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Chapter One

 

~Day 1~

Prince Nikolas of Aachen-Düren tossed his last card onto the table, crossed his arms over his broad chest, and watched as his friend Lord Newly pulled the pile of coins toward himself with a grin. 

“I do not know how much more of this I can take, Newly,” Nik said with a rueful shake of his head. In fact, he knew precisely how much more he was going to lose to his friend because he was doing it on purpose. Nik had a very generous allowance from his royal father, while Newly’s father was struggling just to keep their estate afloat. Nik knew this and was doing what he could to make things easier for his friend. He had done the same for Sumerton and Marron, the other two gentlemen at the table. Tonight, it was Newly’s turn.

He was about to lean forward to reach for the deck of cards when a delicate hand began running its way over his shoulder and down his chest, reaching inside of coat and waistcoat to the fine linen of his shirt. A woman’s lips began nipping at his earlobe as she blew her hot gin-scented breath down his neck. 

Newly and his other friends just smiled. 

“On the other hand, I think I may need to call it a night,” Nik said, correcting himself. He reached his hands behind his back to the woman, found a round, firm bum, and gave it a gentle pinch. The woman stood up quickly with a playful screech. 

He turned to see Marie, the woman who he had been known to hire on occasion to sate his needs. She was a professional, as were many of the women who frequented this tavern in the center of Oxford, and enjoyed the company of a good many of the university students and dons. Nik didn’t mind so long as she was clean. He didn’t even say goodnight to his friends but merely allowed the woman to lead him up the stairs to one of the rooms. 

As the first vestiges of dawn were beginning to lighten the sky, Nik felt something cold against his bare chest as he slowly began to awaken. He sighed, then felt whatever it was removed from his chest only to press to his temple a moment later. He opened his eyes and found Marie staring down at him, a serious expression on her face. He shifted his head to see what it was that had been touching him and discovered the barrel of a little pistol pointed at his head. 

He looked back up at Marie curiously.

“I’m sorry, Nik, but I’ve got no choice,” she said.

“Of course, you have a choice,” he told her calmly. 

She shook her head.

“If it is money, you know I will pay you more than whatever you are getting.”

She shook her head again. “If it were just that…” A tear started to roll down her pretty, pale cheek. “They’ve got me mum,” she told him quietly. “Said I’d get ‘er back when they saw yer dead body in this bed.”

Nik sighed. “I am so sorry, Marie… so very…” With a sudden move, he grabbed the gun from her hand, jumped to his feet, and tossed it out the window. 

“No!” she cried. 

“As I said,” he said, pulling on his clothes as quickly as he could, “I am so sorry.” He shoved his neckcloth and stockings into his coat pockets, his bare feet into his boots, and threw on his waistcoat and coat on his way out the door. 

He paused for a moment to toss some coins onto the table and then sprinted down the hall and headed for the stairs. Unfortunately, he was met at the bottom by two very large men who seemed to have been waiting for him. 

There was no escape back up the stairs. He would just have to deal as best he could. He hoped surprise would slow their reactions. He threw himself at them from halfway down the stair. They all ended up in a tumble of arms and legs, but Nik was quick to his feet and running out the door before the men could sort themselves out. 

He was sprinting down the street toward his rooms when his coach pulled up next to him. The door was thrown open, nearly hitting him.

“Jump in, Your Highness,” his man, Friedrich, called out. 

Nik did so, pulling the door closed behind him as Friedrich knocked on the ceiling and called out “Spring ‘em!” to the coachman. Friedrich didn’t know a lot of English, but that was one phrase he’d learned early. 

Nik nearly ended up on the floor as the coach shot forward. He righted himself as the clatter of the galloping horses’ hooves filled the empty, early morning streets. 

“How did you—” Nik started, speaking in his native German.

“I told you, Your Highness, that I would keep my ear to the ground. I wish I’d heard sooner what was planned. Sadly, my informant only told me about an hour ago. He tried to extract more money from me, but we came to an agreement,” Friedrich responded in the same language. 

“I hope no one was hurt?” Nik asked. 

Friedrich gave a quick noncommittal shrug as he examined his reddened knuckles. “The blood only touched my shoes. I was able to clean it away.”

Nik gave his servant a long, hard stare. He noticed his man was looking more tired than usual with deep bags under his brown eyes. When had his dark hair started turning gray? Nik couldn’t remember, but it did give Friedrich a rather distinguished-looking air with the gray at his temples. Other than that, he was still the same slender, elegant, deceptively strong man Nik had always known. No one would ever guess that Friedrich could knock a man out cold with just one well-placed blow. 

The man blinked back at him and then sighed. “I only broke his nose. It will mend.”

Sitting back against the comfortable seat, Nik crossed his arms over his chest. 

“And it was necessary. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have known to come and get you when I did. I have your valise, by the way, and I informed the doorman you would be away for a little while. He will keep an eye on your rooms while we are gone.”

