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Chapter 1: Rénald




Itake a deep breath to steady my nerves, brace myself, and walk into the parlor. My family meets here for important family discussions and decisions. 

I see right away why my father called me here. He’s the Crown Prince of Monaco. He wouldn’t call me here if it wasn’t important. 

He sits on one couch next to his new wife, Princess Ariane. They’ve only been married for six months, so her presence here confirms that this meeting is no casual matter.

My brother Pascal’s recent death adds even more weight to whatever this is. His death shattered our whole family, especially my father. He’s been shakier than usual, but he didn’t fall into the same delirium that consumed him after my mother’s death.

Ariane’s love and support pulled him through it. He doesn’t need to fall into that kind of depression as long as she’s around. She’s been pulling all of us through it—her and her family.

Ariane lost her first husband and her children lost their father in exactly the same way. They’ve been mind-blowingly kind and generous to us since Pascal’s death.

I stiffen when I see a different woman sitting in the armchair opposite my father’s couch. I don’t recognize her. She’s almost as old as he is, equally wrinkled, and not as fashionably put-together as Ariane.

I don’t like the look of this woman. She wears billowing, gauzy fabrics in some indistinct, robe-like garment of black, dark purple, and maybe some dark green hues. 

She wears way too much flashy, gaudy gold jewelry with a million clinking bangles on her wrists, a million enormous rings on her chubby fingers, and huge gold hoop earrings.

I don’t know why my father and Ariane have called me here to talk to me alone, but whatever it is, I want to talk about it even less in front of this stranger.

Only one other person occupies the room. My older brother Christophe stands against the far wall behind the woman’s back. He leans his shoulder against the wall while he works on his phone.

He’s taken over all the Crown Prince’s duties since my father’s illness. Whatever happens to me is more Christophe’s business even than my own father’s. My father and Ariane couldn’t talk to me about anything without Christophe present.

He barely looks at me when I walk through the door. Ariane holds out her hand to me. “Come sit down, chéri,” she murmurs. “Let’s talk a little.”

I go over there and sit on the end of the couch with her between me and my father. They both look as nervous as I feel.

The other woman tries to smile at me, but it comes off as looking witchy. She has black hair, black eyes, and exotic features. She reminds me of a gypsy.

Ariane takes my hand—the hand closest to her. “Your father and I want to talk to you about finding you someone to marry,” she begins.

“With Pascal gone, you’re the next in line to take the throne if anything happens to Christophe,” my father adds.

“I already was the next in line,” I point out. “Pascal never could have become Crown Prince. We all know that. The public wouldn’t have accepted him.”

“We still need to find someone for you to marry,” Ariane points out. “Your aunt Marguerite says she’s been trying to find someone for you for years, but you aren’t interested in anyone she brings to the palace.”

I stop myself from snorting at her. “Marguerite brought people to the palace for Dorian. She never tried to find anyone for me.”

“And yet you still haven’t found anyone,” Ariane points out. “Your father and I feel it’s time to take a more proactive approach. We think it would be better for you to marry and establish yourself in the eyes of the public. That way, you can just step into Christophe’s shoes if you need to. It would be much harder for you to find a suitable match after you became Crown Prince than it would be to find someone for you now.”

I glance across the room at my brother. He pays more attention to the conversation now, but he doesn’t get involved. He doesn’t show any sign of disturbance that my father and Ariane are talking about him like he’s about to die.

They aren’t saying anything I don’t already know. I’ve always known I would get married someday, but I’m only twenty-one. Christophe didn’t get married until he was thirty.

They’re right that I need to get married when I’m young. They’re right that it would be much harder for me to find someone after I became Crown Prince.

I don’t want to think about finding someone to marry. I don’t want to think about getting married at all, but I guess I have to start.

The subject has been coming up more and more frequently as my brothers, sisters, and cousins all pair off. Even my father got married recently. I’m the only member of the family who is still single.

