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PROLOGUE

Ten years ago

Gisele smoothed her hands down her green dress, flattening it as she took a deep breath. Perhaps what she was wearing today would please her mother, but she wasn’t holding out much hope. Gisele was a Princess of Alouette, an island Kingdom in the Mediterranean Sea off the coast of France, and as such her parents, the King and Queen, had very high expectations of her.

Unfortunately, the princess had always been found lacking. Gisele was eighteen but instead of living the life of a carefree teenager she had the weight of royal expectations sitting upon her shoulders. Not that she could wield any power, as the archaic laws of Alouette would never allow a woman to lead, so her older brother Claude—who was in the final year of study for his degree before commencing his military service next year—was destined for the throne.

Nor would Gisele have wanted that. What she so desperately wanted was freedom. Alas, that was never going to happen. Queen Agathe had very exacting expectations and Gisele would have to live up to them. Taking a deep breath, she placed her hand on the door handle, stepped out of her bedroom and headed down the long passages of the palace to the sun room where they would take their breakfast.

Gisele entered the bright room to find her family already sitting around a table laden with all sorts of food, a grand show of opulence that made her stomach turn. A photographer stood in the corner, snapping pictures. The clicking of the camera making Gisele’s head hurt. The pictures were for yet another spread on the royal family: how close they were; how strong the familial bonds were. It was a farce, but image was everything.

Silently, Gisele took her seat and without missing a beat her mother’s gaze shifted from the plate of fruit before her to appraise her daughter from head to toe. She frowned. Of course Gisele had been found wanting. She always was.

The queen exchanged a look with her husband at the head of the table and, as if by magic, a royal assistant appeared in the room and ushered the photographer away. Isabelle, who sat opposite Gisele, dropped her gaze to her food, refusing to look up. Claude sat beside her and had engaged their father in conversation, his arm on the table, fingers lazily hooked on the handle of his gold-rimmed coffee cup. From the snippets Gisele caught, she could tell it was about protesters of some sort; whatever her father was saying had caused the muscle in Claude’s jaw to tick.

Gisele loved both her siblings with her whole heart, but she couldn’t help but notice how much like her father Claude had become in recent years. Gone was the smile that he used to share with her when they’d grown up. In its place was only ever a frown, a sullen expression his constant companion these days. She knew that the loving boy was still inside her brother somewhere. The one who’d doted on her, even though he was only two years older, and had cuddled her and listened to her angst, but she feared she would never see him again.

‘Gisele,’ their mother began, ‘Is that what you choose to wear to breakfast when you know how important this photo shoot was for our family? It’s important to show how strong we are. Perfection is everything.’ ‘Strong’ meaning untouchable, beyond reproach. But Gisele would never dare to correct her mother. ‘You are the Princess of Alouette—you need to start acting like it.’

Her dress had been picked out by a stylist, her hair done by the best hairdresser in the palace, everything had been chosen to be perfect, and even so it was still not enough. ‘Mother, can we not just have a civilised breakfast? Must we do this now?’

‘Yes,’ her mother bit out. ‘You have to realise what you look like. You’re taller than most princes, you haven’t worked on your body, you refuse to do anything with your hair. How are we to show the world how polished and sophisticated the people of Alouette are when their princess won’t even make an effort?’

Gisele noticed Claude pause his conversation and glance at her quickly before resuming speaking with her father. He wouldn’t step in for her. Isabelle, at fourteen, could say nothing. And, if her mother’s ire was focused on Gisele, then at least Isabelle would be spared. Still, Gisele wished she could be away from this place. Wished she could be anywhere but in this palace that was nothing but a gilded cage. Her jailers: the most powerful people in all the kingdom, her parents.

From the time she’d been young she had heard it all, everything that was ever wrong with her. The fact that she refused to colour her hair so that it would be as beautifully bronze as her mother’s and Isabelle’s, instead of being dull and boringly brown. How she was far too tall, taller even than her father. No one could ever want that in a wife, and she would need a powerful husband to satisfy her parents. How her body was nowhere near thin enough to squeeze into the designer dresses that a princess should wear.

