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As a Texan and recovering sorority girl, Lindsay Emory has strong opinions on ‘real’ football (soccer, duh), wine (bubbles, please), and wearing white after Labor Day (just don’t). Lindsay writes books with mystery and romance featuring cranky heroes and the sassy heroines who drive them crazy. She lives on the North Texas plains with two big dogs and her own cranky hero, drinking gimlets and raising two STEM warrior princesses.

For more information, visit her website lindsayemory.com, find her on Facebook /Lindsayemorywrites, Twitter @Lindsay_Emory and Instagram @lindsayemory.


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 *****

‘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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When Princess Caroline of Drieden of the Royal House of Laurent eloped with a race car driver, she forfeited her royal title and her family.

Now a widow and exiled from Drieden, Caroline is working as a journalist, writing exposes under a pen name. When, one day, she catches sight of her sister Thea’s ex-fiancé, she’s stunned – Christian is supposed to be dead. Here could be the scoop of the century.

But Caroline’s plans to uncover Christian's deception are foiled by the arrival of Hugh Konnor – her former bodyguard and Caroline's first – unrequited – love. When Hugh stubbornly refuses to leave her side, Caroline can't deny they make a good team.

As they unravel a web of deception that could bring down the House of Laurent, Caroline must decide how far she's willing to go to protect a family she feels deserted her – and whether the man who swore to guard her body can safely hold her heart.


one

WHEN MY HUSBAND DIED, A STRANGE CALM SETTLED over me.

I saw the past, present and future unfurl, clear as the images of smoke and fire on the television screen in front of me.

My life had always been captured in such detail. My birth was announced with heraldry and pomp. My parents’ marriage disintegrated piece by piece in the columns of newsprint and between commercial breaks.

And now . . . my husband’s death. Excruciatingly slow. Replay. Replay. Replay.

I had spent the last few hours watching the race on television from a small cottage just yards away from the press and fans and sponsors. Other wives sat in the stands, but Stavros preferred me out of the public eye. One couldn’t blame him—our relationship and elopement had sparked an intense media glare. A Formula One driver winning the hand of Caroline, a royal princess of Drieden? It was a scandal for the ages.

I loved Stavros as soon as I met him, and he moved as quickly as the cars he drove. I let myself go along, recklessly perhaps, giving up my title and my position as third in line to the Driedish crown in exchange for the delicious thrill of being with him.

We married in Monte Carlo, in a small chapel overlooking the sea, right before the Monaco Grand Prix.

Twelve hours later, after he lost the race and he was sulky and accusing me of bringing a bad energy to it, I started to wonder if he was right . . .

Was I a bad-luck charm?

And yet I felt sorry for him. Because he’d lost his race, because our relationship had caused such stress for him. I felt guilty. If I hadn’t been born a princess, hadn’t invited the public to gawk at us, at him, then he would have been able to focus—on the car, the track, the competition.

So I stayed. After all, I cared about him, even if the first blush of passion soon faded. When he won, we smiled. Laughed. Made love. When he lost, he drank. Pouted. Stormed out and left for hours. And I started hiding in cottages.

He said it was easier to concentrate on the race if the world wasn’t reminded of who I was. Or who I used to be.

Stavros was losing the race when he crashed and flipped and his car exploded into a huge inferno on the thirty-second lap of the Slovenian Grand Prix. My dashing, intense husband, the great Stavros DiBernardo, was gone forever, in one last, furious blaze. Dying like he lived.

Leaving me to face the flashbulbs alone.

I had never thought of myself as psychic, but I saw the future then in headlines and captions.

Poor Caroline. Grieving Caroline. The widow. The disinherited. The disgraced. The despondent former princess.

The drama would never be enough. The stakes would never be too high. The intrusion never too deep.

After my parents’ divorce, I saw first hand the two paths available to a royal post-scandal.

I could be like my father, Prince Albert of Drieden. Retreat to a country home. Spend my days fishing and planning gardens. (Because the only thing more boring than gardening is planning a garden.)

Or I could be like my mother. The one who sucked up media attention like an almost-melted ice cream on a summer day.

It was my terrible luck that neither option was acceptable to me.

I was only twenty-nine. Too young to play dead in the backwoods of Drieden and too young for the magazines to ignore me if I didn’t.

I needed time. Time to think, time to plan, time to regroup. And the clock was spinning fast.

Pieces of my plan snapped together, as if my subconscious had worked on this problem for years.

Everything fell into two categories: things I could take with me and things I would leave behind.

I had time for two short emails—one to London; one to an Italian village.

There was a knock at the door.

“Come in!” I called out, in a hoarse voice that sounded strange to me. The last twenty minutes had been a blur and I wasn’t sure if I had been crying or screaming.

