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Praise for The Royal Runaway:


‘Captivating! Full of twists and turns, The Royal Runaway will keep you guessing and cheering for a Royal happily-ever-after!’ Geneva Lee


‘Happily ever after gets a refreshing update. This imaginative, absorbing, and empowering story is a must-read’ Kirkus Reviews


‘Whip-smart, engaging, and relatable, The Royal Runaway is an all around delightful must-read romance. I couldn’t put it down!’ Nina Bocci, USA Today bestselling author


‘The Royal Runaway is paced as swift as a speeding bullet, showcasing evocative action and an edgy romance. Absolutely killer!’ Romance Junkies [image: image]


‘The Royal Runaway is the perfect royal romp, like The Princess Diaries meets James Bond, which I never knew the world needed until now. It does, trust me. Royal lovers like me will adore it, and rom com fans will love Lindsay Emory’s fresh, fun voice’ Teri Wilson


‘Filled with intrigue, romance and a kingdom that feels real enough to visit, The Royal Runaway is sure to delight. It’s a thoroughly modern fairy tale with characters whose motives will keep you guessing until the final pages. Prepare to be charmed by Thea, a duty-bound princess with an independent streak’ Victoria Schade
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Princess Theodora Isabella Victoria of Drieden of the Royal House Laurent is so over this princess thing.


After her fiancé jilted her on their wedding day, she’s back home, having spent four months in exile. Aka it’s back to putting on a show for the Driedish nation as the perfect princess they expect her to be. But Thea’s sick of duty, so when she sneaks out of the palace and meets a sexy Scot named Nick in a local bar, she relishes the chance to be a normal woman for a change.


But just as she thinks she’s found her Prince Charming, he reveals his intentions are less than honourable: he’s a spy and he’s not above blackmail. As they join forces to find out what happened the day her fiancé disappeared, together they discover a secret that could change life as they know it.


Funny, fast-paced, and full of more twists and turns than the castle Thea lives in, The Royal Runaway is a fresh romantic comedy that will leave you cheering for the modern-day royal who chucks the rulebook aside to create her own happily-ever-after.




This book is dedicated to the women who have the power to change
the world. That is to say, all of them.




“Well-behaved women seldom make history.”


—LAUREL THATCHER ULRICH
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IT WAS MY WEDDING DAY. I IMAGINED OTHER BRIDES HAD similar days. They, too, softly smoothed their white skirts, brushed a piece of lace with their fingertips, and clutched a handkerchief into a crumple.


Other women felt like princesses on their wedding day. Me? I really was a princess. I had the tiara, the palace, the framed certificate, and everything.


They delayed telling me about my missing groom as long as they could, until it became apparent that the schedule would have to change, that we wouldn’t leave for the cathedral in the flotilla of white carriages drawn by horses in matching ostrich-feather headdresses.


Because I, Princess Theodora Isabella Victoria, second in line to the crown of the Kingdom of Drieden, had been stood up.


Left at the altar.


People spoke in hushed tones around me, trading whispers I couldn’t make out and didn’t really want to hear.


Before I found out the truth, I knew we were behind schedule. I should’ve been loaded into the carriage by now, waving and smiling at the adoring public lining the streets. I shouldn’t still have been sitting here, waiting.


My mother was called out of the room, which should have alerted me that something was up. The palace staff usually did everything they could to avoid talking directly to my mother—she had a way of making their lives difficult.


Then Caroline was called out. Caroline was my emotionally stable middle sibling. My maid of honor. Not because she was older than Sophie, the youngest, but because Caroline could be counted on to think through any unexpected problem that arose—the train, the bouquet, the . . . missing groom.


Caroline returned, her mouth in a sharp line. She knelt at my feet, took my hands, and laid out the problem.


My fiancé was nowhere to be found.


I simply stared at her. An avid amateur historian, I racked my brain for any similar situation in the Driedish history books. What was the proper protocol for a canceled royal wedding? What does a jilted princess do next?


Then the whispers stopped. The atmosphere froze. My grandmother had entered the room. Tall and straight, she held her head as if there were always a crown balanced upon it—the big one with the Jaipur sapphire. She came to me and held out a box of tissues.


Something about that gesture undid me. I could be as regal and disciplined as the next royal princess, but my gran handing me a tissue made it real somehow. I had been humiliated in front of my country, in front of the world.


Five minutes passed and my grandmother lifted my face and blotted my wet cheeks. “There will be no more tears shed for him. His name will never be spoken in this house again.”


It was an order from my queen.