“I’m not worried about my belongings and appreciate your efforts on my behalf. What did you learn?”

“Not as much as I would have liked, I’m afraid. Only that a great deal of money was offered for your life.”

Nik frowned. “But do you know who—”

Friedrich shook his head and sighed. “No matter what I threatened, I could discover no name. I apologize.”

“Well, we’ll continue through with our plan, then.”

“Yes, Your Highness. I’ve sent word to the ship. It will be ready to leave the moment we arrive in Margate. We’ll find some place nearby to stay until we can discover who is behind the attempt on your life.”

Nik nodded but was unable to contain the huge yawn that overtook him. “Very good. I’ll just close my eyes for a time, then.”

“Of course, sir.” Friedrich passed across the pillow he’d brought. Nik chuckled as he settled himself as comfortably as he could in the traveling coach. The man thought of everything. 

 

~Day 2~

Dearest Isa,

I am well. I start off my letter to you stressing this fact. I am well, and you have no need to worry about me. 

I am sorry, but I will need to cancel our regular dinner together for this coming week and for the foreseeable future. I’ve had to leave Oxford. I am on my way to Margate. Father’s fears that we laughed at have actually come about, and someone has attempted to take my life. Obviously, they failed as you would expect—you know me well enough, I’m certain. 

I am, however, putting into play the plans Father forced me to make should anything like this occur. I urge you to ignore anything and everything you might hear about me. It will all be a false trail to keep my whereabouts hidden from those who wish me harm. 

Please share this note with Herr Mueller, so he can make appropriate precautions to keep you safe as well. I don’t know what this person might do once I disappear, and I worry for you, my dearest sister. 

Stay at school, stay safe, and know I shall return to you just as soon as I can. 

As always,

     Nik

 

 Nik reread the letter and then folded it carefully, locking the paper together so his sister would know if anyone else had tried to open it. It was a small, neat little square once he was finished with it. He wrote her name on the front and then passed it over to Friedrich. “You’ll see that this is delivered,” he stated, despite the fact that it was a completely unnecessary command. Friedrich knew what to do and would see it through. Nik had complete confidence in his man. 

“Of course, Your Highness.” Friedrich bowed and then left their rented room to see the letter posted. It wasn’t the highest class of inn but an ordinary, bustling coaching inn. To ensure they went unnoticed, Friedrich hadn’t requested any special treatment nor even a particularly nice room. As a result, Nik had been woken at daybreak by the sounds of coaches being loaded with passengers in the open courtyard. It was all right. They would be leaving themselves very soon, and he would have all day to sleep in his cramped but otherwise comfortable coach. 

He ran his fingers through his wavy blond hair, happy that at least his sister wouldn’t worry about him. He wasn’t overly concerned about being killed; it was more that he couldn’t fathom who wanted him dead. He would have to think on this one.

A few hours later after he’d dressed and eaten, Nik started toward the front door of the inn to try to slip out as unobtrusively as he’d come in. As he passed the entrance, he noticed his letter to his sister sitting near the edge of the counter. 

What he failed to see was it falling to the floor, being stepped on, and shuffled under the feet of so many guests as they came and went. 
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Chapter Two

 

 

“Hope Angelica Clemens, get out from behind that column right now!” Lady Everston hissed. The lady’s rich brown hair, with only a touch of silver lacing through it, was hidden under an impressive turban of gray silk. It matched her gown, which elegantly hid her comfortably middle-aged figure.

With great reluctance, Hope stepped out from behind the large marble pillar, where she had managed to hide while her mother had taken a few minutes to chat with some friends on their way into Lady Boyer’s ball. “I was just looking at the beautiful marbling—” She stopped speaking and merely sighed at her mother’s disbelieving glare. 

“We haven’t been here five minutes and already you are making excuses,” Lady Everston scolded. “I am beginning to lose my patience with you.”

“But, Mama, the night is young. You usually don’t even begin to lose your patience until we’ve been at the party for at least an hour,” Hope said, half teasing but half serious. 

“Good evening, Mother, Hope,” said Sebastian, Earl of Everston approaching them. His deep brown curls, the same color as their mother and Hope’s, were perfectly tousled. His starched white neckcloth was magnificently arranged, and his broad shoulders were encased in a deep green coat so tight Hope wondered if he was even able to move his arms about normally. 

“Oh, Everston,” Hope’s mother sighed heavily.

Sebastian just laughed and looked at Hope. “Are you causing trouble again, Sister?” 

Hope did her best to look innocent. “Again? What do you mean? I never cause—”

“Of course she is,” her mother said, interrupting her. 

“You really should try not to cause our mother so much distress, Hope. You know it will only make her work even harder to see you well married,” her brother reminded her.