It was Stavros’s manager. Luis Caballero walked into the room, his trim figure nearly vibrating with adrenaline. He stopped dead when he saw me.

“What happened to your hair?” he gasped, shock making him switch to his native Spanish. His eyes grew round with horror as he stared at the long blond ponytail lying on the carpet at my feet.

Even though my grandmother, Queen Aurelia, had stripped me of my titles when I married Stavros, my princess blood ran true. I lifted my chin and said, “I’ll need a widow’s veil for the funeral. Thick enough that no one can see my face.” Luis inclined his head, a gesture of respect or a gesture to grant me privacy. “And a bottle of hair dye,” I told him. “Jet black.”


two

SIX MONTHS LATER . . .

“DON’T JUMP.”

Elena’s voice was grouchy, but Elena’s voice was always grouchy around me.

I made a point of stretching my neck out to look over the balcony edge, down to the softly lapping water of Lake Como below. “I won’t,” I promised her. “Just because it’s only four stories down. I’d likely survive it.”

Elena grunted. “And then I’d have to clean up the mess.”

“And here I was, thinking you’d started caring about me.”

Another dismissive sound, although I wasn’t quite sure yet how to translate it. My Italian was fluent, but the slight difference of meaning between “pah!” and “bah!” still escaped me.

I slid my hands along the stone balustrade and lifted my face to the sun, soon to set in the west. It was the first glimpse of sunshine we’d seen in weeks, as the shores of Lake Como had been hammered by one dreary winter day after another.

I closed my eyes and smiled, treasuring the thin layer of warmth to be found underneath the chill from the water.

For a moment, I was reminded of Drieden.

Home.

A tiny nation on the North Sea, Drieden suffered long, stormy winters that were dark and gray. My people knew how to treasure slivers of sunshine.

Elena muttered something I didn’t catch. I swore she did it on purpose, some sort of trick-the-Driedener game she played. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” I said politely.

“For a woman who doesn’t like to be seen, you’re showing yourself off to the world.”

I opened one eye and squinted at the view of the lake. This was about the farthest I could get from “showing myself off.” On the penthouse-level terrace of my house on the outskirts of Varenna, there was no one around who could see me, except maybe the people on the few boats that had braved a February day. And even then, I had taken care to wear my large Sophia Loren sunglasses and a chic wide-brimmed felt hat. Just because I was in hiding didn’t mean that I couldn’t bring it in the fashion department.

But I wasn’t going to get defensive with Elena. Or explain it all to her.

I had hired her almost a year ago to help me manage this property. Villa Cavalletta teetered on terraced land above the lake on the outer edge of the village. I had bought it as an investment, just before my marriage. Years ago, the villa had been split into three apartments. The basement and ground level I offered to Elena, as part of her salary. She would then manage the two apartments above, renting them to the near-constant stream of tourists and vagabonds that flocked to Lake Como every year.

I had never planned on being one of those vagabonds myself.

But now I lived like a hermit in the penthouse apartment. It was rather grand for a single woman who had no family, no friends and as little interaction with her property manager as possible. But it was rather humble for a former royal princess, so I supposed the whole thing balanced out on some universal scale of justice.

“Can I help you with something?” I asked Elena. “Or did you come up here just to criticize me? Again,” I added pointedly.

Elena refused to be intimidated by me. For the first few months, I tried keeping a proper employer–employee distance in our relationship. But Elena had a way of irritating me so much I couldn’t help but feel warmly toward her. I know it’s sick, but I had grown up in a royal family full of—let’s call them difficult—personalities. If someone acted superior toward me and chastised me for the way I chose to dress, I was reminded of dear Big Gran back in the Palace in Drieden City.

Home.

My issues would make a therapist’s head spin.

“I’m going to my sister’s for the next two nights. I just wanted to let you know.” She crossed her arms and nodded her head, all business.

“What about Signore Rossi?” I asked, referring to her elderly father, who lived in the ground-floor apartment.

“Two nights.” She held up two fingers. “Due.” She said the word in Italian, slowly, as if I hadn’t understood her. “He’s fine. I have left him food and water and a partially charged cellphone. Hopefully, he won’t use the battery up, texting his girlfriends.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Disgraced princess, widow and recluse I might be, but I could still appreciate that Elena’s sharp wit hid a soft heart.

“I’ll check on him while you’re gone,” I said.

“Grazie, Lina.”

After six months of hiding in Italy, I was still not used to hearing my Italian alias on someone’s lips. My name is Lina DiLorenzo, I’d told Elena that first day, when I had arrived at Villa Cavalletta with nothing but a hat box and two Louis Vuitton suitcases.