My eyes immediately went dry.
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FOUR MONTHS LATER . . .


IT WASN’T A SURPRISE THAT I’D BEEN SENT AWAY. IT WAS easier for people to manage the fallout if there wasn’t a lightning rod continuing to draw the electric attention of the world.


All of the Queen’s advisors agreed that the best place for a jilted princess was a cold island in the middle of the North Sea, a Driedish territory called Perpetua. Why they couldn’t have agreed that jilted princesses should spend four months in the Maldives, I would never understand.


I’d returned to the palace three days ago, and since then my nights had rapidly deteriorated into an endless cycle of nightmares, herbal teas, and television reruns. It was really so boring. I was over Christian Fraser-Campbell. Completely. The man had left me at the altar. Why I kept having the same dreams about him, I had no idea.


He would be in a dark tunnel, running away from me. Then I would run after him (which would never happen in real life—I have my pride). I’d call his name, praying that he would stop running, that he would shout something back in his charming Scottish brogue. But he’d always stay silent; he’d always keep running. And I’d keep chasing. Until the headlights of an oncoming train would overtake us both.


It was clichéd and predictable.


I disliked being both.


The palace doctor had left the sleeping pill prescription wordlessly on my desk the day of the wedding, after being among the group of ten Big Gran had ushered into my suite to deliver the bad news.


I hadn’t taken a single pill yet, and now I was wondering if I should. I had an interview scheduled tomorrow—“PRINCESS THEODORA’S FIRST POST-JILT INTERVIEW”—with Chantal Louis of The Driedener. Another lost night of sleep would mean that the dark circles under my eyes could not be concealed by the usual layer of makeup. My makeup artist, Roberto, would have to bust out the hard stuff, which he would moan about, and then I’d apologize for it and there would be a whole uncomfortable balance of power over heavy-duty concealer. #Princesslife #thestruggleisreal


I was over my ex. Really, I was. Which is why I was heading toward my bathroom to fill a glass of water and take a pill. To forget about the bastard. And to prevent under-eye circles.


But instead, something drew me back to the large window that overlooked the city below. The palace stood above the city on a bluff that probably had been quite daunting in the Middle Ages. In the twenty-first century, the city had climbed up to meet the palace, many of the buildings standing at or above the height of the tallest tower of the ancient home of the rulers of Drieden.


I pulled the thick brocade curtains back and stared at the lights of the city, still beaming bright even after midnight.


Sharing the name with the country, Drieden City was a beautiful mix of modern and historical, quaint and contemporary. It had started to crumble into redundancy in the early twentieth century with the decline of the traditional shipping industry that had sustained it for centuries. But then oil was discovered. First, crude oil bubbled out of the marshlands, then it oozed out into the triangle of the dark, cold North Sea that Drieden controlled, and a nation was given its second life.


Growing up royal, every minute detail of Driedish history had been drilled into my head. As the second in line to the throne—after my father, the Crown Prince Albert, God help us all—I took its study seriously and applied myself dutifully to the stories of my homeland. Often I would close my eyes and imagine what the kingdom looked like in 1350, when Olaf the Conqueror first claimed the fertile lowlands. Or in 1650, when King Henry III refused to send colonists to the New World, condemning colonization as a foolish, wasteful enterprise.


I loved those stories. I loved this view and the city lights that seemed to throb inside my veins.


Later, I would look back on this moment and wonder why I hadn’t simply popped the sleeping pill and crawled back into my gilded four-poster bed, the same one that my grandmother and great-grandmother had slept in before their ascendancies to the throne.


I’ll never know what made me change into street clothes, pull my hair into a bun, and slip on running shoes. But that’s exactly what I did.


I knew the covert ways out of the palace like the back of my hand. Part of it was due to a natural gift for observation and investigation; part of it was thanks to my formal education. It had been impressed on me by my tutors, secretaries, and Big Gran herself that a good princess should learn everything about her country.


That included secret ways out of the palace.


This wasn’t the first time I’d slipped out undetected. That had been when I was a teenager, a university student. There were things I’d wanted to do, places I’d wanted to go, people I’d wanted to see without my official security detail getting involved. For years, it hadn’t been a problem. Drieden is a small country and the monarchy can still be informal if it wishes. My uncle John, the Duke of Falender, works as a banker in the financial district. My brother serves in the armed forces. Until my engagement, I produced documentary films. With a discreet and small security presence, my family has been able to keep up the pretense that we’re normal folk who just happen to live in that big old house on the hill.