I cast a sidelong glance at the woman. I know what my father is going to say next before he even opens his mouth. “This is Godeliève Pueyrredón. She’s well known for having contacts in the wealthiest, most noble-born families of Europe. She knows several young ladies who would make good matches for you.”

My father waves at Godeliève and the woman sits forward in her chair. She grins even more ominously at me. Now I know why she looks like a gypsy. She’s a matchmaker.

She strikes me as some kind of horse-trader. She comes into town and uses her negotiation skills to sell one person to another. That’s her job—to make the sale.

She clasps her hands together and bursts into a smile like she’s about to demolish some kind of dessert. She makes me sick, but I have to go along with this. I don’t want to offend my father, Christophe, or Ariane.

Being a member of the Royal Family of Monaco is all about fulfilling my obligations and responsibilities to the people, the country, and the monarchy. I’ve been going through the motions all my life. I don’t know any other way.

I don’t have to like any of this. I don’t even have to like the person I marry as long as I marry someone.

“I think you’ll be very pleased with the selection I can offer you, Prince Rénald,” Godeliève tells me. “I’m sure we can find someone you’ll be delighted to marry.”

I don’t know about that, but I don’t say so. We have a lot of ground to cover before I marry anyone.

She pulls forward a large, black leather bag from a spot at her feet. The bag reminds me of a magician’s box of tricks or maybe Mary Poppins’s magic carpetbag. I can just imagine the horrors Godeliève is about to pull out of that bag.

She opens the bag and takes out a massive, tattered, black ring binder. Everything about this woman is black just like an evil witch from a storybook. 

She’s the last person on Planet Earth I would trust to find me a wife. I trust Marguerite’s taste more, but fortunately for me, Ariane is sitting right here. She’s the most perfect stand-in I could ask for to take the place of my own mother.

She won’t let me marry anyone horrible or dangerous or who doesn’t fit in with our family. Ariane would never let me marry someone who won’t make me happy. I trust her even more than I trust my father and Christophe in that way.

Godeliève opens her binder, lays it on the coffee table in front of me, and turns it around so I can see the pages. 

It’s full of clear plastic sleeves, each one containing the profile of some young woman. Godeliève probably has a matching binder for the single men she’s trying to match up.

She flips the pages one after another and starts filling my ears full of all the information listed on the sheets. 

She doesn’t tell me anything more than what’s printed in front of my eyes. I could find out just as much about these young women just by reading the profile sheets.

Marguerite has already invited some of these young women to the palace to try to set them up with Dorian and my older two cousins, Salvatore and Casim. 

None of these young women ever paid any attention to me then and I never paid any attention to them. They don’t interest me. 

No one interests me. That’s the problem. I’m not interested in getting involved with anyone, especially someone I’ve never spoken to or even met. That’s exactly the kind of person I wouldn’t get involved with.

I become aware of Ariane and my father watching me extra closely for any reaction. “What do you think?” Ariane asks.

I look up slowly while I decide on the most diplomatic way to say this. “I’m not opposed to getting married,” I tell her. “I just can’t tell anything about these young ladies from looking at their pictures in a book. I would have to meet them and talk to them in person before I could decide.”

Ariane bursts into one of her usual warm, understanding smiles. “Of course, chéri. Of course we understand perfectly. If you’re willing, we could invite them to the palace to spend time with you—one of them at a time, of course. It wouldn’t work to bring them in groups. That would be out of the question.”

I wait what I hope will be an appropriate amount of time. “Is that all you wanted to ask me about?” I ask. “Do you want me to stay here?”

“You can go, chéri.” She squeezes my hand one more time. “Thank you for coming to talk to us about this. We’ll discuss it between ourselves and decide how to proceed. We’ll let you know when we’re ready to invite someone to meet you.”

I stand up and let go of her hand before I walk out of the room. Christophe pushes himself off the wall and comes with me.

“Did you know about this?” I ask once we get outside.

He shrugs at nothing. “They’ve been talking about it since Pascal’s funeral. His death seems to have woken everyone up to the fact that they need to bring you up to speed in case anything happens to me.”