Perhaps that was why it always took me an extra second to regroup after she used my name. “No one’s made a reservation?” I asked, referring to the middle apartment we still rented out to tourists.

Elena shook her head. “You can stay up here and watch the water, for all I care.”

I smiled slightly at that. “And the newspapers?”

She grimaced. “Pah! I forgot!”

“It’s okay,” I assured her. “I can go.”

Her answering frown reminded me that she wasn’t as grouchy as she pretended. And I wasn’t as scared of the outside world as I pretended.

Mostly.

I GREETED THE GENTLEMAN BEHIND THE NEWSSTAND AT the train station in brief no-nonsense Italian. He handed over my papers, the same ones Elena usually collected every week. This newsstand was the only one in Varenna that carried a wide range of European publications, thanks to the tourists who regularly passed through the station on their way to and from their various holiday destinations.

I did not know the man’s name, and he did not know mine. Besides Elena and Signore Rossi, no one knew my alias in Varenna, which was just as I liked it.

After another short errand, I hefted my bags back through the streets and up the steep steps in the hillside to my home.

I put my shopping on the pale marble table that served as a desk in my salon and cracked open a window that looked out over the water. Even though it was winter, I needed fresh air. Craved it, in fact. I had spent my entire life, it seemed, in houses and castles and manors where windows were sealed tight.

Here in Varenna I wanted to breathe freely.

Through the open window, I heard music coming from the streets below. For five, six days, it had been the same. A guitar and a sad, yet strong, baritone. It seemed like most of the songs were in English, although a few were in a language I couldn’t identify. Gaelic, perhaps? The lyrics were mostly about women who had left. Maybe that’s why I liked them so much.

But I couldn’t listen to a busker’s song all day long. Lina DiLorenzo had to finish a chore.

Not that reading was a chore. In fact, reading took up most of my days here in my northern Italian hidey-hole. But reading the newspapers from my home country made me feel like acid was eating a hole in my stomach lining.

At first I had resolved to leave everything behind. When I escaped from the reception held after Stavros’s funeral, I knew it would be hours before anyone looked for me. And when they did, they would be looking for the blond Driedish princess they thought they knew, inconsolable with a grief they could not imagine.

They didn’t know that the highlighted hair had been left in Slovenia. The title of Princess had been dropped on her wedding day. And my Driedish heritage had been forgotten as soon as Lina DiLorenzo stepped off the train in Varenna.

Or so I had thought.

Until a Driedish paper left behind in the rented apartment brought a part of my past back to me. The language of my childhood, the stories about familiar places and names were a balm I hadn’t known I’d needed. But it wasn’t a soothing balm. Oh, no. It was more of a burning liniment, a necessary discomfort for a sore back or aching muscles.

I still told Elena to start buying the papers, though. If anyone asked, they were for my guests.

Computers were out of the question. Too many sites kept track of who came and went. Consistent clicks on articles about the Driedish royals from an Italian backwater town could raise flags. But the newspapers provided me intelligence on what my distinguished family was up to now and were my aversion therapy when homesickness reared its inconvenient head.

I settled into an emerald-green velvet chair and started flipping through the Driedish news. My grandmother was Her Royal Highness Queen Aurelia, and there was a lot about the preparations taking place for her fortieth-anniversary celebration next summer. I skimmed through and, as always, I kept an eye out for my name.

After Stavros’s death, the papers had been crammed with stories about me. Most of it was speculation—about my future plans, whether I was returning to Drieden (no) or begging for my grandmother’s forgiveness (certainly not.) Finally, my sister, Princess Theodora, made a statement to the press: “The Royal Family of Drieden thanks the entire country for their prayers and well wishes on the death of Stavros DiBernardo. On behalf of our beloved Caroline, we ask for privacy and the time to heal.”

It was typical, perfect Princess Theodora. Saying just the right thing, in just the right way, and no one noticed that she said absolutely nothing at all about anything important.

Still, I was in her debt. The press coverage about me, my dead husband and my whereabouts trickled down significantly after my sister’s statement. Everyone assumed I was in deep mourning on a mountaintop or on a cloistered island and, apparently, if I hadn’t had a scandalous affair with a race car driver, I would have been very boring indeed.

Which suited me fine.

And speaking of my perfect older sister, here she was in the newspaper. Again. Months ago, they had heralded her new “Princess Theodora Trust,” which seemed to be some sort of charitable money-laundering operation for my grandmother, if I knew my grandmother at all. Now my older sister was constantly appearing at philanthropic events and good causes dressed in chic suits and holding up big checks.

Driedeners loved her.

PRINCESS THEODORA BREAKS GROUND ON HISTORICAL MONUMENT.