She wished there was anyone to give her a kind word, but even her friends weren’t really true friends. She had none of those. All she had was a social circle of acquaintances who were equally as cruel as her parents. A circle they had approved of because they were the ones who had chosen them. All she could do was count down the days until she would marry. At least then she would be away from here. And her departure would mean little to her parents, considering her total lack of power and influence.

Marriage was the only way she could have a life, the only way she would get any freedom at all. So, even though she was only eighteen, she prayed that someone would be willing to come to the palace and claim her hand. That she would be whisked to somewhere far away. That a powerful, handsome man would love her unconditionally and give her everything her heart craved, who would tell her she was perfect just the way she was.

Gisele, who had been about to reach for a dish of yoghurt—all she would have eaten under her mother’s scrutiny—pulled her hand back, any appetite she might have had well and truly lost. And she had been hungry. She was often hungry, but she never dared eat her fill, not with her mother always watching her figure.

‘I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment to you, Mother. Truly, I wish you could have had a daughter of whom you could have been proud.’

‘Oh, stop being so dramatic, Gisele, and you can make me proud. In fact, your father and I have been talking, and we know what you need to do.’

Part of Gisele wanted her parents to be proud of her, wanted to be the daughter that they desired, so she decided she would listen to what her mother had to say. Maybe whatever this was would make her life just a little bit easier so she wouldn’t have to look in the mirror and see all the ways that she failed.

‘What are you talking about, Mother?’

‘We have arranged your marriage to Héctor Renaud, King of Valonova,’ her mother said then took an elegant sip of coffee.

‘What? You cannot be serious!’ Gisele exploded, horrified. Even Claude had ceased speaking. ‘He is old enough to be my father! What kind of man would even agree to marry me? I’m eighteen!’

‘There you go being dramatic again. Can we cease with the histrionics, Gisele?’ The almost bored way her mother spoke was a blade in Gisele’s heart.

‘Gisele,’ her father called, ‘You will listen to your mother.’

His voice brooked no argument, so Gisele quietened, swallowing every bit of horror and dread. Willing herself to keep the tears that burned behind her eyes at bay.

‘You wouldn’t actually marry until you were twenty-one, which gives us all enough time to introduce the idea of you and King Héctor as an item. We would make all the arrangements now, and little by little when the time came you would be perfectly accepted by the Kingdom of Valonova.’

‘And would our kingdom accept him marrying their princess, who is so young? Do you realise he has a daughter who is a year younger than me? That his son is three years younger than me?’

‘Our people will accept it. Our people will accept anything we tell them to and, once you are married, you will bear a child who would have Bettencourt and Renaud blood.’

That was all this was—a way to use her to obtain power in another kingdom. They kept showing her all the ways they didn’t care about her as a daughter.

‘So I’m just some sort of brood mare to you? One you can use to strengthen ties with other kingdoms? Have you no concern for me at all?’

‘That is enough, Gisele! You are a princess. Your country comes before any sort of deluded ideas of romance. Is that what you’re waiting for?’ Queen Agathe scoffed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You should be thanking me. You would be married to a king, which is far more than you would ever attract on your own.’

‘I can’t do this.’ Gisele felt as though she was on the verge of a panic attack. ‘I can’t do this any more.’ She threw her napkin onto her plate and ran out of the room. When she reached the vibrantly flowering gardens, she was heaving deep breaths, dragging cool, ocean air into her lungs to try to clear the devastation from her mind, from her heart.

Marriage was supposed to be her freedom but, if she married King Héctor, she would be a prisoner in her own life for ever. She had to find a way out. There had to be a way to leave!

She rushed to her rooms, saying not a word to anyone she passed. The only thing she thought of was the sanctuary of her space and what she would do to escape. When she finally reached her bed chamber, she slammed the door behind her and sunk to the floor. Tears kissed her cheeks in a never-ending stream. And when she looked up at her opulent bedroom, seeing every piece of curated furniture and all the art hanging on the gilded wall—none of which she had chosen—a sob tore through her throat. Even this room was no sanctuary to her. Even this room was another place over which her parents had total control. She dragged herself off the floor and went listlessly to the bed.

Lying on the covers was her passport and a bank card. Under them lay a note. Astonished, Gisele picked it up.