“So….you weren’t the one who suggested it?”

He stops me and turns me to face him. He’s ten years older than I am. He’s fully stepped into the role of my father while my real father has been sick. My father and Ariane couldn’t and wouldn’t have done anything like this without Christophe’s approval.

He levels me with a direct stare, but he claps his hands on both my shoulders in an affectionate, comforting way. “You’re the only brother I have left,” he murmurs. “I have Alexei, Casim, Erich, and Dorian, but you’re my brother. You and I are the pillars the monarchy rests on. You’ve always been everyone’s baby, but that had to come to an end sooner or later. You’re a man now and you need a wife. You need to find someone you can build with—someone you trust with your life. You need to find her, marry her, and establish yourself with her before anything happens to me. You said yourself that no one was ever going to crown Pascal as Prince. It was always you and me. Now it’s time for you to stop playing games and grow up into the prince you were born to be. I need you. I need you to stand by me and be my righthand man so the rest of the country sees that you’re capable of doing everything I do. I didn’t ask for this and I know you didn’t, either. We just have to play the hand we’re dealt and make the best of it.”

He crushes my shoulders in one last tight grip and leaves me there with those words ringing in my ears.








  
  
Chapter 2: Julienne




Igroan when I sink back on the seat in the limo. “Thank God we’re off that plane! I couldn’t sit for another second!” 

My sister Margot squints through the windows at the city passing by. The limo leaves the airport and glides through Monaco on our way to the Prince’s Palace. “How long do we have to stay here before we can go home?”

“We’ll stay until I conclude my business with Crown Prince Gustav,” my father replies. “I don’t know how long it will take. It might take a week or maybe less depending on how things progress.”

She makes a face. “Why can’t we just get on the next plane back to Avignon? Why do we need to be here for this? You can take all the time you want to negotiate with him. We could go home.”

“No one made you come on this trip,” he counters. “I told you before we left that I planned to stop here on the way home. You didn’t have to come.”

“Then I would have missed out on the trip to Italy,” she complains. “You tricked me, Papa.”

“I don’t know about you, but I could use a few days to stretch my legs before we go home,” I add. “This is just an extension of our vacation.”

My father smiles at me. “Precisely, chérie. That’s exactly how I see it.”

“Have you heard that Prince Gustav is remarried?” my mother asks. “I don’t know anything about the woman.”

“Of course you do,” I counter. “She came to work at the palace as the new wardrobe mistress. That’s how she met the Royal Family.” I sigh and look out the window. “The royals always have the most romantic love stories. First it was Princess Simone…..”

“A prince marrying a seamstress isn’t romantic,” Margot counters. “It’s scandalous. I’m sure there are plenty of noble-born ladies who would be happy to marry him. He could have married one of them.”

“He could have married them, but he obviously couldn’t love them. Why shouldn’t he marry the woman he loves no matter who she is or her station in life? I think it’s magical.”

My sister sneers at me, but we don’t have time to talk about it any further before the limo pulls into the arched driveway at the Prince’s Palace. A squad of security guards meets us there and ushers us inside.

My father is Prince Gustav’s close personal friend, so my family has visited the palace many times while I’ve been growing up. It’s been six years since we visited. We’re all much older now.

The guards escort us to the family parlor adjacent to the dining room. We meet the Royal Family there plus a whole bunch of new people.

Prince Gustav looks much older than he did the last time I saw him. He introduces us to his new Princess.

“Ariane Vérany, this is Olivier Rossignol, his wife Christelle, and his daughters, Margot and Julienne.”

Ariane shakes hands with my parents and then with me and Margot. We both tell her it’s nice to meet her.

Then the Prince goes through the rest of the group and introduces us to Prince Christophe’s wife, Princess Geneviève, their baby son, Nicholas, Princess Simone’s husband Alexei Asatiani, Casim Tallaisis’s wife Lena, Dorian’s wife Gisele, and Princess Emiline’s husband, Erich Alarie.