“I know. I am truly blessed with such a loving mother,” Hope said. She meant it, too. She only wished her mother showed her love by allowing Hope to do as she wanted rather than what Lady Everston felt was best for her. Hope had recently turned twenty and truly did know what she wanted from life. It was not a marriage devoid of all feeling, arranged merely so she could provide an heir to some peer of the realm. She also wasn’t so starry-eyed that she expected true love, but she did, at the very least, wish to marry someone she liked and who liked and respected her in return. 

She had yet to meet this paragon of a man, and it was most certainly for lack of trying. She knew for sure she would not find this gentleman among the parties of the ton. She wasn’t entirely certain where she would find him, though. Perhaps among her brother’s friends? Or amongst the stacks at Hatchard’s book store? She didn’t know, but it would definitely not be at Lady Boyer’s ball. 

“Then why, Hope, do you not try harder to make me happy?” her mother asked with such a sorrowful expression in her eyes that Hope actually began to feel a little guilty.

“I do, Mama. It’s just that you don’t listen to me when I speak to you and—”

“That’s because you do nothing but spout nonsense, my girl,” she said, dismissing her with a wave of her hand.

Hope looked at her brother, but he just shook his head.

“I don’t suppose you’re up to anything interesting?” she asked him.

He gave a slight shrug of his shoulders. “Oh, you know me. I was just thinking of heading into the card room.”

“Is there any interesting news to discuss?” she asked hopefully. She knew he would catch her meaning, but her mother jumped in before her brother could even answer her.

“News? Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t know why you expect your brother to always be telling you about the news. You should be more concerned with what’s going on right around you. For example, here is Lord Gritton heading your way. Now please, do smile and be kind.”

Hope turned just in time to see the gentleman in question reach out a hand toward Sebastian. “Everston,” Lord Gritton said as Sebastian gripped his hand.

“Gritton. Do you know my sister, Lady Hope Clemens?” Sebastian received a broad smile from their mother. 

“No, I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure,” Lord Gritton said. He managed a slight bow in her direction, but she worried his stays might burst if he were to attempt to bend any more. Perhaps he worried about it, too, since he gave a little giggle when they creaked as he stood straight again. She gave the man a smile, as much for reassurance to him as to keep herself from laughing at his predicament. 

“Lady Hope, might I ask for the honor of this dance?” Lord Gritton asked.

Hope opened her mouth to answer, but her mother beat her to it. “She would love to dance with you, my lord, wouldn’t you, Hope?” Her mother’s eyes narrowed in her direction. Hope had once—and only once—turned down a gentleman’s request for a dance. She’d learned her lesson and had never done so again, but since then, her mother had ensured she wouldn’t by answering for her if it was at all possible. 

“Yes, my lord, I would be delighted, thank-you,” Hope told him. 

The gentleman looked very pleased as he extended his arm for Hope to take. She did not miss the fact that her brother had put his hand in front of his mouth to hide his laughter as she took the man’s arm and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor. 

By the end of the dance, Lord Gritton’s face had turned an alarming shade of red. Hope wondered if he could even breathe or if he’d been laced too tightly. He certainly had a great deal of difficulty moving. As he returned her to her mother’s side, she commented, “Perhaps, my lord, a breath of fresh air might do you some good.”

“Eh? Oh, yes, I think I might just. Thank-you for the suggestion, Lady Hope. And, er, I will most definitely have to seek out that book you recommended.” He gave her a smile and strode off.

Her mother turned on her. “Book you recommended? Hope, you didn’t!”

“We were discussing our reading preferences,” Hope said, defending herself.

Lady Everston just glared at her daughter. “How many times—”

“He brought up the subject,” Hope said quickly.

It was a very disbelieving side-look her mother gave her. 

“Oh, all right, maybe I did, but all he wanted to talk about was who was dancing with whom and to laugh at people’s clothing choices! Honestly! He is one to talk. He could hardly breathe for his corset. I had to talk about something else before I said the wrong thing.”

“No, you did not,” her mother said after Hope’s voice trailed off. “Perhaps you would do well to notice who is who. Perhaps I haven’t taught you—”

“No, Mama, you have, I assure you. I simply have no interest in gossip,” Hope said quickly.

“Well, perhaps you should develop such an interest. It would be better than talking about reading! You’re going to get a reputation as a bluestocking.”

Hope was pretty sure that had already happened. She was either known as being too quiet, too intelligent, or both. “Oh, look, there is Lady Welles and Lady Colburne,” Hope said, spotting two women who she knew enjoyed a good intellectual di

scussion and yet, somehow, managed to hide the fact from the rest of society. The women were much older than Hope, but she considered them to be excellent role models. Thankfully, due to their esteemed positions within society, so did her mother. 

~Day 6~

Nik groaned as he rolled away from the bright sunlight that was suddenly flooding his bedroom. He put a hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun as he struggled to sit up. “This blasted bed is so soft,” he grumbled. 

“And mine is too hard. Hopefully, we won’t have to deal with these inconveniences for too much longer,” Friedrich said as he approached the bed from the window, where he’d just pulled open the curtains. 

