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      A DANGEROUS DISGUISE


      With a groan he tightened his arms and covered her mouth with his own, seeking to find the secret of her heart. Her lips were sweet against his, as sweet as in the other kisses they had shared, and for a moment the dreadful surroundings vanished, leaving only the two of them.

    


    
      "Ola," he murmured, "Ola – "

    


    
      For a moment she succumbed to the magic that was still there in his kiss, even now. In his arms she could forget everything.

    


    
      But only briefly.

    


    
      The next moment he said the words that broke the spell.

    


    
      "Tell me the truth," he begged. "Tell me,

    


    
      Ola – "

    


    
      She began to struggle against him.

    


    "No," she said fiercely. "Let me go. It's over. Don't you know that?"
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  THE LATE DAME BARBARA CARTLAND


  Barbara Cartland who sadly died in May 2000 at the age of nearly 99 was the world's most famous romantic novelist who wrote 723 books in her lifetime with worldwide sales of over 1 billion copies and her books were translated into 36 different languages.
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    "Love can strike at any time in a blinding flash – it is so powerful that no-one can fight it."

  


  
    Barbara Cartland 

  


  



  CHAPTER ONE 1887


  The clan Chief was dead.


  Colonel Owen McNewton who had been like a father to his people, had ruled them sternly but kindly for thirty years, and now he was gone.


  When the burial service was over, they streamed out of the church and began the short walk to the imposing mansion where he had lived with his daughter, Ola.


  The road lay slightly uphill, so that everyone could see the great building against the background of rugged Scottish scenery, at its best now that the month was June and the weather was glorious.


  Ola, who was the chief mourner, forced herself not to cry as they walked away from her father, with whom she had spent the last five years after her mother's death.


  She was a tall, rather stark figure as she led the procession home. Her auburn hair would have been fascinating if it had not been severely hidden away beneath a puritanical bonnet.


  Her face contained many contradictions. She was beautiful, with large green eyes and a wide, generous mouth, but just now austerity had settled over her features, as though all thought of beauty was forbidden on this sad day.


  Behind her walked the next clan Chief, Jonas McNewton, with his wife and numerous children. Although Ola was heiress to her father's considerable fortune, which meant only his money, but not the house and land, as they descended directly to the next Chief.


  Soon she must leave Ben Torrach, this wild, beautiful place in the north of Scotland that had always been her home, and find her own niche in the world. Although the new Chief was polite, she knew he was awaiting the announcement of her departure.


  The funeral feast was prepared, as lavish as tradition demanded. Owen McNewton was entertaining his friends for the last time. Ola was the perfect hostess, and everybody said that the fine old man had been given a fitting send-off.


  Only one person seemed displeased. Ola saw Jonas regarding the feast with frugal disdain.


  "I would not, myself, have gone to quite such expense," he sniffed.


  "My father believed in treating his neighbours generously," Ola said crossly, and removed herself before he could pursue the subject.


  Generous did not seem to be a word known to Jonas. The servants knew it, and were regarding him with dismay. None of them wanted to work for him.


  Ola's maid, Greta, was particularly fierce.


  "Work for that long streak of sour milk, after your mother and father? I should say not!"


  Greta came from the little German dukedom of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha and had been maid to Ola's mother, Helene, also from the same place. On his one and only visit abroad, the young Angus had fallen in love with Helene, married her and taken her back to Scotland. The loyal Greta had come too.


  She had once worked in great houses, for aristocratic masters, even once for minor royalty. But she had left glittering society behind to follow her dear mistress to 'that savage place' as she always referred to Scotland.


  After Helene's death, two years ago, she had stayed on as a companion to Ola. She was thin, flat chested and grim faced, but behind the dragon exterior was the kindest heart in the world.


  "When you leave this house," she had told Ola, "you must take me with you, because if I stay here I'll shoot that man."


  Greta never minced words.


  "But of course you'll come with me," Ola said. "I couldn't do without you. I just wish I knew where I was going."


  She sighed wistfully. "If Papa hadn't become ill, we would have been on our way to London about now, to see Queen Victoria's Golden Jubilee celebrations."


  How they had planned and schemed for that visit! Living in the highlands Ola had seen nothing of society, and had almost no excitement in her life. But Papa had promised her that they would stay at least two weeks in town, and enjoy all the parades and processions.


  How sad he had been to disappoint her when his last illness had overtaken him. But he had insisted that he would recover in time for at least some of the festivities.


  He had even refused to cancel their hotel reservation, fearful of losing the suite of rooms that he had booked, since London was fast filling up with visitors from all over the world.