With my recent notoriety, though, and my resulting cloistering in the palace and assorted hideaways, I hadn’t been outside royal boundaries in over three months.


And sometimes a girl just needed a change of scenery.


My feet flew over the carpet, down the southwest stairwell, across the landing, into the upper gallery through a service entrance, then down another set of stairs that led into the herb garden, which was next to the kitchens with their loading dock and abandoned at this time of night.


Just like that, I was outside in a small courtyard. There was a guardhouse at the bottom of the cobblestone drive, but I pulled up the hood of my jacket and hopped into a nearby white Fiat with plates that matched the keys I had snagged from the loading dock bay.


The gates opened swiftly (as they should for an official palace vehicle) and I drove two hundred meters and . . .


I had no idea where I was going.


To the lights?


Why?


Because the lights were pretty?


Was I insane?


Probably. Now I was talking to myself. Just like Prince Karl the Holy when he believed a trout told him to invade France.


My foot pressed the gas pedal, indicating that I was, in fact, insane. Sleep deprivation had sucked all the common sense out of my head.


But I kept driving. Instinct and a memory pulled me forward.


There had been a night, two years ago, right after I had started dating Christian. I had gotten a call from him; he had flown to Drieden to surprise me. “Come see me,” he had urged. He had given me the name of a bar where I was to meet him in an hour. And like tonight, I had managed to slip out of the palace completely undetected.


Romantic, right?


Without being aware of my destination, I now suddenly found myself parked outside that same bar. It seemed just as I remembered it. A cocktail lounge in the theater district, its raucous crowd was decidedly different from the posh, upper-crust circle Christian usually ran with. As soon as I walked into the disorienting mix of shadow and neon, I remembered that I hadn’t brought any money or identification. Another sign of my deteriorating mental state. Still, I took a seat at a table covered with chipped red paint. After all, the point of this excursion wasn’t to drink. If I’d wanted to get drunk, the palace had vast cellars full of very expensive spirits at my disposal. If I’d wanted to lose myself, I would have just taken the damn sleeping pill.


The point of this trip was . . .


I had no idea.


Now I closed my eyes.


I saw Christian, as he was the night I met him here. His longish blond hair curled around his collar. His skin still tan from the ski season. Was this what I wanted? To see Christian again? Was that why I came here?


“Excuse me. Is this seat taken?”


A deep voice. A Scottish accent. Christian?


“No,” I answered, wondering if I was dreaming. A new part of my nightmare, perhaps? I peeked through my eyelids.


My new tablemate settling into the chair opposite me was not Christian Fraser-Campbell, ninth Duke of Steading. This stranger was the complete opposite of Christian, dark and rough, but not altogether objectionable.


“Hello,” I said, automatically being polite and proper even though I desperately wanted him to leave me alone.


“Hallo there. What brings a beauty like you out on a night like tonight?”


At the word beauty, the rest of my defenses rose. I was in a dim bar with eyeglasses I’d borrowed from my secretary and a hood still pulled over a messy bun. Any man who thought I was a beauty at the moment was either delirious, drunk, or dead.


I said the first thing that popped into my head. “I’m meeting someone.”


“A boyfriend someone?”


I noted that he did not offer to get up. Instead, he leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms, all ears for whatever my answer was.


Rude, I thought.


“No,” I informed the ill-mannered Scottish stranger. “A coworker.” It was the blandest answer I could imagine. Maybe boredom would make the man go away.


His eyebrows rose. “At this hour? Here? What kind of a job are you working?” His eyes draped over me in a perfect expression of sarcasm and speculation. “You’re not . . . picking up anyone?”


It took me a moment. “Are you insinuating that I’m a prostitute?”


“Well, if you are, you’re a badly dressed one.”


“What, are you an expert?”


His mouth slid up on one side, clearly amused. “Not regarding fashion, no.”


Ugh. How could I get him to go away?


I imagined the most boring profession ever. “I’m actually a historian.” It wasn’t too far off from my former job producing documentaries.


“Are you now? How fascinating.”


Damn. Now I’d really have to turn on the boring. “I specialize in Driedish rural agrarian history.” I made a tenting motion with both hands. “Specifically the congruence between animal husbandry, agricultural economics, and women’s health.”


There. Dull-level ten. That should do it.


Instead of running away from the madwoman ready to discuss the most obscure, driest subject ever, though, the stranger leaned forward, as if he were eager to hear more.


“Ah.” He brightened. “Farming. A noble profession, indeed, although given to long days, uncertain futures, and way too much drink.” He waved a hand and caught the attention of a nearby waitress. “Two whiskeys, please.”