Yawn. That was right up Thea’s alley, though. She always paid more attention to Driedish history than the rest of us did. My sister Sophie barely knew how to spell her own name. My brother, Henry, liked the bits about wars and battles but tuned out the rest.

Me? I learned what I needed to learn to navigate life in the palace. Make everyone happy. Negotiate and collaborate. Be perfect.

After finishing the Driedish papers, I breathed a sigh of relief. There were no imminent threats to my way of life. At least, for today.

One more newspaper had to be reviewed. I had saved it for last.

I found what I was looking for on the second page of The Times. The latest in a series of reports revealing a massive corruption scandal in race car driving under the byline of Clémence Diederich.

All right, fine. Clémence Diederich was me. It was my pseudonym.

I know, I could drag this secret out and play coy with it, but really, I am quite proud of the work I do.

My journalism career—for want of a better word—began years ago. I had made friends with an American reporter through some charity work. One thing led to another and I started quietly explaining (off the record, of course) some of the finer points of Driedish divorce law to him. Then, I wrote a small piece about the opening of a cultural exhibit in New York, and maybe a few more that I wish I hadn’t, under the name Cordelia Lancaster.

To cut a long story short, once I was free of my royal shackles and just a commoner married to a race car driver, and I saw first hand what was going on behind the scenes in Stavros’s profession, I contacted my friend about a tell-all.

Now, my series had been published in The Times over the past four months. This was the last article.

And then what?

It was the question I kept ignoring.

There wasn’t much investigatory journalism I could do while hiding in the attic of a remote Italian villa.

And I couldn’t go out in public yet. And what sorts of stories could a disinherited royal princess report on, anyway? I didn’t want to talk tea parties and etiquette or film-festival fashion.

I wanted to write about interesting things. Important things.

From bitter experience, I knew that no one really wanted me to be interesting. Or important.

They would want either bland and banal or shocking and fabulous.

It was my bad luck to be somewhere in the middle.

I gathered up the papers, intending then to check the reservation website for the villa to ensure that no guests had made a last-minute booking. Since it was February, tourism was at a low, but one never knew if a couple of frugal Americans had taken advantage of a low fare and decided to visit Lake Como in the coldest month of the year.

But before I could get the website up, I heard the baritone again on the streets below and it made me stop in my tracks.

How long had it been since I had felt anything like this stirring in my chest? Since my husband’s death? Since his kisses first took my breath away? Since our wedding day?

I had been numb for so long. The day that Stavros died, I screamed, trembled, felt my heart break.

We hadn’t had the perfect marriage, but then, I wasn’t a perfect wife. Our notoriety, my fame, my impulsive yes, had led directly to his death.

For a fleeting moment when Stavros proposed I thought I was loved for myself, for the woman I was. But then I learned the truth. I was not a perfect wife, or daughter, or sister. Not fit for a crown, not fit for anything, really. So I shut down and locked the door to the past.

I was living the life I had now out of necessity. I was nothing but an anonymous Italian woman in a small tourist village. No one looked twice at the dark-haired Lina, who kept herself to herself and didn’t cause any trouble. I lived behind high walls and stayed invisible. Like a ghost.

It had to be like this. Distance and anonymity meant safety. For everyone. For me.

Songs like that, though. Flowing through my window like a cool, peaty stream, made me want to feel again, like I used to.

I marched across the kitchen and slammed the window down.

There would be no more feeling. No chances taken.

Until it was safe.


three

SIGNORE ROSSI HATED THE WAY I MADE COFFEE, BUT I gave him a cup anyway. “Bah. Australian coffee,” he said as he made a face.

I should explain that. When I met Elena and her father, they commented on my accent. Instead of giving them a reasonable explanation, such as I was Italian but grew up in Drieden, I told them that I was Italian but had grown up in Australia.

It should probably be a point of pride that I don’t lie adroitly.

So Signore Rossi and Elena blamed all my idiosyncrasies on my Australian childhood. I had no family nearby, because they all still lived in Australia. My Italian was a bit formal—because Australians were like that. Now, my coffee-brewing technique was Australian.

I hoped a real Australian never rented the guest apartment. They would be very confused about the misconceptions that awaited them.

As we did every time I visited, Signore Rossi and I settled around the television. Signore Rossi was almost completely blind, but he stared at the screen as it played the news all day and, in the evenings, he enjoyed soap operas and talent competitions.

The international news station was on, so I watched and he listened to reports about a drought in India and a hurricane in Mexico. There was a woman turning one hundred and twelve in Osaka (it was all the fish the Japanese ate, Signore Rossi observed, and the cigarettes) and a boy who had been miraculously rescued after spending fifteen days in a boat off the coast of Florida. “He’s lucky it’s warm there,” Signore Rossi said. I pulled a cashmere scarf tighter around my shoulders and agreed wholeheartedly.

