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Chapter One

March, 1815

Lucinda North took in a deep breath, reminded herself that she was, in fact, a highly qualified woman, and then strode into the Abingdon School for Select Young Ladies. It had taken her six months of dealing with the glares at both her and her sister from her cousin’s wife, snide comments from her cousin himself, and more than her fair share of troubles to get her to this point. But she was here now, and she wasn’t going to be shy nor allow herself to be intimidated. 

Lou strode up to the walnut paneled door marked Mrs. Minerva Carter, Head Mistress, and knocked.

Holding tightly on to her portfolio, filled with letters of recommendation in three languages, an article she’d written in German on the beauty of the Carpathian Mountains, and, just in case, three watercolors she’d done about four years ago. She could feel her nails dig into the palm of her free hand. Deliberately, she relaxed her hands. It would not do to walk into this job interview with white knuckles.

“Come!” came a voice through the door. It sounded a good deal stronger than Lou expected, considering the look of the door. Perhaps it was hollow, she told herself. If it wasn’t, a voice that strident could do some serious damage to a gently budding young lady such as herself or, more importantly, the students of this esteemed institution of learning.

Lou pulled her thoughts together, took in one more full breath, and opened the door. She hadn’t taken two steps into the room when the stern-looking woman on the other side of an enormous walnut desk let out a relieved sigh. “Oh, thank goodness, Your Highness, there you are!”

The woman’s dark hair was pulled into a tight bun on the top of her head, and she wore a black high-necked gown that looked like it wouldn’t dare wrinkle or crease. She stood and gave Lou a broad smile. “I was certain all the fuss raised by Herr Mueller and Frau Schmitz was for nothing. These last two days have been rather complicated without... You know, we had to let it out that you were in mourning for your brother so that no one would realize you were… well, but you are back. Tell me, where were you hiding?” The woman came out from behind the desk and stood with her arms folded neatly across her waist.

“I, er, I do beg your pardon, Mrs. Carter. I’m Lucinda North. I wrote to you two weeks ago concerning a position on your teaching staff?” Lou said. She had no idea what this woman was going on about.

“What?” The woman stepped closer, allowing her eyes to rove down and then back up again, clearly taking in Lou’s ultra-conservative gown. Brown, so it wouldn’t show any dirt, a high collar with just a hint of lace, and no other adornments whatsoever. It had taken Lou and her sister, Sophia, hours to remake the dress, removing every bit of lace, every flounce, but now she was glad they had taken the time.

The woman’s eyes widened as she took in the white cap Lou had worn. Truly, she could not have looked any more pristine and, hopefully, properly middle-aged—especially considering that Lou had only just passed her twenty-second year. She was hoping not to reveal that minor fact to the headmistress and so had dressed the part of an older spinster.

“You said you had an opening for a language teacher? I, er, I brought references as you asked. I’m afraid two of them aren’t in English, but I do hope that won’t be too much of a problem,” Lou said, fumbling as she opened her portfolio while still standing in front of the headmistress. “I also have an essay which I—”

“But you look…” the woman started, completely ignoring the letters Lou was trying to hand her. “You are the spitting—”

“She cannot be found anywhere. I have ridden…” A man’s deep, accented voice made Lou spin around. “Oh! Eure Hoheit! Meine Prinzessin! Wo bist du gewesen?” He started to scold her gently in German before Lou held up a hand. He was a large man, probably a full foot taller than Lou, and looked strong enough to pull a horse rather than the other way around. His pale blond hair was windblown, and he was wearing riding clothes. He smelled as if he’d been in the saddle for some time.

“I’m terribly sorry,” she told him in German, “but you seem to have mistaken me for someone else. I am Lucinda North. I’m here to apply for a teaching position.”

He stopped and stared at her as if she had just grown a second head. “Was? Ist das eine Art Spiel?” He gave her a tentative smile.

Lou shook her head. “No. This is no game. Truly, I—”

“Oh, thank goodness!” Another woman joined them, also speaking German. “Where were you, Your Highness? You should know better than to scare us like that!”

“It’s not her,” the man said, turning to the middle-aged woman. She had dark blonde hair pulled into a tight chignon and a fashionable yet sensible gown of deep blue that made her cheeks look flushed.

“What do you mean? What nonsense are you—” The woman came forward and stopped just in front of Lou. Her eyes widened. “Your eyes. They are brown. Why are your eyes brown?”

“This isn’t Her Royal Highness,” Mrs. Carter told the man and the woman who were now staring at Lou with their mouths hanging open.

“It could be,” the woman said in strongly accented English. She stared at Lou as if she were a painting, examining every detail. “She’s got the same heart-shaped face, the same features, her height, build… She even has the same shade of blonde hair… But for the eyes.”