“I couldn’t—”


He interrupted with sparkling eyes. “But my lady, you already have.”
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TWO GLASSES OF WHISKEY WERE SLAPPED DOWN ON the table, droplets of amber liquid splashing out onto the chipped red paint.


I’d had my first sip of whiskey at thirteen, stolen from my father’s glass at the Royal Lodge in Kasselta in the Northern Province. If any of the adults had seen me, they’d ignored it. Misbehavior was to be dealt with by a nanny or Big Gran. No one else had dared—or cared—to discipline me.


Tonight I was only misbehaving a little, and I still loved the burn of whiskey. It always reminded me of a roaring winter fire, heat and comfort with an edge of danger.


Like this moment, when someone at a neighboring table was glancing over at me with this stranger: this was danger. I ducked my head and lifted the glass to my lips.


“What are you doing?” the man asked me, sounding rather affronted. “It’s customary in my country to toast before a drink.”


“What would you like to toast to?”


He regarded me thoughtfully for a moment as if considering his options. Then he lifted his glass. “To the Queen’s health.”


“Which one?”


He drew back. “What do you mean, ‘which one’?”


“You’ve got a queen. So do I. Which one are we toasting to?”


He smiled. “To yours, of course. As a Scot, I’ve always had a wee problem with Queen Liz.”


My toes curled at his reference to Elizabeth II of England, Scotland, and Wales as “Liz”—and not in a good way. I had met Elizabeth only twice, and had no personal relationship with her, but a lifetime of etiquette conditioning couldn’t be undone by one unintended late-night drink with a Scot that I was already regretting.


“To Queen Aurelia,” he said rather loudly.


“To the Queen,” I murmured before taking my sip and then immediately making a face. I’d had much better whiskey.


My drinking partner made a face, too, after tasting his. “Jesus, what is this?”


“Something cheap.” I pressed my lips together. Could I sound more like a snob?


But the man laughed instead of being offended, and when he did, I noticed him for the first time.


Really noticed him.


He was not just dark and rough. He had the look of a man who, after being punched in the face a few times, hadn’t quite bounced back to his original features. There were marks and scars from a myriad of dubious adventures, no doubt. No, he wasn’t Hollywood handsome, but he was something far more interesting.


A survivor.


He was crude, rude, and from tonight’s display, clearly socially unacceptable. But for the past four months, I’d been wallowing in self-pity after my public humiliation, and here was someone who probably knew something about how to overcome bad things.


“What’s your name?” I asked impulsively.


He rubbed a thumb across his glass before answering. “Nick. Nick Cameron. Yours?”


Damn. I’d walked right into that one. My tendency to ask people questions about themselves was seen by the royal advisors and courtiers as a benefit. I was comfortable with “the people.” My questions made them comfortable with me.


But now . . . My stomach tightened. Even though I knew his name and had allowed him to buy me a drink, Nick was still an unknown. He wouldn’t be comfortable with Princess Me. And I didn’t know if I could trust him.


“Thea,” I answered finally, giving him the name that only my family and closest friends use.


He repeated the nickname and the way that he deliberately said it, pressing the tip of his tongue behind his front teeth, was irresistibly attractive. He was a man who did things with purpose. With a plan.


I wished I had a plan.


The hood of my sweatshirt fell off my head as I took another sip of the third-rate whiskey, but the lights were low over our table and I highly doubted anyone would recognize me. And if they did? I could move pretty fast and make it back to the Fiat before more than a few camera phones could be whipped out.


Cameras. The interview tomorrow.


My stomach clenched as I tightened my grip around my glass. The thought of trying to hold it together while a reporter asked me questions about Christian was nearly debilitating.


Nick noticed. “You all right?” His eyes followed my glass as it hit my lips and stayed there for a good gulp or two.


“I have an interview tomorrow,” I said. The whiskey was loosening my tongue.


“For a job?”


“No.” I said it automatically and wondered why in the world I was telling this man anything close to the truth. “For work,” I explained, hoping to stop him from asking any more questions. A man like him should not be interested in a historian’s interview.


He cocked his head. “It’s a big one, then? You worried about your boss breathing down your neck?”


A strangled giggle escaped me, thinking of my grandmother the Queen as a “boss.” It was eerily accurate. Queen Aurelia was the final authority on all things in the palace, from proper punctuation to big events like weddings.


“Yeah, she’s a hard-ass.”


“Me? I’d skip out. Let someone else take it on.”