After a commercial break featuring Italian coffee pods endorsed by the soccer superstar Mastropieto, the news anchor returned and read the next report, about the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland. “Among this year’s influential attendees are President Salovic, noted economist Madeleine Berger, biotech billionaire Karl Sylvain von Falkenburg and, for the first time, advocating the education of girls in the engineering and science fields, Her Royal Highness Princess Theodora of Drieden.”

I froze as a photo of my family shot up on the screen. Why they couldn’t have used a beautiful formal portrait of my sister, I don’t know. But there she was, at one of the Driedish national holidays, with the rest of us, on the steps of the city hall. She stood on my grandmother the Queen’s left, my father on the right.

And there I was, shoulder to shoulder with Thea.

It had been taken two or three years ago, I guessed. My hair had been blonder, and my blue eyes, the same as my sister’s and my father’s, were not hidden behind dramatic oversized sunglasses. I remembered those giant amethyst earrings, a gorgeous deep purple that had looked so well with that fresh green dress but had nearly made my ears bleed from the weight.

Signore Rossi. I jerked, remembering where I was. That I was not reliving that day with my family, waving at the crowds, but I was here, hiding, in a cold Italian apartment with a blind man.

He was blind . . . wasn’t he?

It was a crazy suspicion but still I searched his face, his blank eyes staring at the screen. If he saw anything, or was able to recognize my face through his hazy vision, he showed no sign of it.

The television reporter was still talking about Thea. What was she saying?

“The princess achieved worldwide notoriety last year when her royal wedding was canceled at the last moment. But in the last few months, she has stepped out and resumed her work as an activist in the arts, science and education. Her appearance in Davos signals a new commitment to bring those causes to the world stage.”

They moved on to another story. I looked down at my frigid hands in my lap. They were shaking slightly. Too close a call? Or something else? Maybe seeing my family—myself—on television was too intimate. I should probably stick to newspapers. Static black-and-white newsprint seemed safer, somehow.

Signore Rossi had said something. “I’m sorry, I missed that,” I said to him.

He lifted a chin at the television. “That royal wedding. The one that was called off. Did you hear about that?”

I closed my eyes. If Signore Rossi only knew. I had been the one to go into Thea’s dressing room to tell her that her fiancé, Christian Fraser-Campbell, had gone missing. That he had left her at the altar in front of the millions across the globe waiting to watch a romantic spectacle. It had killed me, to watch her confusion, her humiliation, and know there was nothing I could do about it.

“I did hear about it,” I said carefully.

“I wonder who had to pay for it all. A royal wedding can’t be cheap.”

“What is money, to those people?” I asked rhetorically. Truth was, I doubted Thea had any idea what her wedding had cost. It wasn’t like royal princesses were shown the bills for occasions such as that. Hundreds of government and palace staffers had orchestrated the event—and then methodically taken it all down, piece by depressing piece.

Signore Rossi grunted. “Still, you have to sympathize with those young people.”

“Which young people?”

“That princess and her groom. Clearly, they were caught up in a passionate love affair and it burned out. Poof. It’s probably better that they found out they weren’t suited before the wedding. So many first loves think they’ll last for ever.”

Strange. I had never heard an outsider give their opinion of my sister and Christian’s failed relationship. I had still been in the palace bubble in the aftermath, and no one had been allowed to speak his name. And after my elopement, no one brought up Thea and Christian to me; they only gushed about how romantic my elopement with Stavros was.

Of course, I knew people would have ideas about Thea, about me, about Big Gran and my parents and the institution of the monarchy in general. But after a lifetime of being a princess one learned to just . . . filter them all out.

But here was a man—an elderly Italian man in a remote village—who had the most curious and incorrect preconception about my sister’s love life.

I had to correct him.

“I don’t think it was a first-love situation,” I said.

“No? Aren’t big, grand weddings for first loves?”

“Not for people like that, I don’t think.”

Signore Rossi’s eyes crinkled at the edges. “I wouldn’t have taken you for a cynic, Lina. We Italians are passionate, and Australians also seem to be fairly gregarious folk.”

“I’m not a cynic,” I said, surprised at the defensiveness in my voice.

“That’s right. You told me you eloped with your husband. No cynic would do that with their first love.”

“He wasn’ t—” I broke off. Recovered. “I don’t believe I had a first love.”

Signore Rossi chuckled. “Of course you had a first love. Everyone has a first love.”

“Love? I don’t know about that,” I replied drolly. “Maybe the first man I lost my head over.”

“There you are. First love.” Signore Rossi spread his arms dramatically. “Losing your head, it’s the same experience.”