  "Keep the reservation open, my dear," he had told Ola. "And we will be there."


  But it was not to be.


  On his deathbed, he had said to her,


  "My darling, I want you to go to London, as we planned."


  "Oh no, Papa! How could I think of enjoying myself?"


  "But it's what I want. You've had so little fun shut away up here. You're twenty-four. You should have gone into society years ago, but circumstances conspired against it.


  "We meant to take you to London to make your debut, but then your mother became ill. Her death finished my own life. I could never rouse myself from my grief to make the effort until this year. And then it was too late. I regret my selfishness now."


  "Please Papa, it doesn't matter.


  "But it does. You have your life to live, and it isn't too late. You're beautiful, and you'll have money. Go and enjoy yourself, as we planned. Do all the things we meant to do together, and remember me."


  She had wept but he demanded her promise, finally saying,


  "Obey me, daughter!"


  It was the first time her kindly father had demanded unquestioning obedience, and she could not refuse.


  But now that the time had come, how could she do such a thing while she was in mourning?


  Greta knew about the promise her father had exacted. Now Ola said to her,


  "Do you think I could really do that?"


  "The Chief was a wise man, and he knew what was good for you. Of course you must go."


  At first Ola put off making her decision, but Jonas had already moved his family into her home and she was beginning to feel squeezed out.


  The newspapers were full of reports of the Jubilee as the excitement mounted. It seemed incredible that one little woman had reigned over England for fifty years.


  She had ascended the throne as a young girl in 1837, when she was only eighteen years old, and within three years had married Prince Albert from Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. It had always caused Ola's Mother great pleasure to think that the royal consort was a kinsman from her own little country.


  The Queen had borne nine children, gone into seclusion when her husband died in 1861 and emerged only with reluctance ten years later.


  During her reign her Empire had expanded over most of the globe. She was not only Queen of Great Britain, but Empress of India.


  Now it seemed as though the entire world was converging on London to pay tribute to her. And Ola longed to be there, just as her loving father had understood. That was why he had insisted.


  A secret excitement was growing in Ola. If only she dared!


  Suddenly she jumped up and went to the window. She was looking at a view she had seen a thousand times, and which never really changed.


  "I'm getting older. At twenty-four I'm practically an old maid, and I have really done very little in my life," she said.


  Now the sun was shining brightly. As she looked up into the sky she felt that it was telling her to be brave and adventurous. To make a jump which would lead her into a world which she had never known before.


  A world she had read about and perhaps at times even dreamt about, but which she had never thought for a moment would be hers.


  She would have turned away from the window but the sunshine held her there. She felt as if she could see her future life as more brilliant, more glamorous and more exciting than it had ever been before.


  It was as if the sun itself and the clear blue sky were waiting for her answer.


  Then as if it was impossible for her to say 'no', she said aloud,


  "I will do it! And please help me, because I've never done anything noteworthy in my life and now I must succeed."


  For a moment she stood very still, as if she was waiting for an answer.


  Then, strangely enough, she heard the flutter of wings, and two white doves flew from the roof past her window and into the trees in the garden.


  They were so white and, somehow, glittering in the sunshine, that she felt they were a direct message from the angels, and perhaps her father, that she should not be afraid, but do what she had promised him without any fear.


  'I will do it! I will do it!' Ola told herself.


  She summoned Greta to her at once.


  "We're going to London," she said. "Pack my finest things. I'm going to do everything in tremendous style, just as Papa would have wanted. And if people are shocked at my doing this when I'm in mourning, well, I'll – I'll be somebody else. Nobody knows me in London."


  "Well done!" said Greta at once. "You'll need a lot of new clothes."


  "I'll buy them in London."


  Greta gave a pleased sigh.


  "I've looked forward to dressing you as you deserve to be dressed. You have beauty, if it's brought out properly, and by the time I've finished, you'll look like a Princess." Ola stared at her.


  "Greta, that's it! I'm going to be a Princess."


  "How will you manage that?"


  "I shall say I'm a Princess, and nobody will know any different. You can tell me all I need to know."


  "I? How can I - ?"


  "You lived at a court once."


  "For a few months, more than twenty years ago – "


  "But it doesn't change, surely? You've always told me that royal life is fixed in aspic. Everything is done in the traditional way, at the traditional time. In any case, I shan't be living at court."


  "But – "


  It was useless for her to protest. Ola was becoming really carried away.


  "I am Her Royal Highness, Princes Relola of Oltenitza," she declared grandly.


  "And where exactly is Oltenitza?" asked Greta.


  Ola shrugged airily.


  "I don't know. I'll decide that later."