All it said was: Fly. Good luck.

She didn’t know who had given this gift to her, but someone was watching out for her. She would use their kindness and, under the cover of darkness she would leave that night. She would leave and she would find the life she had always wished for.




CHAPTER ONE

The clear cellophane around the large bouquet of bright flowers crinkled in Emilien Montagne’s hand as he climbed out of his sports car. A breath of cool ocean breeze kissed his skin as he took in the panoramic view of the Mediterranean Sea stretching towards the horizon in a carpet of vivid blue. It was a magnificent view for the villa he’d purchased for his mother, a stunning private residence in one of the most exclusive neighbourhoods of Sineaux, the capital city of the kingdom of Alouette.

He clutched the flowers tighter in his grasp as he walked up the stone path lined with lush green cypress trees to the large swivel door. A biometric pad beside the door handle lit up as he pressed his thumb against the reader, unlocking it, and in he stepped. The air was comfortably cool in here, as it always was, regardless of whether it was winter or summer. It was carefully monitored to constantly remain at the perfect temperature. The environment was always controlled, always ideal, for his ill mother to feel her very best.

The years hadn’t been kind to Camille Montagne, Emilien’s only parent. Cardiovascular disease had rendered her frail and the journey to diagnosis had not been an easy one. Emilien had been only a teenager when doctors had dismissed his mother’s concerns as depression. Yes, she had been depressed after his father’s passing, but it had only got worse and, as soon as Emilien was able to, he had found the best doctors in the world who had come back with the joint diagnoses of cardiovascular disease and depression. It was then that Emilien had decided his mother needed somewhere entirely stress-free to live, somewhere beautiful and calm. Somewhere he could provide the best round-the-clock care, somewhere where the doctors and carers answered to him.

Emilien walked through the house and out to the terrace, where he knew his mother would be basking in morning summer sunshine, admiring the view.

‘Hello, Mama,’ he said in greeting, with a smile he reserved only for her.

‘Emilien!’ Camille’s face lit up as she moved to get off her lounger, but he stopped her from rising, instead taking a seat on the recliner next to hers.

‘This is for you,’ he said handing her the flowers. He noticed a bright-blue strap hung around her neck attached to a white square box that sat on her chest, peeking out of the neck of her low-cut blouse. The tiny screen displayed a steady heartbeat. He was used to seeing the holter monitor, but it was always an unpleasant reminder of how lucky he was to have every moment he did with her.

It was also a reminder of why he was here today. It was the anniversary of his father’s death. For seventeen years, this had been the hardest day in the calendar. For seventeen years, Emilien had witnessed an extra-bright smile on his mother’s face on this day to hide exactly how she was feeling.

‘I wondered when you’d be coming.’

‘I would have been here earlier, but I had to take care of some things first.’ Being the CEO of Montagne Holdings left Emilien with very little personal time, but he loved it. He had taken Talaria Boats, a small boat manufacturer started by his grandfather, and turned it into an international powerhouse that not only built boats, but also luxury yachts. Then he had added on Sylph Motors, a luxury sports-car brand and, once that was going strong, he’d continued adding luxury brands to his stable by creating a real estate company, that had led him down the path of creating resorts. Thanks to Emilien’s Midas touch, Montagne Holdings was a multi-billion-dollar company specialising in all that was luxurious.

‘All that’s important is that you are here now, mon cœur,’ his mother said as she laid a warm hand on his cheek. ‘Come, let’s go put these in some water.’ She picked up the bouquet of flowers, stood and moved into the house—much to Emilien’s delight, for it was far too warm for her to be outside right now.

He watched his mother snip the ends off the flowers and arrange them in a vase. He would have done it himself, but he knew how much she hated it when he coddled her. So instead, he stood by and watched closely; any sign that this would be too much for her, and he would force her to rest.

‘You know,’ his mother said with a smile on her face, one that was both wistful and excruciatingly sad. ‘Your father used to bring me flowers every Friday. Sometimes the old flowers wouldn’t even be dead yet before I got new ones.’

‘That’s why there were always so many arrangements in the house,’ Emilien added, feeling the stirrings of anger that he kept buried so deep for his mother’s benefit.