“What are you saying, woman?” the man snapped, turning to look at the lady.

“Who is she?” the woman asked the headmistress, ignoring him.

“She’s here for a teaching position,” Mrs. Carter told them.

“I am Lucinda North,” Lou said yet again. She turned to Mrs. Carter. “Could you please explain to me what is going on? I feel as if I’ve walked into the middle of something. I can come back another time if that would be—”

“I think we had all best sit down. I’ll ring for tea,” Mrs. Carter said, interrupting her. She strode to the bellpull next to the door.

Lou followed the woman into an adjoining room that turned out to be a small sitting room. “I don’t suppose you would be interested in looking at my letters of reference?” Lou asked quietly, offering the letters to the headmistress once again.

The woman pursed her lips together and gave a tiny shake of her head.

“Right,” Lou said with a sigh. She wasn’t going to get this job. She would have to return with her sister to her cousin’s house and pray they allowed them back in and didn’t just throw them out on the street, as his wife had suggested any number of times. She sank slowly onto a cream upholstered chair.

“Miss North, I must first insist that anything you hear today you keep in the strictest confidence,” Mrs. Carter stated firmly. “This information is not to be shared with anyone. Anyone,” she said again, just to be sure Lou understood her.

“Of course!”

“This is Herr Mueller,” Mrs. Carter said, indicating the gentleman. “He is the bodyguard to the Princess Louisa Guelf of Aachen-Düren, who is a student here.” Mrs. Carter nodded to the woman. “And this is Frau Schmitz, her companion.”

Lou nodded to the two.

Mrs. Carter continued, “You may have already surmised that the princess is missing.”

This time, it was Lou’s turn to widen her eyes. “Missing? What do you mean, missing?”

“When I went to wake Her Highness two days ago, she was not in her bed. Missing!” Frau Schmitz said, her eyes becoming glassy.

“But we found this with a note saying that she was going to find her brother,” Herr Mueller said, fishing a scrap of newspaper from his pocket and handing it to Lou. 

“That horrid Lady Elizabeth showed her the article in the paper,” Frau Schmitz hissed as she crossed her arms.

Lou just frowned at her, not understanding. 

“This article,” Mrs. Carter said, picking up a newspaper from the corner of her desk and handing it to Lou.

Lou read the paper.

“In an unfortunate accident, amid rough waters, the ship carrying the ​Prince Heinrich Nikolaus 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 sister, Princess Louisa Catherine Anneliese, and his father, Prince Heinrich Norbert Albrecht of Aachen-Düren. We extend our condolences to His Majesty, Prince Heinrich.

“Oh dear! Poor thing!” Lou said, feeling her stomach knot. 



[image: A drawing of a crown

Description automatically generated]



Chapter Two

She took a shaky breath. She, too, would have been devastated if anything had happened to her sister. She looked up at the man and woman who had now taken seats on the sofa across from her. They both looked so defeated, Lou’s heart went out to them—and to the princess. “She must be absolutely distraught.”

“I had seen the article in the paper and was hoping to break the news to her gently,” Mrs. Carter said.

“Her Highness is very—was—very close to her brother,” Frau Schmitz said.

“Of course,” Lou said, understanding immediately. “Being in a foreign country… it makes family so much more important. I have a sister with whom I am extremely close. Her brother was here, too? Had he been visiting her?”

“You are very intelligent. They both arrived just a few months ago—he was a student at Oxford University and the princess was here to study. We do not know why he suddenly decided to go home,” Frau Schmitz said.

Herr Mueller stood. “I must go and continue to look for her.”

“But you only just returned,” Mrs. Carter exclaimed.

“I will go again,” he said with determination.

“Surely, you have other people out looking for her as well?” Lou asked.

“Of course! But I cannot rest when she could be in danger,” he stated. His eyes looked unbelievably sad and yet angry at the same time. Lou supposed he blamed himself for not keeping a closer eye on the princess.

A maid walked into the room just then, carrying a tea tray. He turned to her. “Tell the stables to saddle another horse.”

She put the tray down and went off to do his bidding.

“I have searched the area, been to every inn within a few hours’ ride. I have searched through Oxford, but I did not continue south. Maybe she has gone to London, or Dover, or—”

“You are tired. You should rest before you go out again,” Frau Schmitz argued.

“No. I cannot rest. Not until I have found the princess… my princess.” He shook his head sharply, then turned to head out. He opened the door to leave but found a footman on the other side of it. 

“I… I beg your pardon, sir. This just came for the princess.” The footman held out a letter that had two red ribbons dangling from a large red wax seal. It looked awfully official even to Lou from across the room.

Herr Mueller stepped back, staring at the letter as if it were about to attack him. He turned and pointed to Frau Schmitz. She stood, a terrified look on her face.