  This was so unlike the sensible young woman Greta knew that she became a little alarmed.


  "Perhaps you should come down to earth," she said.


  "Greta, I don't want to come down to earth. I've had my feet on the ground all my life. Now I want to soar up and up, until I fly close to the sun."


  "And suppose your wings melt and you fall?"


  "I don't care. I'll have the memories forever."


  "All right, my dear," said Greta fondly. "You can be Princess Relola, and I'll be your lady in waiting." She gave a deep curtsey. "Your Royal Highness."


  Ola regarded her haughtily.


  "You may rise," she said.


  Then she burst into a giggle of delight.


  "Oh Greta," she said, "this is going to be such fun."


  *


  They departed next morning, leaving early because of the length of the journey. As Ben Torrach was far out in the country there was a twenty mile trip in the carriage to the nearest tiny railway station, where they caught the train for Edinburgh.


  There they caught another train for the long journey south to London. They had two first class sleeping compartments, and they sat up late while Greta did Ola's hair in curlers. Greta was racking her brains to remember what she had learned when she worked for Their Royal Highnesses the Duke and Duchess of Baynich many years ago.


  "They were very minor royalty," she told Ola, "but that didn't make them any less grand. On the contrary, the less important they were, the more they looked down their noses.


  "The Prince of Wales came to visit them once, and he was really nice, actually winked at me. You wouldn't catch the Duke winking, or even noticing I existed."


  "I don't want to be unkind to people," Ola said.


  "If you're royal you don't worry what anyone thinks of you," Greta explained. "If I'm your lady in waiting you'll have to learn to look through me as if I were less than nothing."


  "Will I?" Ola asked, startled.


  "Yes. And don't call me Greta, it isn't regal."


  "You should have a title too," said Ola, eager to share both the glory and the fun.


  "True," Greta agreed. "Only the very highest aristocrats are allowed to be in attendance on a royal person. I shall be Lady Krasler. But where is Oltenitza? If anyone should ask, we'd better tell the same story."


  "I've decided that it's one of the little Balkan states. There are so many of them that nobody will be quite sure whether it exists or not."


  "They will eventually," Greta pointed out, amused.


  "Ah, but then it'll be too late. I'll have gone on to my next adventure."


  "How did you think of the name?"


  "Inspiration!" Ola said ecstatically. "It just came to me."


  "Suppose someone asks you to say something in Oltenitzan?"


  "Aristocratic Oltenitzans speak German, just like aristocratic Russians speak French," said Ola triumphantly. "Thank goodness you and Mama managed to teach it to me."


  "You seem to have thought of everything."


  "No, I haven't thought of anything at all. I'm making it up as I go along. That's the fun."


  "And when something goes really wrong?"


  "Nonsense," said Ola blithely. "How can anything go wrong?"


  *


  It was Ola's first experience of sleeping on a train, and it was like being rocked to sleep in a cradle. She awoke feeling refreshed, and sat looking out of the window at the English countryside rushing by, until they reached Euston Station, where trains from the north arrived in London.


  To someone used to living in the country the huge station, with its vast stone arch, was a shock.


  "I didn't know there were so many people in the world," Ola confided. "What do we do now?"


  "We find a porter, and the porter gets us a cab."


  Greta's air of lofty authority was impressive, and soon she had a porter scurrying to do her bidding.


  "The Hotel Imperial, Piccadilly," she told the cab driver.


  All the sights and sounds of London seemed to converge on Ola as they travelled through the streets. So much noise, bustle and colour, and here she was, in the middle of it.


  The Hotel Imperial was the most imposing building Ola had ever seen, even bigger than the great house at home.


  The first thing she saw as she entered was a huge copy of the official Jubilee photograph. It was a three-quarters view of Queen Victoria, sitting, looking into space with gentle melancholy. She had ruled the Empire for half a century and her eyes were full of the knowledge.


  On her head she wore a bonnet, whose wide lace strings tied under her chin and streamed down her breast. Beneath that bonnet the face was round and plump, with a small mouth. It might have been insipid but for a large, sharp nose that added shrewdness and character to the whole.


  Both women stood for several moments looking at that tiny lady who dominated her age, and made strong men tremble.


  "So that's her," Greta murmured.


  "Yes, that's her," Ola said.


  She began to look up in awe at the marble pillars and lofty ceilings, until Greta muttered in German,


  "Don't do that. Remember you live in a palace, and this is nothing by comparison."


  "Yes," Ola said hastily, in the same language.


  "Perhaps it would please Your Royal Highness to sit here on this sofa while I deal with the man at the desk."