The Prince also introduces us to Ariane’s family: her three sons, Natanaël, Arsène, and Baptiste, her daughter Albertine, her two daughters-in-law, Aurine and Jeanette, and Ariane’s two grandchildren, four-year-old Adrien and one-year-old Elise.

They’ve all moved into the palace since the wedding.

They greet me warmly—and then I see the young man standing at the end of the line. My jaw drops and I gasp out loud. “Rénald?!” I choke. “Oh, my God! You’re huge!”

He bursts out laughing. I would recognize him by that smile alone. The little boy I used to play with is still hiding behind that laugh.

He steps forward and hugs me. “Look at you—all grown up! You look like such a young lady.”

I can’t stop staring at him. “You were such a gangly teenager the last time I saw you. Look at you! You look like Christophe now!”

His cheeks color. He won’t stop grinning at me. “Naw.” 

He gets distracted by greeting Margot and then my parents. They all make a fuss about how much bigger, stronger, taller, and more confident he looks now. He’s stunning, but he’ll always be the boy I used to play with when we were children.

He’s my age. We’re both twenty-one. We were always the youngest of all the children playing around the palace, so we always wound up playing together. 

Margot is three years older. She always went off with Simone and Emiline to do older girl stuff. I liked playing out in the grounds. Rénald and I would have played with the boys if we could have kept up with them.

Johanne always ran around with the boys and she could definitely keep up with them. That’s why they let her join them. They respected her. Rénald and I were too small, so we wound up on our own most of the time.

Seeing him again after all this time brings all those memories to the surface. I haven’t thought about them for years.

I realize in a flash that I haven’t seen any of these people in six years—not since Rénald and I were fifteen.

Christophe, Simone, Casim, Dorian, Johanne, Daphné, and Emiline have all grown up since then. They aren’t the children I once knew. They’re all adults and Prince Gustav’s children are all married—all except Rénald.

I don’t ask about Pascal. His recent death hangs heavily over our reunion. He was a wonderful boy and a wonderful man. The Royal Family doesn’t feel right without him here.

None of them mention him, either. I don’t see Princess Monique, his widow, even though I know she still lives in the palace. 

The press made a huge deal about the fact that she was pregnant with Pascal’s son when he died. That has to be hard on her. I’m not surprised she keeps to herself and avoids situations like this.

I wish I could give her my condolences. Pascal was always kind and considerate to me. He was a hell of a lot kinder and more considerate to others than the press was to him.

I don’t bring him up and neither does anyone in the Royal Family. They must still be reeling from his death.

Conversation breaks out between my family and everyone in the Royal Family. They all act like Ariane’s family is part of this now. No one acts like they’re two separate families.

Elise starts fussing. Simone takes the little girl out of her mother’s arms, sits down on the couch with her, and starts playing with her.

Then Albertine does the same thing with Nicholas. Adrien starts playing with an expensive vase on one of the parlor’s side tables. 

Lena squats down next to him, takes down the vase herself, and holds it up to talk to him about it so he doesn’t accidentally damage it by trying to hold onto it himself.

Both families take the initiative to take care of everyone else in the other family. They act like they’ve known each other for years instead of only six months.

The Prince invites my parents to sit down and talk. There aren’t enough seats in the parlor, so a bunch of people take the opportunity to leave the room, including the adults who are dealing with the kids.

Rénald comes over to me. “Do you want to take a walk outside? It’s a nice day. We don’t have to stay in here.”

I smile at him. “That would be wonderful. I feel like I haven’t seen this place in ages.”

“It doesn’t change that much.”

We walk out of the parlor, cross the corridor, and step out onto the terrace. We wander through the grounds in the sunshine.

“The people sure do change a lot,” I remark. “I’ve never seen the palace so full to bursting—not even when we were kids.”

He grins at me. “It’s wonderful. They’re outstanding people. They’re an asset to us.”

I squeeze his arm. “I’m really sorry about Pascal. Sometimes I think he was too good for this world and God only loaned him to us temporarily.”