The footman came forward, directly toward Lou, but looked from her to Frau Schmitz. “It’s addressed to Her Highness,” he said, looking very unsure as to whom he should hand it.

Lou’s mouth dropped open. Frau Schmitz turned toward her with the oddest expression on her face. The woman’s eyes had grown wide and then narrowed in an almost menacing way.

“Yes, of course,” she said. She indicated that he should hand it to Lou. “Your Highness, it is for you, and it looks official. Perhaps from your father or the Queen of England.” In German she added quietly, “Take it. Don’t even hesitate, please. Just take it.” She sounded desperate, so Lou did as she was asked, giving the footman her best regal nod.

He bowed and left the room.

As soon as he was gone, Lou was surrounded by Frau Schmitz and Herr Mueller.

“What does it say?” he asked.

Lou handed the letter over to him. “I’m not opening it! It’s addressed to the princess! It’s bad enough we just fooled that footman into thinking I was she.”

“But you see, you did! Not only that, but you fooled us into thinking so as well,” Herr Mueller started.

“Until I saw the color of your eyes,” Frau Schmitz agreed. “You look like her. You could be her!”

“But I am not!” Lou protested.

“Open the letter,” Herr Mueller told her.

Lou huffed and did so. She read out loud.

“To Her Highness Princess Louisa Catherine Anneliese of Aachen-Düren.

You are hereby summoned to attend on Her Royal Majesty Queen Charlotte of Great Britain and Ireland in preparation for the ceremony crowning you as heir to the throne of Aachen-Düren. You will make your curtsy to the queen on Friday, the fourteenth of April, in the Year of our Lord eighteen hundred and fifteen at precisely four o’clock. 

There was a signature at the bottom, but Lou ignored it, instead looking up into the stunned faces of the princess’s bodyguard and companion.

~*~

Anthony, Earl of Melfield, balled up the piece of paper in front of him and tossed it into the fire that was smoldering in the hearth across from his desk. It landed perfectly in the center, immediately catching and bursting into flames.

“Well, I can at least do that right,” he mumbled to himself. Actually, he was an excellent shot. No matter what he was aiming for, he made it. It didn’t matter if it was a scrap of paper tossed across the room, a ball he threw to a batsman while playing cricket, or a pistol he was shooting. He was even good with a bow and arrow. It was practically a curse, along with his damned looks. That he blamed on his father.

He was the man’s spitting image with the same dark brown hair, strong cleft chin, aquiline nose, and high cheek bones. His mother, though, was the one who’d given him his blue eyes—the same eyes the queen had looked into when he was merely nine years old and told him he would be a heartbreaker when he grew up.

The idea horrified the child. He didn’t want to break hearts. He didn’t want to hurt anyone, ever. He’d avoided girls from that day forward, devoting himself to sport, travel, and scholarly pursuits. He wanted nothing to do with the fairer sex. Oh, he knew now what the queen had meant, but to a sensitive boy… she couldn’t have scared him off women any faster.

It hadn’t hurt any that his father, on his deathbed, had warned him how duplicitous women could be. Anthony had been horrified to learn that his father had known all about an affair his mother had engaged in very briefly. She’d thought her husband hadn’t known, but it was hard to keep anything quiet in Queen Charlotte’s court. Especially when his mother was a Lady of the Bedchamber. Anthony loved his mother and had grown close to her since then, but it had hurt to see the truth in his father’s wounded eyes. No, women simply could not be trusted.

And so, Anthony traveled. And now he was attempting to write about those travels. He’d returned from his latest trip nearly three months earlier and still hadn’t gotten further than Lichtenstein in his narrative. After traveling for a month through Switzerland, he’d gone on to Austria by way of the tiny country. It was a fascinating, wonderful trip. He’d avoided all the major cities and kept to the small villages and byways. By doing so, he discovered a wealth of beautiful towns and lovely people, and now, dammit, he wanted to capture all that on paper and it just wasn’t—

“I beg your pardon, my lord, a courier from court just arrived with this.” Smith, Anthony’s butler, came in carrying a silver tray. He must have knocked, but Anthony had been too deep in his thoughts to have heard.

“From court?”

“From your lady mother, I believe.” The man offered him the letter. Anthony sighed heavily and wiped a hand down his face before taking the missive.

He tore it open and scanned it. It was short enough, but not quite as descriptive as Anthony would have hoped.

Emergency! Desperate. You must come to court immediately!

Anthony turned the paper over hoping for more, but there wasn’t anything further. Who was desperate? Why? What was the emergency? Why did he need to come and handle whatever it was? There were certainly enough men at Buckingham House to deal with whatever it was that had his mother up in the boughs. Surely, those who were there would be able to handle it all much better than he, who knew nothing of what was going on.