  Ola had to smother a laugh at the sight of Greta advancing on the desk as though she had a bad smell under her nose. She presented the letter from the hotel confirming the reservation, and explained that the names 'Mr. McNewton and Miss McNewton' were a cover. Her Royal Highness was travelling incognito.


  After that all was bustle and deference. The manager personally escorted the 'Princess' up to her suite, followed by a stream of porters carrying her bags.


  Once there, her 'lady in waiting' inspected the suite minutely before pronouncing it just about tolerable for her royal mistress. Ola, who had never been anywhere so luxurious in her life, struggled to keep a straight face.


  When the bags were finally in place, the manager bowed himself out and the door closed behind him. At once the two women collapsed with mirth, hugging each other, rocking back and forth.


  The adventure had begun.


  *


  Ola slept peacefully all through the night, and when she woke the sun was coming in through the sides of the curtains.


  She drew them back and saw that the hotel overlooked a park. Already there were people moving about under the trees. Men were trotting past on extremely fine horses.


  The previous evening she and Greta had dined in the suite and gone to bed early, to sleep off the long journey. Now she felt fresh and ready for anything.


  Greta bustled in to help her dress, and send a message downstairs that they required breakfast.


  "What do you wish to do today?" she asked. "Visit the shops? Travel on the underground railway?"


  "Greta, do people really go through a tunnel under the earth?" Ola asked.


  "Of course. It's been happening for over twenty years. It's no novelty any more."


  "It is if you come from Ben Torrach," Ola said with a chuckle. "I'm longing to see it, but not today. On my first day in London it is appropriate to pay my respects to Queen Victoria.


  "Ola, please be serious."


  "I am serious."


  "You cannot just walk into Buckingham Palace."


  "I am royalty offering my congratulations, and a suitable gift, to a great Queen on the occasion of her Golden Jubilee. Nothing could be more proper."


  "What gift?"


  "That exquisite French vase that I packed just before we left."


  "You can't do it," insisted Greta, half shocked, half amused.


  "Greta, I will wager you a new hat that I get into the Palace and out again without anyone discovering the truth."


  "Splendid," said Greta with spirit. "I need a new hat."


  Ola threw her an impish look. "Now what shall I wear?"


  Still grumbling, Greta took out one of Ola's smartest walking gowns, with a matching hat. Ola had never worn them before, because they had seemed too sophisticated for the wilds of Scotland. Now she was in the right place for such clothes.


  Just before she left she took a plain card from her bag and wrote on it:


  'To Her Majesty Queen Victoria, with respect and admiration.


  From Princess Relola of Oltenitza.'


  Underneath she added the date: June 13th, 1887.


  Downstairs Greta led the way out to a cab and gave the driver the address, Buckingham Palace. Deeply impressed he touched his hat and held the door open for the two great ladies.


  The carriage did not take long to reach Buckingham Palace.


  It was stopped at the gates. A man in uniform opened the door to ask,


  "May I enquire, Madam, for what reason you are coming here at this moment?"


  It was Greta who replied.


  "This is Her Royal Highness, Princess Relola of Oltenitza," she told him, "bringing greetings and a gift to Her Majesty on this important occasion."


  The officer saluted, shut the door and said to the driver,


  "Pass on."


  The carriage drove to the back of the building.


  Ola saw there was a door with two sentries on either side of it. As the cab drew up another man came forward, opened the door and she stepped out. Then, followed by Greta, she walked inside.


  There she saw a dark suited man, standing beside a table on which there were a number of parcels which had been handed in. She walked imperiously towards him and spoke, taking care to assume an accent like Greta's so that he should not suspect that she was English.


  "Princess Relola of Oltenitza. My gift is not only from myself but from all my countrymen, who wish Her Majesty well on this great occasion."


  The man bowed, and ceremoniously received the parcel from her.


  She had done it. She had managed to get into the Palace, and had now only to leave to have secured a triumph. But a little imp of daring, suppressed too long, prodded her to say.


  "I have come a very long way from a distant country. I wonder if I might see some part of the Palace before I go."


  He looked surprised. But then another man appeared through a door and he said,


  "A moment please, Your Royal Highness."


  He hastened to the newcomer and spoke in a fierce whisper. Ola could just hear odd words.


  " - Palace - Princess Relola - what am I to do, Your Grace?"


  The man he had called 'Your Grace' then said, "I will see to it."


  He walked towards Ola and she had time to see that he was about thirty years old, and very good looking.


  "Good morning," he said, with a respectful bow. "I understand that Your Royal Highness has brought a present for the Queen. Her Majesty will be most grateful to you."