“And is there a very good reason why you have awoken me this morning when I’ve got absolutely nothing to do?” Nik asked, attempting to glare up at his valet. It was impossible to do with the light streaming in directly behind the man. 

“Congratulations, Your Highness, you’re officially dead.” Friedrich handed over the folded newspaper. 

Nik made more of an effort to sit up and managed to get himself propped up with Friedrich’s help. He scanned the newspaper a moment before finally finding the small notice toward the top of the second column.

“In an unfortunate accident, amid rough waters, the ship carrying the ​Prince Heinrich Nikolas Alexander, heir to the throne of Aachen-Düren, sank yesterday as it was crossing the English Channel while taking the young prince home. There were no known survivors. The prince leaves behind his only sister, ​​Princess Louisa Catherine Anneliese, and his father, ​Prince Heinrich Norbert Albrecht of Aachen-Düren. We extend our condolences to His Majesty, Prince Heinrich.”

Nik sighed and lowered the newspaper. “Well, it’s done.”

“Hopefully, whoever was attempting to kill you will be satisfied,” Friedrich said, taking the newspaper back. 

“Yes.” Nik thought about it for a moment. “And it’s a good thing we sent that letter to Isa. She would be beside herself if she thought I were truly dead.”

“I don’t know about that, Your Highness,” Friedrich said, beginning to bustle about the room, choosing clothes from Nik’s meager wardrobe. 

“What? You don’t think she would be upset if I died? How can you say that?” Nik objected.

Friedrich stopped what he was doing to look at his employer. “No, Your Highness, if Princess Isa thought you were really dead, I’m certain she would be beyond consolable. However, I have complete faith in your sister’s intelligence. Even if you hadn’t sent that letter, I’m certain she would do everything within her power to establish the validity of your passing. She would not simply take the word of a newspaper.”

“Oh. Yes, well, I’m sure you’re right,” Nik said, settling back against his pillows once again. “But we did send that letter, so I have no worries that she is out trying to find me. She will stay safely at school and, hopefully, put on a good show of mourning of my supposed loss so that whoever tried to kill me doesn’t go after her next.”

“Well if they do, they will have Herr Mueller to deal with, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone!” 

Nik chuckled at the thought of his sister’s bodyguard who took his duties very seriously. He sobered again quickly, however. “Well, now that I am no longer in immediate danger, I want to begin my investigation into who wanted me dead.”

“I agree it is something which needs to be done. However, I don’t yet believe your beard has grown in enough for you not to be immediately recognized,” Friedrich said, placing Nik’s small clothes onto the bed within easy reach. 

Nik didn’t take them up immediately, however. Instead, he scratched at his face, which was covered by only a very short beard. “Are you certain you don’t think I should attempt to change the color of my hair instead?”

“If you do, you’ll need to shave—probably twice a day—to hide the true color of your hair. It will be much easier to hide your identity more completely if the only thing people saw was a large beard. I may purchase some spectacles for you as well.”

“Spectacles! My God, no! I will not wear them,” Nik objected immediately.

His valet just looked at him for a moment.

“I am putting up with the beard, although it’s damned scratchy and uncomfortable. I will wear a hat low over my eyes, but I draw the line at spectacles,” Nik stated as he threw back the covers and began to get dressed. 

Friedrich wisely stayed silent.

After he had breakfasted, Nik withdrew a piece of paper from the small pile Friedrich had purchased for him and sharpened his pen. 

“Who would have wanted me dead?” he pondered out loud, dipping his pen into the ink. 

“Any members of Parliament?” Friedrich asked.

Nik shook his head. “I can’t imagine why. They would gain nothing.”

“A courtier?” 

Nik wrote down the names of a few who had always seemed a bit shady to him. 

“And what of Graf Epen? He’s always been jealous of your family,” Friedrich suggested.

“Has he really?” Nik asked, looking up.

“Do you remember when his wife tried to take Princess Isa under her wing?” 

Nik burst out laughing. “Goodness, that was a fiasco! Isa wanted absolutely nothing to do with the woman who only wanted to dress my sister in lace and ruffles.”

“Princess Isa managed to offend both the lady and her husband.”

Nik sobered. “Yes, yes she did.” He frowned. “I love my sister dearly, but she is not very good at being politic.”

“Well, certainly not at age six.”

Nik relaxed. “No. She’s got better as she’s grown, and hopefully, this school will teach her even more.”

“It is the hope, Your Highness,” Friedrich agreed.

Nik sighed as a name came to mind. “In that case, I suppose I should put down my Uncle Alexander and his son, Adenheim, although I have never known them to be anything but devoted to my father.”

“Markgraf Kottenfurst most certainly has been devoted to the prince, but he is also next in line for the throne after you,” Friedrich pointed out. “And you have often said you thought there was something… not quite right about him.”