He sat back in his chair with a sigh. How typical of his mother. Now he had no choice but to pack up his things and travel to London.

“Shall I send word to open the London townhouse, my lord?” the butler asked, his eyes sympathetic even while his voice remained neutral.

“I suppose so.”

“And shall I tell Bostly to pack your things for an extended stay, my lord? Or do you believe you will be away for only a short time?”

“God only knows! Tell him to pack for a month. If I need to stay longer than that… well, I can only hope I won’t.”

“The Season will be in full swing by then, my lord,” the butler reminded him.

Anthony wanted to drop his head onto his desk. He’d forgotten about the Season. “I am going to do my best to avoid that.”

“The queen—” the man started.

“Yes, yes, I know! She’s been bugging me to find a wife for years now. Between the queen and my mother… They may try to force me to attend some functions. I can only hope I can get out of it. I’ve got work to do. I don’t have time to fend off the latest batch of matrimonial hopefuls.”

The butler looked at him with pitying eyes.

Anthony just waved him off. He had to finish this chapter before he left for London.
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Chapter Three

 

“What are we going to do?” Frau Schmitz whispered in her native language.

Herr Mueller just shook his head but continued to stare down at Lou. “The only thing we can do.”

The woman turned to him. “Tell her that the princess is missing?” she nearly screeched.

“What? No! Are you mad? Miss North will take her place, of course.” He gestured to Lou.

“I beg your pardon?” Lou said in English. She was so shocked by his suggestion she completely forgot to speak German.

“What? What are they saying?” Mrs. Clark asked.

Lou had forgotten the woman was even there. She turned toward the headmistress. “They want me to take the princess’s place! They want me to pretend to be her and go to meet the queen! The Queen of England!”

“It’s an excellent idea,” Mrs. Clark agreed immediately.

“It’s the only idea. It’s the only thing we can do,” Frau Schmitz said. “If there is to be a ceremony making the princess the heir…”

“It means Markgraf Kottenfurst is no longer the heir,” Herr Mueller finished for her.

She turned toward him. “Which means that the law has been changed.”

“By the prince or at the insistence of his advisors?” he asked.

“I do not know. But surely, the markgraf will not be happy. As the prince’s brother, he must believe himself the heir,” Frau Schmitz said, beginning to look worried.

Herr Mueller nodded. “So, they will crown the princess as heir to the throne. They must do so publicly…”

“And quickly, before there is any ugliness from the markgraf,” Frau Schmitz agreed. 

“You must take her place,” Herr Mueller said again, turning back to Lou. 

“It is vital that you do so,” Frau Schmitz said, also turning back to her.

“You could find the real princess,” Lou said incredulously.

“We will! We will do everything we can to find her. I will hire more men. They will search the entire country, but in the meantime, you must be the princess,” Herr Mueller said. 

“It will only be for a day, maybe two. The men will find her and bring her back,” Frau Schmitz said.

“You’ve been looking already for almost two days,” the headmistress pointed out. She received glares from the two Germans. “But I’m certain she will be found any time now. Of course, she will be,” the woman said, quickly backtracking.

“I cannot impersonate the princess,” Lou objected. “If anyone should see me or speak with me, they would know immediately…”

“How? How would they know?” Frau Schmitz asked.

“You look like her,” Herr Mueller agreed.

“You speak German perfectly,” the companion stated.

“But…” Lou started.

“Can you speak English with a German accent? The princess speaks with a slight accent,” Mrs. Carter said.

Lou had barely opened her mouth when Frau Schmitz answered for her. “I am certain she can. Her accent is perfect.”

“I don’t know the first thing about the princess or Aachen, or, or anything! I don’t know how to be royal,” Lou protested.

“Aachen-Düren,” the woman corrected her. “But do not worry about any of that. We will teach you.” Frau Schmitz looked at the letter from the queen. “You do not need to be at court for four days. That is plenty of time for you to learn.”

“You said she’d be found in a day or two,” Lou pointed out, leaning forward toward Frau Schmitz. 

The woman gave a little shrug. “Just in case.”

“Wait!” Mrs. Clark jumped up from her chair and walked into her office. She came back a moment later with a letter in her hand. “You wrote to me that you grew up in the royal courts of Europe. Was that a lie?” the woman asked, looking at Lou accusingly.

Lou’s mouth dropped open again. “No, it was not a lie. But I was the daughter of a diplomat. I didn’t consort with royals.”

“Were you friendly with the courtiers?” Mrs. Clark asked.

“Well, yes, but…”

“Then you will know how to go on. You already probably know more than Princess Isa,” Frau Schmitz said, turning a happy smile on Lou.

“No. I’m sure that can’t be true. She is royal,” Lou said.