I stood, instinctively heading for the window. Of course, this apartment was on the ground floor so the view of the lake wasn’t the same. But I saw sky and clouds and open space. I took a deep breath. “Yes, maybe it is,” I replied, mostly to placate the old man, not because I agreed with him.

“Well, tell me about him,” Signore Rossi urged. “Was he young and awkward? Or someone your parents did not approve of?”

A flash of a face in my memory made my stomach tighten. Embarrassment—I identified the emotion. Extreme and total embarrassment.

“No. Yes.” I shook my head and remembered that Signore Rossi couldn’t see me. “I mean, no, he was not young and awkward. And my parents never knew about my . . . feelings,” I ended inadequately.

“A short affair, then.”

“It never even got to that point, I’m afraid.” I raised my arms. “He rejected me when I approached him.”

Signore Rossi’s gray brows shot up in surprise. “No! He was not a real man, then?”

I closed my eyes tightly and remembered that day. A tall, broad-shouldered man with eyes that watched my every move, luring me into a false feeling of intimacy. “He was a real man,” I said. “That was the problem. I was just a girl. Young, foolish, with no experience with the opposite sex. And he was full of himself and a complete egomaniac.” For months I thought we had flirted, sparring verbally. I had considered myself so witty, so adorable, such a cosmopolitan match for his dry, sexy comebacks.

“How old were you?”

“Nineteen.”

Signore Rossi made another sound of disbelief. “Nineteen? Were you raised in a religious family?”

“It was Australia,” I explained.

“Ah. Australia,” Signore Rossi nodded. “Yes, I see.”

The door had been unlocked, and now memories were coming back, almost tangible. I could smell the hay in the barn. Feel the sweat under my jodhpurs, the clinch of my riding boots. The way my pulse danced when I was alone with him. The anticipation of matching him, move for move. “I was so carefully guarded . . . in Australia. And he was older. He . . . worked for my father’s company.”

“Hm . . . Many fathers wouldn’t mind their daughters marrying a man with employment in their own business. A steady job means he’s a good worker.”

I smiled. “Perhaps. But like I said, it never got that far. I had carried a torch for him for months and, when I finally approached him, my feelings were not reciprocated.”

Not reciprocated. What polite language. It completely glossed over the truth of the event. How Hugh Konnor had looked shocked, then repulsed. How he stepped away from me. Held his hands out, even, as if to shield himself from the teenage princess about to jump his bones.

How he left me in the barn.

How he was reassigned to my mother’s detail the very next day, presumably after storming to the security offices and demanding a transfer.

“I was humiliated,” I finished, surprised that those words came out of my mouth. I had never admitted as much to anyone. A young Princess Caroline of Drieden had never dreamed that she would be rejected by a commoner. But speaking to Signore Rossi was almost as good as a confessional booth. He would never tell anyone, and if he did . . . I dismissed that thought. Ten years had passed since that excruciating encounter in the palace stables. Ten years since Hugh Konnor had been within restraining-order distance from me. Even the past few years, when he’d been assigned to my older sister, he always conveniently had the day off when I was back at the palace.

Not that I noticed. Or asked.

As if he could read my mind, Signore Rossi asked, “Do you still think of him?”

“No.” That sounded abrupt, so I tried to soften it. “It’s been years. I had a husband,” I said, as if an impulsive set of marriage vows wiped clean one’s memory of all prior infatuations.

“And you no longer live in Australia,” Signore Rossi said, with a little wave at the building around us.

“No,” I agreed, with a small laugh. “Australia is very far away.”

A comfortable silence settled between us. All the things I had said to Signore Rossi were true. It had been a decade since Hugh Konnor rejected my heart. My body. I had eloped, was now a widow. There was no reason to hold any feelings for the man now.

“But still . . .” Signore Rossi mused, staring off into the middle distance, at shadows only he could see. “First loves can haunt us for many years.”

I opened my mouth to disagree. To say emphatically that my first love was ancient history.

But the spinning nerves in my belly begged to disagree.


four

I SAW THE GHOST TWO DAYS LATER.

Or, what might have been a ghost. There was no other explanation for seeing a dead man, was there?

Ten months ago, the previous April, my sister’s fiancé, Christian Fraser-Campbell, had left her at the altar, which promptly traumatized the whole nation of Drieden. Here they’d been, happily anticipating a royal wedding, with all the romance and drama, and then . . . all the tea towels had been for naught.

Months later it was reported that Christian had taken his own life. I tried calling Thea, using the only number I knew (and the only one that wouldn’t go through thirty secretaries), but there was no answer and I didn’t try again. Perhaps she didn’t want to hear from me. Perhaps it was my cowardice, or my misplaced guilt that this was the one thing I couldn’t help her with.

