred window that rose from his knees to over his head.

The bars were joined with a massive lock and a loop of mighty chain that would have been at home on the docks. Simon ignored these for a small lever hidden in the upper right corner of the window.

With a substantial click and the whisper of well-oiled hinges, Simon was through the window and inside. Once within the storeroom situated above the kitchen, Simon secured the window and dusted his hands together.

Just another ramble to the office.


Chapter Four

Only a few short hours later, Simon yawned as he passed the little maid scuttling down the hall on early-morning maid business. Nellie flashed him a cheery smile and a cheeky giggle.

The sun was not yet up, but Simon was determined not to let Agatha have the complete running of things. If she said seven, he would breakfast at six. He pushed open the door of the breakfast room, fighting another yawn, then stopped short.

“Good morning, Mr. Applequist. Did you rest well?”

Perched, fully dressed, at the table in the yellow-papered breakfast room, Mrs. Applequist cut a triangle of toast and daintily chewed it.

Simon couldn’t believe it. She was as chirpy as a bird diggin for worms in a pre-dawn garden. Forcing his yawn away with iron will, he nodded briskly.

“And you?” he asked, as she had rehearsed with him the night before.

Her eyes widened appreciatively at his perfectly modulated words. Simon felt a tiny surge of ridiculous pride. Of course he could speak well. He always had. Well, not always, but for years. Why should her approval mean a thing to him?

The gangling footman left the room, and Mrs. Applequist sighed with visible relief.

“You may be at ease now, Mr. Rain.”

Simon simply shot her a glare and fixed himself a heaping plate from the sideboard and sat opposite her at the cheerful table with its bright crockery. The lady’s cook was better than his own, he decided as he chewed.

He watched her covertly as they ate in silence. The sun had begun to shine into the room, glancing off her hair with reddish shine. Odd. He had thought her hair to be pure black, not a brown so deep ’twas almost sable.

Brown hair, brown eyes. So very ordinary, really.

Except she wasn’t ordinary at all, was she? Suspicion sneaked through his thoughts. What more perfect disguise for a woman than to be ordinary? People never noticed the ordinary.

Their eyes would go right over her, to be attracted by the more exotic, the more flamboyant. Like his guise of a chimneysweep, so everyday as to be invisible.

The news-sheet she read crackled under her fingers, and she gave a little gasp of excitement.

“What’s afoot?” he asked.

“Read this!” She slid the paper halfway across the mahogany tabletop, then paused. He looked up to see her eyeing him hesitantly.

“What?”

“You … you can read, can’t you?”

Simon almost snatched the paper away with a growl, then decided that his chimneysweep character might well be illiterate. He simply sat back without replying and let her read to him, eyeing the sheet as he listened.

It wasn’t a real newspaper but more of a gossip sheet, full of references to “Lady B—” and “Lord F—,” nattering on about marital matches and gowns and spies—

Spies. Oh, no. Not again.

“‘Your Voice of Society wonders that England’s greatest hero-spy has not been rumored about town recently. Although he is the Crown’s closely held secret, your Voice knows that not so long ago he upset an entire attack against the Sons of England with his swift action against the wagons carrying cannon shot and powder.

“‘He crept behind the lines in the dark of the night, risking life and limb in a sure-suicide mission to destroy the very weapons of war that Napoleon wields against our Sons and Brothers.’”

Simon had heard it before, or something very like it. The workings of his secret organization, spread out for public consumption. Facts that only one man besides himself could know. Simon’s hands twitched with rage.

Later. Simon quelled his fury, returning his gaze to Agatha. She read on, the praise growing more exorbitant and flowery, until it almost held the flavor of mockery.

Simon had to make it stop. “What’s this rot?”

Mrs. Applequist put the paper down with a sniff. “This ‘rot’ is why I am here. I am looking for someone. He is missing, and I must find him.”

“Who is it, then?”

“His name is James Cunnington. He is my—he is very dear to me,” she finished.

James. So she gave her lover’s name.

“What’s it got to do with me?”

“With you by my side, I may move about Society much more easily. I may ask questions, make inquiries. The spy this speaks of is the Griffin. It has as much as said so in previous issues. If I can find the Griffin, then I think I may be able to find James.”

“The Griffin, eh?”

“I’m not entirely sure. I have only one clue to follow, so I will begin there. A letter I once saw in James’s possession, signed ‘The Griffin.’”

“Not much of a clue.”

“Oh, I know it is a remote chance. But whatever else, I must find James. He is all I have left.”

Her voice was still soft, but Simon could hear the steel determination beneath. This was not good. These were deadly people. Even if she were merely a mistress looking for her lover, she was going to severely shake the tree.