His mother laughed softly. ‘Yes. Sometimes I would press my favourite flowers in the bouquets between the pages of books. I still have them, you know—the flowers. Sometimes I’ll open a book and find a rose pressed amongst the pages. Other times a daisy… It makes me feel like he’s still with us.’

Emilien tried his hardest not to let his hands curl into the fists that he could feel forming at his sides. His heart was pounding in his chest. It had been nearly two decades and his mother’s grief was still as raw now as it had been all those years ago. And he understood. What he wouldn’t give to show his father what he had become, all that he achieved, what he had provided for his mother, but that wasn’t possible because his father had been taken from them.

Seventeen years ago, Pierre Montagne had been an aristocrat and a prominent member of the Alouette parliament, one with a dream for a fair kingdom: one where people were taken care of and earned decent livings; where everyone could afford a comfortable life and good health care. Pierre had been murdered for that dream. His idealistic goal had been far too dangerous a prospect for the rich and arrogant, for the powerful, for the people who would benefit from having enough souls to step on.

He’d never have been allowed to get away with it. He had been found slumped over his office desk by his secretary, the tiniest of puncture holes in his neck. Nothing had ever been the same after that.

Emilien and his mother both knew exactly who was to blame for what happened: it was the royal family. Emilien had grown up with the knowledge that the king and queen had had his father killed. His mother had removed herself from society life entirely. She hadn’t been able to be around the people she knew had had a hand in her husband’s murder, or who weren’t even upset that he had been killed. She’d withdrawn, and now lived a quiet life she had built for herself. She’d established a career of her own away from everybody else, but she’d never made friends again. She didn’t trust anyone enough to do so.

Emilien had only been thirteen when his father had been killed; there was nothing he’d been able to do about it. Like Pierre Montagne before him, he was of noble blood, which entitled him to a seat in parliament once he was an adult, but after his father’s death, he had given it up. Given up his father’s dream. As a teenager hurt by Alouette’s most powerful, he’d wanted nothing to do with ruling their country even if it meant severing any entitlement to that seat in the future. He was certain that he would never want it. But he wasn’t a teenager any more. Now he was a thirty-year-old man with power that was far-reaching.

His mother was still fussing over her flowers but a tear ran down her cheek, lone and silent. He went to her and wiped it away.

‘Mama,’ he said gently, ‘We go through this every year. At some point, you have to stop.’

‘Mon cœur, when you love someone as your father and I loved each other, there will never be any stopping. Yes, this day is hard, but every day is hard. That pain never goes away.’

Emilien was aware of that. He had seen the hurt and vulnerability that loving someone so much, so purely, could cause. And that was why he vowed he would never put himself in the situation his mother was in. He would never let himself be so hurt, so destroyed, by the loss of another person.

His mother went to pick up the vase to place it on a nearby table but he took it from her hands. Putting it down, he made her look at him. ‘I will make it right, Mama.’

Camille’s eyes widened with alarm. ‘What does that mean, Emilien?’

‘I think you know,’ he said

‘No.’ Panic was clear in her eyes. ‘No! Those people are dangerous, Emilien. Please, I’m begging you, don’t do anything.’

He took her hands in his, trying to reassure her. ‘It will be fine, Mama. I know what I’m doing,’ he said calmly.

‘Promise me you won’t. Promise me, Emilien. I can’t lose my only child too. They’ll never let you get away with anything, and then what will I do? I can’t have lost my husband and my son!’ Camille’s voice rose higher and higher, becoming nearly hysterical. Emilien pulled her against his chest, hugging her small frame against his large one.

‘Mama, calm down, please. Do you trust me?’

‘Of course I do, you’re my son.’

‘Then trust that I know what I’m doing. I will be fine. Nothing will happen to me. I promise you, no one will take me away from you.’

‘I can’t lose you too.’ His mother was crying, her tears forming a damp spot on his crisp white shirt.

‘You never will, Mama. You never will.’

Turning his back on a life among the Alouette elite had made sense at the time. But it meant that now, when he wanted to cause the monarchy to implode, he needed to find a way back inside.

And he knew exactly how he’d do it.
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