“Why does that not surprise me?”


I thought of my father then, the heir to the throne, currently ensconced at his country house as he was for 80 percent of the year due to gout and hypoglycemia and cramped toes and whatever other ailment he invented whenever Big Gran asked him to fulfill a royal duty or two.


And my siblings, scattered around the globe, hiding themselves in helicopters, on Turkish yachts and Nepalese mountaintops, in whatever places didn’t have cell service in case Big Gran called to ask them to attend a ceremony or ribbon cutting. Nope. There was no one to take the fall for me this time.


“I’m not a highly respected historian, though.” Nick’s words snapped me back to an alternate reality. The one where I’d told this annoying man I was a dreary academic.


“I’m not that respected,” I said sharply. “Hardly anyone listens to me.” Another truth, accidentally told.


He leaned over the table and through the haze of cigarette smoke and cheap whiskey, I saw that his eyes were green. Green with flecks of gold. Like those of a feral tomcat.


“I’m sure that’s not true. I’d love to listen to you.”


When my mouth dropped open, he gave me a quick grin. “Besides, I’m somewhat of an expert on the connection between husbandry and women’s . . . health.”


Ew.


“Does this work with women, usually? This . . .” I gestured to all of him. “This roguish scoundrel act?”


“You’re having a drink with me; you tell me.”


I looked at what was left in my glass and debated throwing it in his face. I’d never done such a thing before. What would it feel like? Could I get away with it?


“People would stare,” he said in a low voice.


I jerked, confused, and looked back into those green eyes.


“If you threw the drink in my face,” he explained. “You don’t seem like a woman who wants that kind of attention.”


With that, I tossed the rest of the whiskey back instead, discomfited by the fact that he had read my mind.


“Another round?” he drawled.


I was sober enough to consider using my manners. I should have said, “No thank you” immediately. But . . . for some reason I didn’t, and Nick waved to the waitress and ordered another round. As I watched him, I had a fresh wave of curiosity about the man who was steady and sober—and plying me with alcohol . . .


“What are you in Drieden for?” I blurted out.


It was a reasonable enough question. He was obviously a foreigner. He should have an interesting reason for being in the country. But he seemed surprised by my question and hesitated before answering. “Family business.”


That didn’t sound right. A family business? He didn’t seem like a man who would inherit his father’s factory or law practice. Not like my ex. Not content to simply be a penniless Scottish duke (was there any other kind?), Christian had gotten a job in a respected corporate law firm when he’d moved here. And unlike this Nick, Christian would have gotten the hint and left me alone.


Which he had.


On our wedding day.


“What sort of family business?” I asked, suspicion lacing my voice.


“There was a will. Some property was left to a relation who had emigrated here. We’re just trying to track him down.” He shrugged as if it were nothing important, but I leaned my elbow on the table and placed my chin in my hand. Now this was fascinating. No one got lost in my family. There were family trees that detailed every shit some king’s bastard took in the woods. And a bequest that someone didn’t know about? My property was traced back to the Vikings, and Parliament wrote laws distributing it amongst children I didn’t even know I would have yet.


“Who is the relative? An uncle? Cousin? Was he working here? Did he fall in love with a Driedener? Did he get citizenship?” That question reminded me that I could make one call to the home office and get the address of Nick’s long lost relative, but I couldn’t offer. I wouldn’t offer. Not for a sketchy guy in a bar.


“And what’s the bequest?” I had to know. What could be so important that Nick would come to Drieden himself to deliver the news?


Nick’s expression was bemused. “So many questions. I suppose this is how you write your history books or papers or whatever you do?”


Right. My mythical historian alter ego. “I’m known as a very diligent researcher.”


“Spend all your time with your nose in books, I suppose.”


“Oh yes, I’m just so excited to learn about a live person,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my tongue. “It’s quite a change from the all the dead people I usually talk to.”


The smile faded. “Dead people are easier to deal with, I suppose.”


I lifted my chin from my hand and sat back. I had been too forward, too cavalier, even with someone who had sat down at my table without permission and bought me drinks I hadn’t known I’d needed. Nick’s concern for his relative seemed real and his family’s struggle wasn’t for anyone’s entertainment. Even a non-princess should know that.


“I apologize, I didn’t mean—”


We were interrupted by the arrival of three denim-clad young women.


“Oh my God,” one breathed.


“It’s her!” another squealed in an American accent.


“I’m sorry, we don’t want to interrupt, but you look so much like—”


“Are you, like, related to Princess Theodora?”