She was not only dangerous, she was in danger herself. She could have no idea what she was dealing with.

“We’ve much to do today, Mr. Rain.” She smiled and placed her napkin beside her plate. “If you’ll join me in the parlor once you’ve breakfasted?”

Simon nodded as she rose, then was unable to keep himself from watching the way her skirts twitched over her bottom as she walked from the room. He tore his eyes away with difficulty. It was going to be a very long week.

In the meantime, he may as well enjoy the food. Picking up his fork, he attacked his breakfast once again.

A fellow needed to keep his strength up around this one. There was no telling what she expected him to do.

“I ain’t doing it! Not now, not never. And if you’re thinking of trying to make me, you’ll cop a packet!”

The powdered wig hit the bedchamber wall with an explosion of talcum. Mrs. Applequist and Button, the valet she had hired and sworn to secrecy, watched the powder drift to the floor to lightly coat the other items that had suffered from Simon’s intransigence that morning.

A horribly wrinkled cravat, collar points, and a monocle lay discarded on the floor, testament to his rejection of dandified fashion.

Mrs. Applequist sighed.

Again.

“Very well, Mr. Rain. Perhaps the wig is a bit much. After all, you’ll hardly be making an appearance at Court. If we do without the collar points and the monocle, will you please try to accustom yourself to the cravat? No gentleman would appear in Society without his neckcloth intricately tied.”

“Oh, all right’” Simon muttered crossly, hiding his desire to laugh. He was beginning to enjoy the role of the rascally chimneysweep.

Tilting his chin back, Simon allowed Button to wrap and tie a freshly pressed cravat around his neck. The little valet’s hands were shaking, and Simon spared a moment of sympathy for the fellow.

Between Mrs. Applequist’s dramatic pleas for secrecy and Simon’s ranting, the man no doubt thought himself in the hire of Bedlamites.

Looking back on the past three days, Simon couldn’t help thinking he might well qualify as a madman soon. Every waking moment had been filled with elocution exercises, tableware memorization, and dance lessons.

From dawn ’til night, he was worked as hard as he had ever been worked before. It was nearly as difficult to play a man who had no knowledge of those things as it had been to learn them all the first time.

Mrs. Applequist had been forced to attach a valet for him, but she wasn’t taking any more chances on exposure. She prepared his lessons herself, ate with him, and nagged him constantly.

“Remember the h, Mr. Rain.”

“Kindly recollect the g, Mr. Rain.”

“That is your salad fork, Mr. Rain.”

If he had been the poor uneducated man she thought him, he would be a babbling idiot by now. As it was, he was barely able to survive until afternoon tea without strangling the little martinet.

Ah, but following tea, it was time for his dance lesson. That’s when his little tyrant would go soft and almost shy.

After sending away the tray and winding a delicate porcelain music box, she would pace slowly to the center of the parlor “schoolroom” and beckon to him silently.

Simon had never danced so well. Previously, there had been no reason to attain any real level of accomplishment, and at first, his clumsiness had not been entirely feigned.

His patchwork education had been centered around stealth and secrecy, not style and Society.

Sadly, until this afternoon he was expected to let her dress him like a mannequin. Button finished his precise tying ritual with a tug and a sniff, and Simon moved to stand before the looking glass.

The man in full evening dress he saw reflected there gave him pause. Button might not be the bravest soul in creation, but he was an absolute genius as a valet. Simon blinked at the picture he made.

Very dapper. He looked an absolute lord. Not his usual style at all. How odd to see himself this way.

“Button, you are a wonder!” Mrs. Applequist clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, Mr. Rain, you look like a gentleman through and through!”

Careful, old man. Mustn’t make progress too quickly. He scowled into the mirror. “I looks like a bloody tea leaf, that’s what I looks like!”

Roughly he pulled off the cravat and waistcoat. “You can trick me out like this when you must, but I ain’t wearin’ this rig every day.”

She watched with wide eyes as his fingers began undoing the studs of his shirt. Simon was careful to fumble the littlest bit, then he pulled it off over his head impatiently.

She took a tiny step back, but her gaze didn’t waver.

“Got your eye full?” Simon snarled.

When her eyes widened and she stopped breathing, Simon finally had to laugh. She flushed at his guffaw and turned away.

“Button, would you be so kind as to prepare Mr. Rain for tea?”

With brisk steps she crossed to the door. When she raised her gaze to Simon’s, the delight was gone and her eyes were large and dark with something else entirely.

After beating her strategic retreat, Agatha paused a moment outside Simon’s room, leaning on the paneled wood of the hall and breathing deeply.