“Aachen-Düren is a small principality. Her father is very indulgent. He has never insisted the princess learn to be a proper lady, let alone a princess. I tell you that Isa has learned more from this school in just a few short months than she ever did at her father’s court,” Frau Schmitz said.

Mrs. Clark looked very pleased with this pronouncement.

“All you need to do is order people around and expect your word to be obeyed no matter what. It is very easy,” Mrs. Clark said.

Frau Schmitz gave the woman an unpleasant look.

“What? Does Princess Isa not do that?” Mrs. Clark asked, defending herself.

“Of course she does. She is a royal princess,” the woman answered.

Mrs. Clark nodded and gave Lou a smile. “Congratulations, Your Highness. You are now Princess Louisa of Aachen-Düren. You’ve got the job.” 

Lou narrowed her eyes at the woman. She was not at all amused. “The job. Really? And what is my salary for this position if I may be so bold as to ask? And what about my sister?” Honestly, she couldn’t believe she had been so forward, but she was furious. This “job” was being foisted upon her, whether she wanted it or not.

“Don’t you worry about that. It will pay very, very well. As soon as the real princess is found, you will be given enough money to live the rest of your life in comfort,” Frau Schmitz said.

“Providing you invest it well,” Herr Mueller added, giving the woman a look.

She just shrugged. “Prince Heinrich is very wealthy. I’m certain he will pay well to see that Aachen-Düren is not disgraced in the eyes of the English court and his will that his daughter rather than his brother become his heir.”

“Are you certain you want to tell him that his daughter was missing?” Herr Mueller asked.

“We will have to eventually, I’m certain,” the companion said.

“Not until Princess Isa is found,” Herr Mueller ground out. “I am not ready to lose my head just yet. Not until I wring the neck of our beloved princess.”

Lou nearly laughed but managed to hold it back before the two servants turned on her.

“Come, it is time for you to get changed, Your Highness. And we must see to your packing. You are expected at court in less than a week.”

“No!” Lou stood up. “I have not yet said I would do this.” She turned to the headmistress. “Truly, this is not about compensation. I’m not interested in money. I just want to work, teach children, and have a safe place for my sister.”

“You will have all that as soon as the princess is found. It will be easy, Miss North. You will see,” Herr Mueller said.

“Yes. Princess Isa will be here very soon. At most, you will have to make your curtsy to the queen, and then you and the princess will switch places as if nothing had ever happened. You will return here and take up your new teaching position. Right, Mrs. Carter?” Frau Schmitz gave a meaningful look to the headmistress.

“And my sister?” Lou asked.

“How old is she?” Mrs. Carter asked.

“Sixteen,” Lou answered. “I was hoping she could become a student—”

“And she will. She will be a student here while you are in London. You will join her here very soon,” the companion said.

“And her tuition?”

The woman scoffed. “Do not worry about that. It will be taken care of.”

“I don’t…” Lou started.

“Is your sister with you?” Herr Mueller asked.

“Yes. She is waiting for me at the inn,” Lou said with some hesitation. She truly did not like this. Not at all.

“Good. You go to the inn and collect her. Come back and we will see her settled and begin with your lessons,” Frau Schmitz said, heading toward the door.

Lou wondered if she even had a choice in this. On the other hand, this could be her one opportunity. She could collect Sophia and make a run for it. She didn’t know what they would do. She couldn’t imagine going back to their cousin. On the other hand, she certainly wasn’t going to impersonate a princess, either.
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Chapter Four

Lou found her younger sister right where she expected her to be–looking through the goods at the local draper’s shop. They had no money, not even for the smallest piece of ribbon, but here Sophia was chatting happily away with the woman who owned the shop, as if she were seriously thinking of making a purchase and capable of doing so.

“There you are!” Lou said, coming toward her sister, acting as if she’d been looking for her for some time. “Come along, Sophia, we don’t have any time. And besides, I told you we weren’t going to purchase any fripperies today, didn’t I? I’m so sorry, ma’am, my sister—”

“Oh no, no.” The woman laughed when Sophia gave her an apologetic look. “We were just passing the time of day, that’s all. No harm done. You have a good day, miss.”

Sophia smiled gratefully at the woman. “I hope you do as well. I truly enjoyed speaking with you, Mrs. Michaelson.” She allowed Lou to all but drag her from the shop.

“Sophia,” Lou whispered, trying not to sound too exasperated.

“What? I wasn’t even pretending to buy anything. I know we don’t have the funds.” Her sister was all sweetness and innocence, but Lou knew the truth. That girl could coax honey from a bee and have the insect give it up happily. She just had to look at someone with her expressive green eyes and blink those dark eyelashes at them, and they were putty in her hand. It didn’t hurt that she had a sweet face still rounded with childhood and a brilliant smile.