Either way, given that I was in the middle of my own marital drama, I was not entirely sure of all the details surrounding Christian’s death. The newspapers were certain, however, that he was dead. Which made seeing his ghost in Varenna that much more shocking.

I remembered vaguely that he’d had a sibling. Perhaps this was another relation of some sort. Another Scottish duke or earl on holiday.

In February. In Italy.

Or perhaps I was missing home. Missing family. It happened more often than I cared to admit, and today there had been a story in the Driedish newspaper that only my siblings would appreciate. The groundbreaking of the historical monument that Thea had presided over had dug up bones. Archeologists were shouting that the monument’s location was near the spot where one of our ancestors, the one who had founded the House of Laurent, had died in a battle.

This was why reading the Driedish newspaper was not healthy for me. I wanted to gossip about the discovery with Thea, Henry—even Sophie. No one laughed at the antics of our family tree like my twin brother Henry. No one took them as seriously as Princess Thea, heir to the throne.

So that explained it, really. I read an article about Driedish history, which made me think about Thea, remembering the last time I saw her on her wedding day, and of course this would make me recall her long-lost fiancé. Obviously, this would make me see his face in a nearby café during my morning walk to the market.

I did a double-take when I saw the man. So similar to Christian, yet leaner, perhaps. More unkempt. An air of nervousness that the urbane Christian Fraser-Campbell had never given off.

So I continued my day. A quick stop at the ATM. A new automatic coffee pot for the rental apartment, as the last review had said the current one was “glitchy.” Rain started to fall, cold and offensive. As a Northern European myself, I found the very idea of Italian rain to be extraordinary. To my mind, Italy was supposed to be languid heat and endless hazy days. It should not have winter of any sort.

But I kept thinking of Ghost Christian. It wasn’t him, I knew that for a fact. All the news outlets had reported his death by suicide.

I decided to go the long way back home. Call it restlessness, call it boredom, but four months of doing nothing but hiding like some overly dramatic diva of Italian cinema was wearing thin.

Thin enough that I walked through the freezing rain to settle the question once and for all.

I passed by the café again; it was rather sad-looking in winter. The awning was bedraggled and a tent of clear plastic formed a kind of a vestibule around the door. I gazed in the window where I had seen the Ghost’s reflection and saw nothing but mine.

Whoever the man was, or whatever resemblance he bore to my sister’s dead fiancé, would be a mystery I would never solve.

I turned back to the street that led home and smack. Someone ran into me. A man, a bit taller than me, his face turned down as he clutched his coat around him in the rain.

“Pardon,” he said.

In English.

And with a Scottish accent I definitely recognized.

I grabbed at the man because he stumbled as he coughed. But then his face lifted and I knew with one hundred per cent certainty that this was a ghost. Or a long-lost twin. One of those highly unlikely possibilities now was one hundred per cent.

The name Christian got stuck in my throat. Ghost or long-lost twin of Christian Fraser-Campbell—his name wouldn’t be Christian . . . would it?

So he was the first to speak. “Caroline?” He croaked. “You aren’t—”

He broke off in another fit of coughing.

It would be rude to ask, “Who are you?” so instead I stuttered. “You’re not . . . I mean, how . . . who . . .” He rubbed his eyes and looked back at me. “Christian? How are you?” I finished lamely, as if we were old classmates who had just run into each other at the cinema.

“Fine, fine,” he said, but his voice was rough and raw and I saw now there was purplish bruising under his eyes.

I knew this man. He knew my name. Somehow, improbable as it was, my sister’s ex-fiancé was not dead, as the whole world believed, but very much alive.

With me. Here. Now.

He started coughing again and I realized he really was ill and had no place standing in the winter rain rushing in off the lake.

The next thing I realized was huge.

Princess Caroline of Drieden and Christian Fraser-Campbell were standing in the street. In public. And we were the potential news story of the decade.

“You must come back with me,” I heard myself saying. “You’re too sick for this weather.”

Of course, I was tremendously concerned about the health and wellbeing of this man who had been just hours away from being my brother.

But it would be a lie if I said I was unconcerned about anyone seeing us together.

AFTER I HALF HAULED CHRISTIAN THROUGH THE TOWN then up to my apartment, he passed out in my spare bedroom.

For nearly an hour, I couldn’t relax. So many questions were flying through my mind, not least of which was—what if whatever Christian had was contagious?

To be fair, I didn’t know where this supposedly dead person had been. If this was a case of some sort of zombie virus, I didn’t want to be cavalier about it.

I went over the possibilities. One—Christian Fraser-Campbell had an identical twin brother that no one knew about. One who answered to the same name. Coincidentally.