“I’ve caught him sneaking off at odd times when he’s visited us. And do you remember that night when I saw him receive papers from that man who’d snuck in through the window?”

Friedrich shook his head. “I remember you telling me about it, but as I wasn’t there to witness it.”

“It was the middle of the night!”

“And you still never told me why you were out wandering the corridors of the castle at that time,” his valet said with a lift of his eyebrows. 

“I told you. I couldn’t sleep,” Nik defended himself. He wasn’t about to tell his long-time valet he’d been experimenting with a maid. He had been fourteen at the time. “The point is, Uncle Alexander has long had some shady dealings.” Nik wrote his name down and underlined it. “He’s also the only one on this list who we know is in England,” he added.

“That, Your Highness, is the most damning statement you’ve made.”

“I think as soon as my beard is full, we will be heading to London.”
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Chapter Three

 

~Day 12~

Hope wondered how much longer she would have to sit and be polite. She looked longingly across the room at the novel she’d just started reading that morning. The character Jane had caught a chill on her way to visit her new neighbors and was forced to stay at Netherfield until she was well enough to go home again. Her sister, Elizabeth, had just arrived to care for her, and Hope was certain something interesting was going to happen between her and Mr. Darcy.

Lady Everston cleared her throat loudly, making Hope return her attention to the gentleman sitting by her side. Lord Meriton was looking at her expectantly. He must have just asked her a question, and she’d missed it. She gave him a slightly embarrassed smile. “I’m so sorry, my lord. I was woolgathering. What was it that you asked?”

The gentleman’s dark hair didn’t move an inch as he tossed his head back and laughed. “I cannot tell you how many times I have been caught out so, Lady Hope. I asked whether you enjoyed riding in the park in the afternoons.”

“Oh!” she turned her smile into one of polite interest—she hoped. “Actually, I prefer to ride in the mornings. That way I can get in some good exercise.”

“Of course, what an excellent thought. But do you not also enjoy going out for the afternoon promenade?”

“I do, on occasion, my lord, naturally,” she answered when her mother glared at her from behind the gentleman’s back. 

“Then do you prefer to go about in a carriage at those times? Or do you prefer to walk?” he asked.

“Er, walking is quite my preferred method, I suppose. It does allow one to stop and chat more easily without worrying about holding up traffic, do you not agree?”

“I do!” he said, widening his eyes as if the thought had never occurred to him. In truth, it probably hadn’t. Hope was beginning to think no thoughts had actually done so—at least not those beyond what he should wear that day or where he might go to show himself off to the greatest advantage. 

“Oh look, here is my son,” Hope’s mother said, sounding a little too enthusiastic. “Everston, what excellent timing you have. We were just discussing the afternoon promenade.”

Lord Meriton stood to greet Hope’s brother as he sauntered farther into the room. 

Sebastian bowed to his mother, then turned his attention to Meriton and Hope. “Afternoon, Mother. Meriton, I do hope you weren’t just leaving on my account?”

“Er, no, I—” Lord Meriton began.

“I am so sorry to hear it,” Sebastian continued, extending his arm in a manner that made it impossible for the gentleman not to allow himself to be escorted toward the door. “Well, I do hope to see you at Powell’s soon. So lovely to see you again. Thank-you for visiting.” Sebastian escorted the man through the door. 

Sebastian came back into the room after seeing the man out.

“Mother, what in the world are you thinking, allowing the likes of Meriton to call upon my sister?” he demanded.

“What? I thought he was a perfectly amiable gentleman,” Lady Everston objected.

Sebastian frowned at her for a moment. “Amiable? Perhaps. He’s also the sort who gambles deeply and doesn’t have the funds to pay his debts. I hear he’s on the lookout for a rich wife who can save him from the River Tick.” 

 “Oh dear! I had no idea,” Hope’s mother said, beginning to wring her hands. 

“Yes well, that’s why you have me around, I suppose,” Sebastian said, easing up on the woman.

“Indeed, Everston, and I am so glad you came just when you did. The man was about to ask your sister to join him for a promenade one afternoon in the park.”

“Your timing was impeccable as always, Brother,” Hope added with true gratitude. 

“I am always happy to be of service. And speaking of which, Hope, I need to have a word with you if you don’t mind,” Sebastian told her. 

“Of course.” Hope got up and followed him out of the room and to his study at the back of the house. 

He closed the door behind her and then went to stand by the fireplace where some coals were smoldering gently, adding a nice warmth to the room. “I have a new assignment for you if you’re interested.” He rested an elbow on the mantel and leaned negligently, as if he were talking of nothing of more import than the weather. 

Hope came forward with enthusiasm. “You do?”

Sebastian nodded. “Do you know Markgraf Kottenfurst? He’s an older gentleman. His son is Lord Adenheim.”

Hope frowned, trying to recall the gentleman. “I’m not entirely certain I’ve been introduced to him. I have danced once with Lord Adenheim, but it was last Season soon after I made my debut. He’s blond, isn’t he, but not very tall?”