Sophia gave a little skip and turned around, so she was walking backwards to face Lou as she walked down the street. “So? How was the interview? Did you get the position?”

“Not exactly.”

“Oh, no.” Sophia turned to walk by Lou’s side once again, taking hold of her arm. “It’s all right, Lou. You’ll find something else. We’ll… we’ll be all right.”

“Well, I didn’t exactly not get the job, either. Come, I’ll explain everything to you, but first I need to find when the next mail coach will be leaving from the posting house.”

They turned down the road to the inn from where all the coaches left and watched as a large, overladen mail coach lumbered away.

“Oh,” Lou said, pausing as she watched it go. “I do hope there will be another soon.”

“We don’t even know where that one was going,” Sophia pointed out.

“No, but it doesn’t matter where the next one is headed. We need to be on it,” Lou said, moving forward once again.

Sophia pulled her to a halt and frowned at her. “Why? What happened? You didn’t do or say anything… No! I know you. You wouldn’t be rude or, or—”

“I didn’t say anything. It was them! We need to get out of this town before they come looking for us,” Lou told her. She took Sophia’s arm this time and continued toward the inn with a more determined step. They needed to leave—quickly.

But Sophia was not going to make this easy. She pulled Lou to a stop once more. “What happened? Come on, Lou, you want to tell me. I can see it bubbling up inside of you. You’re like a pot ready to overflow.”

That was the most accurate description of how Lou was feeling just now. Her shoulders dropped as she accepted her sister’s truth. “I do want to tell you everything, and I am going to—just as soon as we get a ticket on the next mail coach. Come along.”

Lou didn’t even give her sister a chance to argue with her any further but stormed ahead and into the posting house. She strode straight up to the counter where a kind-looking older gentleman was counting out coins.

“I beg your pardon, when is the next mail coach?” she asked.

“Where ya goin’, little lady?” he asked without even looking up.

“I don’t care. I simply need two tickets on the very next coach leaving today,” Lou told the man.

He looked up at that, giving her a frown. He paused when he saw who he was speaking to, then took in her sister. “You wouldn’t happen to be running away from school, now, would you? I admit, it’s a pretty good costume you’ve got there, miss, but if Mrs. Carter were to hear that I abetted two of her students…”

“No! No. We’re not students at the school. We just need to leave, and we’re in a bit of a hurry,” Lou said.

He raised his eyebrows in disbelief. “Well, you’re going to be waitin’ a while. The next coach doesn’t come in until half-past eight tonight. Leaves precisely fifteen minutes after that. If you want to be on it—”

“There is nothing between now and then? It’s only…” Lou pulled out her father’s pocket watch from her reticule and consulted it. “It’s only eleven!”

“Oh, there are coaches before then, but none that would take you anywhere you’d need to go. The London coach doesn’t come until half-past eight,” the man said.

“I—” Lou started.

“Thank you very much,” Sophia interrupted. “We’ll be back.”

“If you do want a ticket on that coach, you shouldn’t wait too long. There aren’t many seats to be had,” he warned.

“Thank you, yes, we will,” Sophia said as she pulled Lou away from the counter and back out the door.

She didn’t stop walking until they were well away from the bustle of the inn. “All right, Lucinda, now you are going to tell me why it is so imperative that we get on the very next coach no matter where it is going. If I agree, I will march right back in there with you and convince that man to sell us tickets to anywhere, but if I don’t…”

“All right, all right!” Lou finally gave in. She took a few steps away, wringing her hands, considering her words. “It was the most ridiculous thing ever, Sophia. You simply wouldn’t believe it.”

“Well, I won’t if you don’t tell me what it is! What happened?”

“They mistook me for a princess!”

“What?” Sophia started to giggle. “A princess?”

“Not just any princess, obviously. The Princess of Aachen-Düren is a student at the school, and she’s…” Lou moved closer and whispered, “She’s missing! She’s been gone for nearly two days, and her bodyguard and companion are nearly beside themselves with worry.”

Sophia lost her smile. “Wait, you’re serious?”

“Yes! Apparently, I look just like her, only my eyes are brown and hers are blue.”

“Really?” Sophia took a half step back to get a better look at Lou’s eyes since she’d been standing so close.

“While I was there and they were explaining all this to me, a summons came from the queen. She expects the princess at court this Friday.”

“The queen.”

Lou nodded.

“Of England.”

Lou nodded again.

“Queen Charlotte.”

“Yes! I told you we need to get out of here!” Lou could feel her heart begin to beat wildly in her chest just at the thought of the queen and going to court.

But Sophia grabbed her arm. “What does this have to do with you?”