What sort of weakling was she, to vow one moment to see him as an instrument of subterfuge and the next to be blinded by his masculine appeal?

And he was appealing, wasn’t he? It was very disturbing. In—and out of—his new garments, he was any young girl’s ideal gentleman. But she wasn’t a girl any longer, and he was no gentleman.

“Will you be wanting tea served in the parlor now, madam?”

Agatha opened her eyes to find Pearson gazing at her, apparently unperturbed to find her propped against the wall like a broom.

“Yes, thank you, Pearson.” Agatha cleared her throat and smiled brightly at the butler. “That will be lovely.”

A bracing cup of tea did sound lovely. Mr. Rain was coming along beautifully with his table manners, although he still had a tendency to eat rather too appreciatively. One really shouldn’t make those delighted sounds in one’s throat. Terribly distracting.

Tea, and then she would play dancing master. Agatha felt the heat rising within her again. Today she would teach Mr. Rain—no, Mr. Applequist—the waltz.

As a married couple, he and his wife were perfectly entitled to perform the somewhat scandalous dance. It was only the maiden woman who was discouraged from pressing herself so closely to her partner, swirling intimately across the floor in his arms.

Heavens. How would she survive it?

Mrs. Applequist looked as though she wanted to kill him. Simon watched as she visibly fought down her growing frustration and began again.

“Place one hand thus, Mr. Applequist. Then lightly—lightly I say, not as though one is handling a coal shovel!—lightly take the lady’s hand, here, holding it precisely at shoulder height….”

Simon stopped listening. He was far more interested in watching her mouth move. It was odd how, when you took her features one by one, they did not amount to much in themselves. It was the entire mixture that was so attractive.

She was no classic beauty, but her snapping brown eyes and full lips combined with her fresh rosy complexion, making up a veritable recipe for appeal.

He especially liked her lips. They were highly colored, all of their own merit, and when she was nervous, such as now, the pretty Mrs. Applequist had a tendency to slide her tongue across them quickly.

There. She did it again. It made him ache a little more whenever she did so.

It occurred to Simon that he had never really seen her smile with those lips. She had made polite faces to her lady guests and been pleasant to her household, but he had yet to see her smile naturally.

He wanted to see that. Very badly. At any rate, he was tired of making himself step on her toes.

“You know, where I come from, dancin’ ain’t just for those what dressed up for it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Me mum used to work in Co vent Garden on Market Day. After the whole lot was packed out at the end of the day, the buskers and fiddlers’d sit out in the empty square and play into the night.”

“I haven’t yet seen the Covent Garden Market. What did your mother sell?”

Herself. But Simon wasn’t going to let that tidbit out.

“Oh, this and that.”

“What about your father?”

Best not to talk about that. “Are you tellin’ this or me?”

“I apologize. Please go on.”

He didn’t, though, not for a moment. He simply enjoyed the feel of her in his arms as they stepped about the parlor to the sound of the music box chime.

“Mr. Rain? You were telling me about the musicians after Market Day?”

“We’d all gather round, you see, after the regular sorts went home. Them as had coin would buy up the last of the tarts and meat pies for near to nothing, and pass ’em out. Spirits’d be brought out to wet throats dry from hawking wares all day, and things’d get right jolly.”

Sometimes they had gotten rather dangerous as well, but she needn’t hear about that.

“And then there was the dancing. The baker in his apron and the seller women in their caps, without a care for their dress, all just dancing for the joy of it, and of a day well ended.”

Mrs. Applequist raised a brow. “I’ve been to country dances all my life, Mr. Rain. Surely it’s no more joyous than that.”

“I dunno about them country types, but unless they was Gypsy players, I can’t see ’em whirling any faster than me mum and the baker.”

She looked intrigued. “Whirling? I can’t say that I have ever ‘whirled,’” she said a bit wistfully.

Simon let her out of his arms and stepped back. Touching a finger to the base of the music box, he ended the sedate chiming.

“But, Mr. Rain, we haven’t finished—”

Clapping his hands together sharply, Simon began whistling a sprightly tune. Giving her an encouraging grin, he took her hands and began to clap them within his own until she took up his rhythm.

Then, stepping back, he began a stamping counterpoint to her rhythm, stepping briskly forward to her, then back, then turning in time.

The lady definitely seemed interested, chewing her lip as she followed the pattern of his feet with her eyes and kept his rhythm with her hands. When Simon saw that she had it, he grabbed her hands to send her spinning and began to sing lustily:


“Go on, fellow, grab your girl.
Take her hand and let ’er whirl.
If she comes back, then dance you on.
If she don’t, then hell, she’s gone!
Take the next one, she might do.
If she won’t, then take you two!”