  "Do you think she would allow me to see a little of her Palace?" Ola asked with a smile. "I've come all the way from the Balkans, and my people will want to know how your Palace compares with ours."


  "I will show you what I can," the man promised. "But it's really the job of your Embassy to arrange anything like this."


  Ola gave a cry.


  "Hush! Hush!" she exclaimed. "I don't want them to know I am here."


  He raised his eyebrows.


  "But why not?"


  "Because if they find out," she explained, "They will insist on my undertaking a lot of duties, meeting people I don't want to meet, most of them from the Balkans. In which case I might as well have stayed where I was. I've come to see London, and while I'm here I want to meet only Londoners."


  He laughed. He had an engaging twinkle in his eyes.


  "I can see your point," he said. "Very well, I'll show you what I can of the Palace but you must be careful not to tell your friends, otherwise I'll be overwhelmed with people asking the same thing."


  "Oh, that is so kind of you!" Ola exclaimed.


  "Come along. I'm breaking all the rules on your behalf but never mind."


  As they moved in the direction of the stairs Greta began to move with them, but Ola turned and said coolly,


  "Lady Krasler, you have our permission to remain here."


  "It might be more suitable if I – "


  "Here, if you please."


  "Don't worry," her escort said to Greta. "I'll take great care of her."


  Greta flung her a look of indignation, but Ola refused to see it. She was determined to do this on her own.


  He was, after all, an extremely good looking young man.


  She took his arm and they began to mount a flight of broad stairs.


  "I've not introduced myself yet," he said. "I'm the Duke of Camborne. I'm on duty here to attend to the visitors and, incidentally, to make sure that they don't take away any souvenirs."


  "You can be certain they'll try," Ola replied. "After all, it's something they'll want to remember, and what could be better than one of the paintings or even a smaller object."


  "I believe all the small objects have been moved out of reach," said the Duke, "and I suspect some of the pictures are firmly hammered into place."


  "I am curious," Ola said, "to see if this Palace, of which I have heard so much, is as marvellous as people say."


  "I only hope you won't be disappointed."


  They had reached the top of the stairs by now. He took her into a room where the walls were hung with paintings, and told her the names of the artists – Rembrandt, Vermeer, Holbein.


  Ola's head began to spin. So many masterpieces, all in one place and all owned by the Queen.


  After a while the Duke asked,


  "Have you really come all the way from the Balkans just to be here for Her Majesty's Golden Jubilee? Surely you have not travelled alone?"


  "Alone apart from my lady-in-waiting, whom you saw downstairs. For once I wanted to be free to spend my time as I pleased, without having to think of etiquette every moment. And it's nice to be able to forget all the worries, as well."


  "What worries does Oltenitza have?"


  "The Russians. Everyone knows that they are trying to gobble up the whole of the Balkan principalities one by one. Only those to whom Her Majesty has been kind enough to give her protection, feel safe."


  "Her Majesty has done her best," said the Duke. "She has already arranged a number of marriages. In fact they call her the 'Matchmaker of Europe.'"


  "You must be very, very proud of her. I can assure you we in Oltenitza admire her greatly."


  By this time they had moved into the Throne Room.


  "Is this where the debutantes are presented?" Ola asked.


  "That's right. And also high ranking foreign ladies. The seats on either side of the room are filled with the relations of the Ambassadors of the various countries.


  "The young women themselves wait in a sitting-room until their names are called. Then they are led in by whoever is presenting them."


  "It all sounds so exciting," Ola said, "and I would love to be presented myself."


  "Of course you must be," the Duke replied. "I am sure Her Majesty would be delighted to invite you to Windsor Castle when all this excitement is over, if you remain in England for long."


  "I will remain in England as long as I can," Ola told him. "I want to see your country as it is normally, and not just when it's celebrating a special occasion."


  "I am afraid you might be disappointed with London and find it like every other capital city," the Duke said. Then he smiled. "All the same I would like to show you London at night. Perhaps you will dine with me."


  Her heart beat with excitement. This was taking her gamble further than she had ever dreamed. Did she dare? Or was the risk too great?


  "I would be delighted – " she said quickly.


  "Would tonight be too soon? Or have you some other engagement?" enquired the Duke.


  "Tonight would be very pleasant. But can you change your plans so close to the festivities? I'm sure you're very busy."


  "Yes, Your Royal Highness, I am very busy, but I can assure you that when I want something I invariably get it, because I'm so determined. Now, I'm determined to give you dinner and for you to tell me more about yourself."


  A little tremor went through her. Talking about herself would be dangerous, she knew.


  But then her head went up. What was an adventure without risk?


  "I shall be happy to do so," she said.
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