“Oh, they wanted me to impersonate the princess until they can find her. They assured me it would just be a few days, a week at most, but—”

“They want you—” Sophia screeched, but Lou slapped her hand across her sister’s mouth before dragging her even farther away from the inn.

“Shhhh! No one should know of this!” Lou whispered furiously.

Sophia’s eyes bulged from her head. Lou took away her hand.

“They want you to be the princess?” she whispered.

“Is that not the most ridiculous thing you have ever heard?” Lou asked with a little laugh. She was beginning to calm down again in the face of how improbable this whole thing was.

“You look like her? I mean, well enough that people wouldn’t know the difference?” Sophia asked, still in a whisper.

“Apparently. Both the bodyguard, Herr Mueller, and her companion, Frau Schmitz, mistook me for her. Mrs. Carter, the headmistress, did as well.”

“My goodness!” Sophia began to think about this. She took two steps away, turned, and came back. “And they want you to stand in for the princess until they find her?”

Lou nodded. “Now do you see why we need to be on the next coach? They think I’ve returned here to collect you and will be back any moment.”

“Collect me? What am I to do while you impersonate the princess?”

“Be a student at the school. They said that as soon as the princess is found, we’d switch places with her taking her rightful place and me returning to the school to take up the teaching position I initially came for.”

“But that’s wonderful! That’s perfect! Well… except for the part where I stay at school while you go off to have fun adventures at court,” she said, half to herself. “That can’t be allowed, naturally. I would have to come with you.” 

Sophia looked thoughtful for a moment while Lou wondered whether her sister had completely lost her mind. 

Sophia snapped her fingers as something occurred to her. “I know! I can be your maid.” She smiled at Lou, satisfied she’d solved that problem. 

Lou knew her sister had, in fact, become touched in the head. “Come along, Sophia. We need to find out when the next coach—”

“Oh, no you don’t!” Her sister pulled her to a halt. “You’re doing this!”

“No, I am not.”

“Lucinda! A princess! Dresses! Court! The queen! Are you mad? Of course you are!”

“Sophia, I am not impersonating a princess I know nothing about, from a country I have never even heard of until now.” Lou turned and started walking toward the inn but was once again pulled to a stop.

“You can learn about the princess. I’m sure her companion would be more than happy to tell you all about her and her country.”

“In two days? Three?”

“Four, actually. You said you needed to be at court on Friday. Today is Monday. And yes, I believe you could do that. If they think no one would know that you aren’t her, I would trust them,” her sister said with a satisfied air.

“It doesn’t matter. I am not—”

“Lou—” Sophia snapped her mouth shut and just shook her head.

Lou put her hand on her hip. “What? I’m not—”

“I just never took you for a coward, that’s all,” Sophia said, turning her face away.

Lou narrowed her eyes at her sister. “You know very well that cowardice has nothing to do with this.”

“Are you certain? Have I ever seen you take a chance or do anything spontaneous? Wait…” She pretended to think about it and then shook her head. “No. Not once.”

“I got us here, didn’t I?”

Sophia sobered immediately. “Yes. Yes, you did.”

“I took care of everything after Mama and Papa died. I got us from Russia to England. If that isn’t brave and taking a chance—” Lou could feel her skin begin prickle with cold despite the fact that it was a warm, sunny spring day, and she was wearing a pelisse.

“I do beg your pardon, Lou. That was brave—more so than anyone had the right to ask of you. But now I’m asking you to be brave once again. For me?” Sophia looked at her pleadingly.

“Why do you want me to do this?” Lou asked, finally exasperated by her sister’s needling.

“Because it’s exciting! You’ll be a princess.”
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Chapter Five

Lou could only shake her head. She didn’t want to be a princess. She wanted to be a schoolteacher. She wanted to live a quiet, simple life and see her sister happily settled somewhere… somehow. She started once again toward the inn.

“I can’t imagine what the actual princess is going through. Did they say how she disappeared? I mean, was she kidnapped or did she leave voluntarily?” Sophia asked.

That stopped Lou. She turned around. “She went to find her brother. There was an article about him saying that his ship was lost while crossing the Channel. There were no survivors according to the paper, but the princess wouldn’t believe it. She left a note saying she was going to find him.”

“Oh, my goodness, the poor thing!” Sophia’s eyes grew glassy as she thought of the girl. “She must be devastated.”

“I know. I would be beside myself if anything happened to you.” Lou came and took her sister into her arms and held her tightly for a moment.

“She’s out there, somewhere, looking for her brother who’s… hoping beyond hope that he isn’t…” Sophia whispered into Lou’s shoulder.

“I know,” Lou whispered back.

Sophia pulled away. “What happens if she doesn’t show up at court? Does her father know she’s missing?”

Lou shook her head. “No one does, as far as I know. They’re trying to keep this quiet until they can find her.”