I froze. They weren’t really asking if I was related to Princess Theodora. They were asking if I was . . .


And oh God.


Each had a cell phone in her hand.


Suddenly, my cavalier attitude about being recognized seemed like another insane delusion. Me in a bar, looking like this? After four months away from the public eye? This couldn’t be how the country saw me again.


“What, all Driedeners look alike to you?” Nick’s question startled me. I wasn’t expecting him to jump in, and certainly not in Driedish-accented English. Not when I’d just heard him speaking Scottish-accented Driedish. It was all very confusing under the influence of two glasses of cheap whiskey.


“Oh no . . .” one of the Americans nervously said. “But she looks exactly like her.”


Nick scrunched his nose my way. “Her? In those sloppy clothes and that greasy hair? You think our very own princess would be in a dump like this?”


I opened my mouth to protest. I had washed my hair that night. But then I realized Nick was doing me a favor. “Americans—they think we’re all blond and stone-faced,” I sassed. Cheap whiskey made me bolder, apparently.


Must remember to avoid cheap whiskey.


Nick caught my eye as the Americans stammered their denials.


“She’s not as beautiful as Her Highness,” Nick said, contemplating me. “But I can see a slight resemblance. Maybe you ladies have a point.”


The three girls were in their early twenties, with rain jackets and backpacks and high-tech sneakers, probably from California or Florida, someplace warm, because they were overdressed for a Driedish summer. They shot each other dubious, embarrassed looks, and I felt sorry for them. Princess Me would always be gracious to visitors.


“Maybe we’ve got ourselves a new business venture, love: you could be one of them—whatsitcalled—


“Impersonators!” one of the blond Americans supplied.


“That’s it,” Nick agreed. The risky sparkle in his eyes was back. “You could impersonate Princess Theodora for parties and such. We could make a killing.”


“Too bad you don’t have a friend who looks like Prince Christian,” one of them said.


“He wasn’t a prince.”


“Not yet. He would have been if he hadn’t totally skipped out on her.”


“Ohmigod, I am still so mad at him.”


“Poor thing . . .”


“Who runs out on a princess?”


“Yeah!” her friend said enthusiastically. “A fucking princess!”


Sounded like the Americans had been served cheap whiskey as well.


Nick rubbed his chin as he followed along with the conversation, and even though the Americans didn’t know it was me, it still irked me. “Can we stop talking about it?” I snapped. “I’m not going to dress up like her.”


“You could make a lot of money,” one of the girls said.


“Just get your hair done . . .”


“And maybe your eyebrows . . .”


“And your nose . . .”


My nose? Really? The light in this bar was dreadful.


“How much do you think people would pay in America?” Nick asked them. “For someone to dress up like Theodora?”


“Like, a hundred?”


“Fifty?”


“Twenty?”


“Really? Twenty euros?” I exclaimed.


“Twenty dollars,” an American clarified. With the exchange rate, that was an even lower offer. Great.


Then one of the girls got excited and reached into the purse she had strapped across her chest. “I’ll give you twenty euros right now if you pose with me.”


“Jenni!” one of her friends squealed. “It’s not even Theodora!”


“Oh, come on—everyone back home will shit themselves.”


I stood. I didn’t really know why.


Nick pushed out of his chair and motioned at me. “So sorry, ladies, I’ve got to get my friend home. She has a big work event tomorrow and she’s had a bit too much fun tonight, if you know what I mean.” Since he mimed drinking out of a bottle, I was sure they understood his meaning perfectly.


The woman who was now dangling a twenty-euro bill in the air between us waggled her eyebrows at me. “Come on, one quick pose for my Instagram.”


“She doesn’t look anything like a princess. You’re wasting your money,” Nick said.


The American paid him no attention and the crisp bill, fresh from an airport ATM, wiggled in front of me. “My friends back home are going to die. Please?”


“Are all Americans this dumb?” Nick waved at my outfit. “A Driedish princess wouldn’t be caught dead in these rags.”


“Sure,” I said to the girl, ignoring him and stepping forward.


There was no time to reconsider my actions. There was only a lot of squealing and giggling as I pulled up my hood and made a duck face along with a strange blond American girl in the dim light of a dive bar in the theater district.


She laughed, handed me the money, and the group went back to their table as I made my way to the door.


“Not that way.” Nick grabbed my elbow and pushed me through a corner door and into the bar’s office, where a desk overflowing with papers and receipts blocked our way to a back door. I nearly stepped into a liquor crate when Nick closed the door behind us and laughed, a sexy, dry sound.