“Yes. His father is taller, and both are more athletic than your average nobleman. I believe they’re avid hunters, and Kottenfurst was a military man.”

Hope nodded. “What about them?”

“Not them, Kottenfurst. He’s been working as a spy for the British government for the past twenty-five years.”

“Goodness!”

“Yes. He was apparently recruited at the first hints of a French Revolution. The Carlton Group was just beginning and needed someone with good contacts among the French military. Kottenfurst graduated from the Ecole Militaire and so had those contacts,” Sebastian explained.

“But he’s not English, is he?”

Sebastian gave her a speculative look.

She shrugged. “I remember Lord Adenheim telling me he was from a German principality.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

She couldn’t recall the name of the place, and she rarely forgot anything. She did remember he’d told her this in passing as they’d danced. Perhaps he hadn’t mentioned the name.

“Kottenfurst is younger brother to the prince, the ruler of the country. He married an Englishwoman whom he met at the same time that he was recruited by the English. Adenheim is their only child. I believe they had another, but he died in infancy.”

Hope nodded. It was all too common.

“We have reason to believe Lord Kottenfurst is not only spying for the British but the French as well,” Sebastian went on. “But we need proof.”

Hope smiled. “And you need me to get it?”

“Yes. This will be very different from any other assignment I’ve given you so far. Do you think you’re up to it?”

“Yes! Absolutely!” she answered quickly. So far, her brother had only been giving her codes to crack and letters to translate—she was fluent in French, Spanish, and Italian and knew some German and Russian. Never yet had he sent her out into the field, as it were. 

“I would suggest you begin by getting to know Lord Kottenfurst and his son. It may look a little suspicious if you try to get to know the elder gentleman, seeing as he is old enough to be your father and is still, reputedly, happily married, even though his wife does tend to remain more often in the country. But I’m certain you can get another introduction to Lord Adenheim without any problems.”

“What sort of proof do you need?” Hope asked.

“Actually, something physical would be best,” Sebastian admitted.

“I should get to know Lord Kottenfurst in order to learn his schedule, so I can perhaps make an unannounced visit to his home?” she asked hopefully.

Sebastian sighed and nodded. 

“I’ve been practicing my lock-picking skills,” she told him proudly.

He looked like he was trying to hide a smile but wasn’t doing a very good job of it. 

“I just need some appropriate clothing,” she added.

His eyes narrowed as he thought about this. “I think I may be able to procure something for you.”

“Good. Then I’ll get to know Lord Adenheim and his father.” 

“And you’ll be very careful,” her brother added sternly. “Our mother would have my head if she knew what I was asking of you. And rightfully so. If I had any other choice—”

“Of course! Do not worry, Brother dearest, I will not only be careful but so circumspect. No one will know a thing.”

 

~Day 13~

Lady Mossley’s ball was as crowded as Hope had expected. Normally, she would have been unhappy at the crush of people making it difficult to even move about the room, but with her new assignment from Sebastian, the throng was actually a good thing. It was so much easier to hide in a crowd. 

She allowed her mother to promenade her around the room soon after they’d arrived. It was Lady Everston’s favorite way of showing her off to any and all eligible gentleman. Hope hated it. It made her feel like a prized mare being paraded at Tattersalls before an auction. But this evening, it also gave Hope a chance to look around for Lord Kottenfurst—if only she knew what he looked like! She could only hope he would be with his son, Lord Adenheim. He, she thought, she would recognize. 

But they had made it all the way around the room, and had reached Lady Everston’s closest friend, without Hope getting a glimpse of Lord Adenheim. 

“Good evening, Lady von Alberty,” Hope’s mother said, greeting her friend. Lady von Alberty was a very sweet widowed matron who always looked so elegant in her gray gowns. Hope knew she was only recently out of mourning, but despite her recent hardships, her blonde hair wasn’t yet showing signs of silver. 

“Good evening, Lady Everston. Lady Hope, you are looking very well this evening,” Lady von Alberty said.

“Thank-you, my lady,” Hope said, giving the lady a little curtsy. Actually, she had deliberately worn her most plain, unassuming gown. It was white with almost no adornment beyond some white lace at the neckline and sleeves. Her mother had complained bitterly when she’d seen what Hope had been wearing. “But you wore that dress at least three times last Season, and I didn’t like it then!” she’d said in despair.

“Yes, but I’ve not yet worn it this Season,” Hope had replied before heading out the door, ensuring that her mother could not insist she go up and change. Hope planned on not making any sort of impression on anyone this evening—especially Lord Kottenfurst.

“Are there any gentlemen who have caught your eye this Season, Lady Hope?” Lady von Alberty asked kindly.

Hope smiled. “Actually, some of my friends were speaking of a gentleman who I only vaguely remember from last Season. Do you know Lord Adenheim, my lady?”