“So, he doesn’t know? He’s just lost his son, and now his daughter is missing, and he doesn’t… What will happen when he finds out? The poor, poor man!”

Lou put a hand to her cheek. She couldn’t imagine what he might do. What he might feel. Devastated. Lost.

“Destroyed…” Sophia supplied as if she were reading Lou’s mind. “Could you imagine what Papa would do if he were in that position?”

Lou just shook her head. She couldn’t speak. Her throat had tightened so she could hardly breathe.

“Well… I can only hope he is a strong man,” Sophia said. “Or…”

“Sophia,” Lou whispered. “If I were to do this… for him, for her father…”

“I would be right by your side the entire time, Lou,” Sophia said quickly. “I would be right with you.”

For the first time, Lou began to wonder whether she could, in fact, do this.

Deep in her heart, she knew very well her sister was manipulating her, playing on her sympathy, but… what if what she said was true. What if the prince would be devastated? Could she take that chance? “We would need to speak only in German.”

“Natürlich. Sie ist eine deutsche Prinzessin?”

“Yes. From Aachen-Düren, wherever that is.”

“We’ll learn. Both of us,” Sophia said, coming closer.

Lou took in a deep breath. She could do this. It would just be for a few days. A week at most. She might not even make it to court before the real princess was found. The vision of a heavy-set older man with graying blond hair, much like her father’s, filled her mind’s eye. He looked at her pleadingly, as if silently begging her to protect his daughter while she tried to find her brother, lost to this world. How could she not give in to those sad eyes?

~*~

Anthony resisted the urge to adjust his neckcloth as he entered the private apartments at the Queen’s House, or Buckingham Palace as it was properly called. He hadn’t been here for nearly a year, and yet, it still brought back so many memories of his childhood. Growing up the son of one of the queen’s Ladies of the Bedchamber, he’d practically been raised in this house. Happily, most of his memories were good ones—how could it be otherwise when he had been one of the queen’s favorites from among her Ladies.

“Welcome back, my lord,” a footman said, bowing to him.

“Thank you. I don’t suppose you know where I might find my mother?” he asked the man. She could be nearly anywhere in the palace, from attending to the queen to relaxing in her own private chambers.

“The Countess of Melfield has left word that you may find her in the blue drawing room,” the man told him.

“Excellent! Thank you,” Anthony said with relief. Now he wouldn’t need to go running all over attempting to find her.

Incredibly enough, that was precisely where she was when he strode into the room ten minutes later.

“Oh, Melfield, thank goodness you’ve come!” his mother said, looking like she was ready to faint with relief.

“Well, considering the note you sent, I would be some sort of horrible son not to do so,” he said, trying not to laugh at her theatrics.

“You are most certainly not a horrible son!” she exclaimed.

“And so here I am. Now, please, tell me what is happening so I may fix it for you—or whatever it is that was so urgent.” He sat on the blue settee next to her and took her hand in his own.

She smiled gratefully at him and placed her other hand on his cheek. “My dearest, sweet boy. I don’t know what I would do without you. You are so good!”

“Mother, what do you want?” Now he was beginning to get suspicious.

“My dearest boy, it is the most awful thing you can possibly imagine,” she said, turning her head away. Anthony noticed her hair had a touch more gray in it than the last time he’d seen her, but it was still a rich brown. Her eyes might have a few more lines radiating away from them, and her cheeks were ever so slightly softer, but on the whole, his mother was still a beautiful woman.

Truly, if circumstances had been different, she would have had great success on the stage, Anthony thought with a laugh. “It can’t be as bad as all that, Mother.”

She turned back to him. “But it is! The queen has taken on new Ladies of the Bedchamber and is now looking to see who she will get rid of!”

Anthony jerked back. “This really is serious! Don’t tell me she’s considering getting rid of you?”

His mother pulled a handkerchief from somewhere and pressed it delicately to her lips, nodding. “She gently suggested that I, Lady Rowland, and Lady Chesterland might consider retiring to our estates.”

“All three of you?”

She nodded. “She has three new courtiers, and I suppose she wants to keep the numbers the same.”

“Oh, Mother, I am so sorry! What are you going to do?” He took hold of her hand resting in her lap. 

She lowered her handkerchief and said, “I asked her to reconsider. I told her how much I love her and being at court. She said that I might stay on but only if I am able to complete an impossible task.”

Anthony blinked at his mother for a moment, wondering whether she was exaggerating as she did have a tendency to do at times. “Did she say what that would be?”

She nodded and sniffed delicately. “There is to be a sort of crowning ceremony for the Princess of Aachen-Düren.” She waved her handkerchief vaguely in the air. “Some small German principality.”

“I’ve heard of it. The
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