It should not have been sexy. I checked the clock on the wall and swore. The interview. Dawn was only a few hours away and I had to get back into the palace before the staff started arriving. “I have to go.” I moved toward the back door but Nick stood in front of it, a strange expression on his face.


“So soon, Thea?”


The way he said my name, with that deliberate press of his tongue against his teeth, the contemplation in his eyes, should have given me pause.


But I stood in stubborn disbelief, a kind of rebellion I’d practiced my whole life. “It’s late.”


“And you have a historian job interview in the morning.”


“Yes.”


“Driedish agrarian animal husbandry.”


“Exactly,” I said impatiently.


“Tell me something, Thea.” There it was again, the slight emphasis on my nickname.


He knew.


“Tell me something about Driedish agrarian history.”


I would never see him again. I could have pushed by him without a word. As a woman, as a princess, I didn’t need to answer his question.


But as the old saying goes, once challenged, twice stubborn. I lifted my chin and looked into a stranger’s green eyes and said, “In 1732, a Driedener named Halper Malzen invented an H-shaped plow that revolutionized wheat farming in the Demble province, because of the rocky, granite soil there.”


Nick didn’t blink.


“My paper about the effects of his invention will be in the next University of Drieden Journal of History.”


“Fascinating.”


“It is, isn’t?”


“I was talking about you.”


I shook my head. How many times had I heard that before? I wasn’t fascinating. “I’m just a girl who likes history with a crappy job who drinks too much.”


He didn’t say another word before stepping out of my way.


I said good night softly, left through the back door leading to the alley, and was almost to my car when I remembered I hadn’t wished him luck in his search for his lost relative.


The mystery of that family legacy occupied me all the way back to the palace gates.




four


THE KNOCK AT MY BEDROOM DOOR CAME WAY TOO early the next morning. My head throbbed, my mouth felt like a thick wool scarf had been stuffed in it, and yes, when I checked the mirror in my bathroom, I analyzed the view with a magazine beauty editor’s eye. The limp blond hair could be sprayed and teased. An extra coat of mascara could make my blue eyes look more alert. But the under-eye circles were going to be the next national concern.


In fact, I didn’t even have to wait for the newspapers to be printed. My secretary, Lucy, tutted as soon as she saw me, muttering something about Roberto and “work cut out for him.”


“Coffee,” was all I said before we got to work. After all, I couldn’t exactly tell Lucy the shadows on my face were thanks to my late-night undercover excursion.


“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Lucy said for the six hundredth time.


She poured me another much-needed cup of coffee. “There’s no need for this. You don’t have to do it.”


I accepted Lucy’s proffered cup and thought of Big Gran. That’s what my brother, Henry, has called her since we were little. She had been just plain old Gran, sometimes stern, not particularly cuddly, but still Gran. Then Henry saw a banner of her twenty-foot-high portrait flying from the city hall’s walls. Family legend said he pointed his chubby finger and declared, “Big Gran looks scary.”


My parents agreed; so did us kids. So did the rest of the palace. Queen Aurelia Victoria of Drieden, aka “Big Gran,” was scary. Which is why I was in this predicament.


“She says I must do it,” I said evenly, but avoided her direct spaniel-brown eyes. Lucy, who was only a year older than me and who had been my right-hand woman since I’d turned eighteen, knew better than to believe my dutiful statement.


“There must be something we can do.” She tutted, pushing her glasses back over her straight coffee-brown hair. “You’re grieving. And humiliated. Recovering from shock. You’ve just come home. Surely, this isn’t necessary. Especially four months after the wedding. Who wants to hear about all that nonsense again, really?”


Only Lucy could get away with such talk. Anyone else in the palace would nod obediently and immediately once they learned that HM Aurelia had decreed that something “must” be done. But this was Lucy. My Lucy.


A distant cousin, Lady Lucy Monclere was also a goddaughter to Big Gran and had always been a favorite, along with the whole Monclere family, who were known for their jolly adventures and no-nonsense plain talk. The fact that Lucy’s father owned one of the finest hunting grounds in all of Drieden also didn’t hurt their status with Big Gran. Basically, Lucy was in a sweet spot between me and Her Majesty.


I briefly considered her stance. She was right. A national interview about the wedding fiasco wasn’t necessary, and not just because I was still “recovering” from Christian’s disappearance on the day planned for our historic nuptials in Drieden’s breathtaking Cathedral of St. Julien. Nobody needed to interview me because the whole world had already dug up every embarrassing, private, scandalous detail. How the wedding brunch was still served to a half-empty hall after many dignitaries had simply chosen to return to their hotels. How my mother got drunk and cursed at the British PM. How my honeymoon bags were retrieved from the private plane and returned to the palace via police escort. That last one had been covered live on television. A very lonely matched set of Louis Vuitton luggage was gripping drama indeed.