“Have you met the gentleman?” her mother asked, clearly taken aback.

“Yes. We danced once,” Hope told her. “I remember it well.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know him,” Lady von Alberty said. “But I’m certain our hostess does.” The lady happened to be approaching them. “Lady Mossley,” Lady von Alberty called.

The lady stopped and acknowledged Hope’s curtsy. “Good evening, ladies. I hope you are enjoying yourselves?”

“We were actually wondering if you might be able to point out a gentleman to us,” Hope said, jumping in to take the lead before either her mother or Lady von Alberty could do so. “Have you seen Lord Adenheim or Lord Kottenfurst this evening?”

The woman looked at Hope a little curiously but smiled politely before turning to look about her ballroom. “Yes, I have,” she said slowly as she scanned the room. “Ah! There they are, over on the other side by the door to the dining room.”

Hope went up on her tiptoes in order to see. She hated being so short, and Sebastian had such excellent height. “Lord Adenheim is in the blue coat, his father in black?” she asked, making sure she had the right pair of blond men.

“Yes, that’s them. Would you like me to make an introduction?” Lady Mossley asked.

“Oh no, thank-you so much. I just wanted to see who it was my friends had been speaking about,” Hope said quickly with an embarrassed giggle. 

The lady smiled at her indulgently. “Of course. Do let me know if you change your mind.” She gave the older ladies a nod and continued on her way.

“Why didn’t you ask for an introduction?” her mother asked as soon as the lady was gone.

Hope was grateful for the interruption provided by Mr. Rowley approaching them and asking her for a dance. Her mother was immediately all smiles, allowing her daughter to hope she would immediately forget about her interest in Lord Adenheim. Mr. Rowley’s wealth more than made up for his lack of title. 

After their dance, Hope noticed that Lord Adenheim and his father had moved closer to the doors to the balcony. “Mr. Rowley, would you be so kind as to escort me closer to the balcony doors,” Hope asked the gentleman after he’d bowed to her at the end of the dance. “I’m feeling quite warm and would like a bit of fresh air.”

“Shall we go outside?” he asked.

“No, I don’t have my shawl with me. I’m hoping that merely standing close to the

open doors will be sufficient.”

“Of course. An excellent idea.” 

She was thrilled when he led her straight toward the two men she wanted to stand near and even happier when Mr. Rowley bowed to her once again and looked at her a little awkwardly. “I’m afraid I am promised for this next dance, Lady Hope.”

“Oh! That’s perfectly fine. I can find my way back to my mother after I’ve cooled down a bit. Thank-you ever so much.” She gave him a brilliant smile and waved him off. 
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Chapter Four

 

Lord Kottenfurst and his son were standing off to one side of the room, close to a large potted plant. It was perfect. With a quick look around, Hope slowly inched her way toward the wall and then slipped behind the plant. She was close enough to be able to eavesdrop on their conversation without being noticed. Unfortunately, they were speaking in German.

Hope had only studied the language for about a year and did not consider herself even close to being fluent. It was the oddest, most difficult language she’d ever tried to learn, even more so than Latin. 

“You are something old, Klaus,” Lord Kottenfurst was saying. “You something a woman to something.” No, a wife, Hope corrected herself. The word was the same. Yes, that must be it. His father must be telling his son to find a wife. 

“The wives here are not something. I prefer the wives at home,” Lord Adenheim responded. Hope quickly changed wives to women, in her mind. 

“Your mother wants you something an Englishwoman,” his father said. Oh, marry! It was similar to the word he’d used before.

All right. This wasn’t very interesting. They were discussing the same thing that every father and son spoke to each other about at a ball. Had she missed the interesting part of the conversation while she’d been dancing with Mr. Rowley? If she could have somehow got over here earlier, she would have, but she couldn’t have very well just left her mother’s side to go and eavesdrop on two gentlemen. 

Spying was more difficult for a single young woman than Hope had anticipated. 

“Are you going to Powell’s tonight?” Hope heard Lord Adenheim ask his father. 

“Yes. I have promised Midton I something something,” Lord Kottenfurst said. 

Lord Adenheim chuckled switching to English. “Well, try not to take all his money.”

Lord Kottenfurst laughed. He continued in German, “I will leave him some. And you?”

“I am visiting Melisande,” Lord Adenheim told his father in English.

Lord Kottenfurst smiled and patted his son on his back. “Have fun! And something to dance with some young women before you go.” Lord Kottenfurst sauntered off, leaving Lord Adenheim standing alone. 

It was interesting. Lord Adenheim seemed to be more comfortable speaking in English, while his father only seemed to speak German. That’s going to make things a little more difficult, Hope thought. Her German wasn’t very good. She was going to have to do some studying. 

“Are you tired of it all already?” a woman’s voice said very close to Hope. 

Hope nearly jumped. She had been so deep in thought that she hadn’t even noticed the young woman next to her. “Oh! I do beg your pardon. What was that?”