Agatha was whirling. Skipping madly in a circle to Simon’s bawdy song, she clapped and whirled until her head spun. Dizzily she reached out, only to collapse against Simon’s sturdy chest. Panting wildly, she grinned up at him.

“You are quite mad, Mr. Rain.”

“You honor me, Mrs. Applequist.” The formal tone of the phrase she’d drummed into him was at odds with the rakish twist of his lips.

Agatha liked the feel of him beneath her hands. He was solid and truly very tall, when one stood so close. Her breath still came quickly from dancing, and with the air that she drew in, she drew in his scent as well.

Clean and sharp and manly, cinnamon and tobacco.

“Cinnamon.”

“What?”

“You … smell of cinnamon.”

“Aye.”

Agatha swallowed. The heat of him was seeping through her clothing, licking like firelight over her bosom and belly. He had grasped her elbows to steady her and her skin tingled where he touched. “Wh … Why?”

“Why do I smell of cinnamon?” he asked softly.

Agatha nodded. Odd, how she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. Surely she hadn’t danced that vigorously.

“Cinnamon drops. The bits of red sugar from the confectionery. I’m rather partial to them.”

“Oh. Of course. Drops. Cinnamon.” Then she noticed something. “Oh, how marvelous! You are speaking so beautifully.”

Simon shook off the spell of her smile and the press of her soft, giving body against his. Damn, he’d slipped. Setting her firmly back on her feet, he moved back.

“Well, I’ve ’ad me a grand teacher, now ’aven’t I?”

“Oh. Well, thank you, Mr. Rain.” With a distracted air, Agatha pressed both palms to her face. “What were we doing? Oh, the waltz.”

She waved a hand toward the music box. “If you please, Mr. Rain?”

They returned to their formal pattern of steps. Simon moved stiffly, trying very hard not to see the way her eyes had grown dark and the flush of exertion had turned her cheeks a flattering pink.

Her breath still came a touch more heavily than usual, and he could feel it on his neck, warm and moist and fragrant, like her skin.

Unthinking, he pulled her closer, wanting to once more feel her full bosom against his chest.

“Mr. Rain, we must stay a certain space apart! As if another person stood between us.”

The phrase hit him with a splash of icy reality. A host of things stood between them. Secrets. Lies. And James. James stood between them as if a mountain had suddenly erupted where they stood together.

What was happening to him? Where was his analytical edge, his cool reason? Was it the disguise? Using the cant of his childhood, taking him back to the man he might have been—a simpler man with no more worries than making a pretty woman smile?

Simon pulled away. “Enough for now.”

Agatha’s expression softened. “No one expects you to grasp it all immediately,” she said. “We have another four days.”

“Good. Then I’m goin’ out. I need some air.” He dodged past her for the door. He had better get to it first. She was fast when she wanted to be.

“Mr. Applequist—”

“Rain,” Simon interrupted brusquely. “My name is Rain.”

“I know that, Mr.—” Agatha shook her head in irritation. “I cannot become too used to calling you that. I must be able to address you naturally, or this will never work.”

“If you’re my wife, then call me ‘Simon.’ Better yet, ‘Simon, darling.’” He grinned at her.

“Better yet, ‘Mortimer, darling,’ you mean to say.”

“Bloody hell. Did you have to pick such a name? Mortimer is the lad w’ the broken spectacles and the running nose. You should’ve picked a strong name, like … like …”

Agatha raised a brow. “Such as ‘Simon’?”

“Well, it beats ‘Mortimer’ any hour.”

“I have no difficulty addressing you as Mr. Applequist. Many women address their husbands so.”

“Well, how would you know? You ain’t never been married, now, ’ave you?”

“Kindly recall the h, Mr.—” Agatha bit her lip. “My marital status is not the point. Besides, I could already be married if I wished. I shall call you ‘Mortie.’ And you shall call me ‘Agatha.’ Well enough?”

“Well enough,” he grumbled. What did she mean, she could be married if she wished? She was a dove, a ladybird, a mistress. No respectable man would take her home and fit her out in an apron.

Then again, he was no respectable bloke, was he?

What was he thinking? She was not only a fallen woman, she was quite possibly involved in something entirely fishy.

He was here to terminate a leak, not to pluck her from her well-feathered nest of sin. No doubt she was perfectly happy where she was.

Air. He needed air. Pausing at the front door, he cursed the necessity of pausing to let Pearson help him into his outerwear. As soon as he had his coat on, he snatched the hat and gloves, then slammed out into the street.
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