Two—Christian Fraser-Campbell had committed suicide but had been reanimated by either a zombie virus, a mad scientist or some miraculous act of God.

Three—Christian had faked his death. Because that was something it was well known almost-royal princes did all the time. /sarcasm font/

Still, of the three explanations, when the one about a faked suicide seemed most likely . . . I got a funny feeling in my stomach. This was a Big Deal. I could see the headlines now. Classy ones, of course, not those tabloid conspiracy-theories ones. An exposé on the stress of public life, perhaps, or the need for more mental health care among Europe’s aristocratic class.

And not to brag, but . . . I had tons of expertise in those two topics. A yelpy groan broke the silence. I ran into the spare bedroom and saw that Christian had reanimated himself. He was still pale and sweaty, but his eyes were clear and bright.

I picked up the glass of water and aspirin I had left earlier and offered them to him. “Do you think you can manage these?” I asked.

He nodded, gave me a small, grateful smile and took the pills and water.

“Do you think—” I broke off, not sure how to phrase my question. “This is probably just the flu, right? I mean, you haven’t been in an equatorial jungle or around any secret government labs?”

I got a frown and a little shake of the head, which I chose to interpret as a negative response to my question. “Can I get you anything else? A cup of tea? Some toast?”

Christian made a face. “I think I just need some sleep. That is, if you don’t mind me being here?”

“Of course I don’t,” I assured him. “You must get better.” I smiled. “There will be all the time in the world to catch up.”

A wretched cough erupted from him and I stayed until he could recover his composure, in case he wanted to take me up on that offer of tea.

But he said something I never expected.

“Clémence Diederich.”

Now it was I who needed some water. “What?” Maybe it wasn’t what it sounded like.

“Or is it Cordelia Lancaster?” Christian grimaced. “I haven’t seen her in a bit, though.”

It felt like the bottom of my stomach had just disappeared. “I don’t—”

He cut me off. “I know, Caroline. I know your secrets.”

I should not have been so terrified of a thin, pale ghost of a man.

“How?” I managed to ask.

He waved a hand. “Unimportant.” Christian’s wide, serious eyes met mine. “But I need your help. Clémence’s, that is.”

If I had known everything, I wouldn’t have offered my assistance so readily. But as I said, I was bored, and concerned about this man who had almost been my brother-in-law and who seemed to be on the brink of death.

“Yes, what is it?”

“I want Clémence Diederich to tell my story. The true story.”


five

AS WAS TO BE EXPECTED FROM A PRINCESS, MY COOKING skills were barely adequate. Still, it was one of the unexpected benefits of being a commoner for the last nine months that I now knew how to boil water, toast bread and sauté eggs.

As Christian slept off his hopefully-not-fatal flu, I tried to keep busy preparing a simple meal and a short list of questions.

I know. I’m sure it seems very selfish of me. A man was on his sick bed and I was trying very hard not to use his illness in my self-interest. But as I scribbled my questions on a notepad, I decided it was evidence of my boredom.

It was all well and good to opt out of public life, to adopt a new name and an anonymous presence but, clearly, I needed a little more excitement.

And the Christian Fraser-Campbell story was going to be just the hit I needed. As soon as he woke up and could string coherent sentences together.

Here I had been, simply biding my time out of the public eye, counting the days until I could fashion some sort of new life for myself, and now, the perfect story had dropped into my lap.

Who better to interview Christian, to explain the trauma he had gone through, put it in a larger perspective for the world?

There was no one better than me. Or Clémence Diederich. Since she was me.

I itched to open up my computer and send a quick query to my editor at The Times. It would be informal; I couldn’t give anything away. Hi, it’s me. Been tossing around a few ideas for my next piece. Heard a crazy story about an infamous person who may have faked their death (or become a zombie. Or maybe he’s Jesus.).

Right. I might need some more information from Zombie Christian before I send that email.

But the thought of reanimating Clémence Diederich and Christian Fraser-Campbell at the same time . . .

It could also end in further disaster.

Personal disaster or career reinvigoration. Decisions, decisions.

An alert sounded from my laptop and I jumped, guiltily. No, I hadn’t emailed my editor. Yet. I was going to ask Christian for permission first before I spilled all of his personal details over the international media. Obviously.

I pulled the laptop over to me and checked my email. A very unprincess-like oath fell from my lips. It was the website where I listed the villa apartment for rent.

I cursed my Driedish practicality all those months ago when I listed it. I had thought it was wasteful, having the whole villa for only my occasional use. Yes, it was my escape house, but why not make some extra money and let Elena earn her rather substantial housekeeper salary?

Oh, why did Elena have to leave? My finger hovered over the email buttons. I could reject the reservation. The money wasn’t important to me
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