Lucy still might be able to get me out of this, even though it was so last-minute. She had done it before, when I was in university. She had gone to Big Gran to confide that I was overwhelmed, making myself ill, and couldn’t I take a semester off to refresh and rejuvenate in Argentina, tutoring schoolchildren there?


As a result of Lucy’s magic, I spent a spring in the Pampas, volunteering at a local school. I also helped my mother kick a nasty pill habit that Big Gran never seemed to know about, after a divorce from an Argentine polo player that Big Gran certainly knew about.


As if she could read my mind, Lucy reached over and poured nearly a half liter of cream into my coffee. “You’ve lost too much weight. You’re frail. Four months away and you’re skin and bones. You’ll probably catch pneumonia this winter, and then where will the monarchy be?”


It was a practice argument for Big Gran. Keep me healthy and happy and the future of the Driedish royal family will be better off.


As arguments to Big Gran went, it could be a winner.


Last week, however, the Liberal leader had once again invoked the R word in a speech to Parliament: republic.


Big Gran did not care for the R word.


She wasn’t anti-democracy or hopelessly old-fashioned. But she was Queen: the latest monarch in a six-hundred-year rule over a tiny coastal nation on the bony shoulder of Europe that had rebuffed English, French, Dutch, and German advances. You don’t just give that up because a sliver of the current crop of subjects answered an internet poll.


Which meant Big Gran was on the offensive again. And I, the Princess and second in line to the throne, was her most effective weapon. Being engaged to a handsome (if penniless) Scottish duke and subsequently being left at the altar had helped reignite the nation’s enthusiasm for supporting the Crown.


So I had been summoned back to the palace last week. My office had dealt with most of the headaches Christian’s abandonment had left us. Sending back hundreds of wedding gifts to VIPs around the world had required a staff of nearly thirty secretaries alone, not to mention all the thousands of other royal wedding details that had to be carefully unstitched under the avid media spotlight. And now Lucy’s eagle eyes were watching the coffee grow cold in my hands as I debated whether I should utilize her impressive methods of persuasion in order to skip out of the Chantal Louis interview for Drieden’s most-read weekly news magazine.


“It’s my job,” I finally said, remembering the long hours the palace staff had been putting in to reassemble my routine, my life. I knew this was best. I couldn’t stay in hiding forever. My life was a public one and if my Queen said I had to be interviewed in a national magazine . . .


Lucy saw the resignation on my face. “Fine, I’ll speak with them before you sit down. Give them our usual list of red topics.” She was crisp and efficient, but the press of her lips told me that she would have gladly gone to battle with Big Gran for me.


She sighed, pushed her glasses back down on her nose, and began taking notes with a silver fountain pen in her leather-bound agenda.


“There will be no questions about Caroline, Henry, or Sophie.” She scribbled the names down, even though this was standard operating procedure for me. I didn’t talk about my siblings in public. There were way too many minefields there.


“Or Felice,” she added with an extra underline below the name. It was another long-standing rule, although the national (and international) press loved my mother. After she had divorced my father and run off with her second polo player, her titles had been winnowed down considerably, as had her yearly income, but the tabloids and mainstream journalists still gushed over her scandals, her style, and her incoherent “let them eat cake” ramblings that periodically took over the news for a day or two every year. There were Instagrams devoted to her and her lavish lifestyle. Social media fans were fun to try to explain to Big Gran. Yes, the internet adored my mother. No, it probably was not for the “right” reasons.


“What do you think I should talk about?” I mused, reaching for my lukewarm coffee. “What international kerfuffle could I start this week?”


Lucy looked at me with dismay. “Oh, Thea, don’t talk like that.”


“You know they’re going to ask if I’m seeing anyone. What rumor should I start?”


“The last thing we need is another scandal with you and a man.”


I bit my lip, remembering the man I’d met last night and the scandal I could have so easily started with just a couple of glasses of whiskey, a stranger, and a few smartphones.


I’d been reckless, not thinking clearly at all when I’d agreed to that stupid selfie. Lucy was absolutely, 100 percent right. If something had happened in that bar with Nick, if pictures had been taken and posted online . . . let’s just say I was thankful the guillotine had never been introduced to Drieden.
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