The woman was very pretty. She had dark brown, almost black hair and the lightest green eyes Hope had ever seen. But they were fascinating because the light color was rimmed with a darker green, really making them stand out. Her face was a soft oval, but Hope was embarrassingly relieved she wasn’t perfect. Her nose was slightly too big for her soft features—not enormous, but certainly, once you got past her eyes, that was the next thing you saw. 

“I asked whether you were tired of it all already. It’s only the beginning of the evening,” she repeated. She had a very pretty light Italian accent to both her words and their cadence.

“Tired of what?” Hope asked, feeling suddenly very stupid.

The girl waved a hand at the room in general. “Dancing, men, forcing yourself to be polite to people you would much rather not speak to at all, you know, the party.”

Hope burst out laughing but quickly covered her mouth with her hand. Lord Adenheim glanced her way, frowned, and then moved away. Oh dear. Well, she supposed it was all right; his father had left anyway. There was nothing more she would learn tonight. 

“It’s the being polite to fashionable noodles that I am most tired of,” Hope admitted. 

The girl turned her face toward the wall, her wiggling shoulders the only sign that she was laughing. After a minute, she gave a sniff and turned back, her face completely stoic. “Fashionable noodles is a perfect description, and indeed, they are so tiresome. There are too many men fawning and flattering over one and not meaning a word of it,” the girl said.

“Well, maybe to you. They just look at me trying to figure out if I’m worth their time, I think,” Hope said.

“How awful! I think all they see when they look at me is my dowry. I can almost see them planning how they’re going to spend it when they dance with me.”

Hope giggled. “Mine isn’t so significant. I suppose I should be grateful.”

“Most definitely! I wish mine wasn’t so generous, but my parents are determined to buy me the best husband they can find,” the young woman said with a sad shake of her head. 

“But surely, the gentlemen aren’t just interested in your dowry. I mean, you are very pretty, and you have an enticing accent,” Hope told her.

“I have nice eyes,” the girl admitted, “but my nose is too big. My accent I would be more than happy to be rid of, but sadly, no matter how hard I try, I cannot. Your features are balanced and very pleasant to look at.” She cocked her head and looked more critically at Hope. “And you have very nice bones in your face. My cheeks are too round.”

“They’re not round, they’re soft. Gentlemen like that,” Hope told her.

The girl gave a shrug and turned back toward the room. “They’re much more interested in my money.”

“What I want to know is where the intelligent men are. Every one I’ve danced with tonight can only speak of the latest on-dits—who is dancing with whom, who will be seen in the park tomorrow, and so much more gossip. Why can’t they talk about the latest play they’ve seen or book they’ve read?” Hope asked her new friend.

The girl laughed. “Because even though they may have been to the theatre, they did not actually watch the play. And if they’ve even stepped foot into a bookstore within the last twelve months, it was simply to pick up the latest La Belle Assemblée. Oh, they will claim they simply bought the magazine for their mother or their sister, but in truth, they are scouring it themselves to see the latest fashions for men as well.” 

Hope had to slap her hand to her mouth again as she started to laugh. She actually had to turn toward the wall to hide her laughter. 

The girl put a hand to Hope’s shoulder. “Are you all right?” she asked in concern.

Hope covered her face with her hands to hide the tears of mirth that were beginning to make their way down her cheeks. She held her breath for a moment, then wiped away the tears. “You are too funny! Oh, my goodness, that is so blisteringly accurate,” she finally said once she got hold of herself. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Lady Hope Clemens.”

“Alessandra DiMontagne,” the girl said, giving Hope a little bob of a curtsy. “Is this your first Season, too?”

“No, my second,” Hope told her. “I couldn’t stand any of the gentlemen who offered for me last Season, so I’m trying again.”

“Oh, I am sorry. I hope you do better this year.”

“Thank-you. It’s not easy finding intelligent men,” Hope admitted.

“Although I do understand your predicament, I cannot say I mind the vapid conversation quite so much as I mind the stupidity.”

Hope giggled. “You are extremely amusing!”

“Oh dear. No. I do apologize, but I thought you might be like-minded. Am I wrong? Have I said the wrong thing? I must apologize,” Miss DiMontagne said, her forehead creasing with worry.

“No, no. You are absolutely correct and clearly too intelligent for a good number of the gentlemen here,” Hope offered. 

“And you are much too kind.”

 

~Day 15~

After two days of travel, Nik and Friedrich finally arrived in London. Nik was ready to jump straight into his investigation of his uncle, Markgraf Kottenfurst. To be honest, he was ready and eager to do anything. He barely waited for the steps to be let down before descending to the street. But there, he paused and looked around.

They were standing by the edge of a narrow road that connected two busier streets. The one down a slight hill was a bustling road with carriages rushing along, pedestrians attempting to cross, and merchants calling out their wares as they pushed carts laden with everything from fruit to flowers
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