He looks away and his smile evaporates. “A lot of people see him that way.”

“How’s Monique? I hope she can find a way to come out of this.”

“She’s all right. She isn’t as ruined as I thought she would be. We were all really worried about her for a long time, but she’s coming through it. She’s actually happy that she’ll be able to raise her son with our family and a little piece of Pascal will live on. She’s looking forward to it. She just prefers to spend her time with people who knew Pascal while he was alive. She doesn’t much care to be around strangers.”

“I understand. I hope I see her. I hope I can let her know that I knew him and that I miss him as much as the rest of you do.”

He smiles at me again. “You’ll probably see her at dinner. You can tell her yourself. She knows you’re coming and she knows you and Margot grew up with him. I think she would appreciate hearing that from you.”

I peer at him a little more closely. “How are you doing? You look like it’s bothering you a lot more than you let on. How has it been with your father marrying someone new and all these strangers moving into the palace?”

“Oh, that part of it has been great. Ariane is wonderful. She’s warm, motherly, caring, and personable. She’s a perfect match for my father. We all love her and her family is right up there with her. That has been one of the few good things to come out of Pascal’s death—that her family was here to help us through it. I wouldn’t trade that for the world.”

“Then what’s bothering you? I’ve never seen you this preoccupied in a long time.”

He makes a face at me. “I never could hide anything from you, could I? It isn’t that. My father and Ariane want me to get married. Pascal’s death lit a fire under their backsides. They want me to find someone, settle down, and establish myself in case something happens to Christophe. Then I would have to step in and take over as Crown Prince—the same way he did when César left.”

I burst out laughing at him and wind up squeezing his arm. “Chubby little Rénald—getting married?! Now I’ve heard everything.”

He laughs and his cheeks color. “They hired a matchmaker and everything.”

I almost fall over laughing. I wipe tears off my cheeks.

He watches me with a smile on his face and waits for me to finish. “That’s right. Enjoy a good laugh at my expense. The matchmaker brought an entire binder full of girls’ pictures for me to choose from.”

I pass my sleeve across my eyes and sigh as the last laughs pass away. “I would love to see who’s in the binder. It’s like a bookmaker’s book, isn’t it?”

“She reminds me of a gypsy horse-trader trying to sell me a three-legged nag dressed up as a princess.”

I laugh again. “I wish you good luck with that. I just can’t picture you married to anyone.”

“What about you? Do you have a sweetheart?”

I grimace. “No, I don’t.”

“Why not? You’re gorgeous and your father is rich. I’m surprised the gypsy horse-trader hasn’t shown you a binder full of young men who would love to marry you.”

“I thought I’d found the man for me, but Margot stepped in and seduced him away from me.”

He rolls his eyes to heaven. “Why does she always have to be such a witch? She’s been like this for as long as I can remember. Sometimes I think she was born like this. She’s the Devil’s spawn.”

I laugh again, but not as much as before. Margot is a sore subject with everyone, but not with anyone as much as with me.

“She got jealous because the man she fancied didn’t like her back. His name was Émile and he went out with her for a few months just because his parents expected him to. She convinced herself that he was more interested than he really was. Then he met someone who really did interest him and he pursued her instead. He dumped Margot and she came after my sweetheart, Marius, instead. I think she just wanted to prove to herself that she was still attractive enough to get a man to turn his head for her. She got him into bed with her and then told me to my face what she’d done so I would break it off with him. It was like she didn’t want me to have something if she couldn’t have it, too. She didn’t want me to be happy while she was lonely and miserable.”

“She’s a monster,” he snarls. “She’s the one person I know who most accurately fits that description. She’s outright evil. She always has been. Everyone hates her…..”

“I don’t hate her. I feel sorry for her.”

“How can you when she deliberately sabotaged you like that? How are you ever supposed to find someone to love if she constantly interferes and ruins every romance for you?”

I smile at him and slip my arm through his. “It’s really sweet that you still care as much as you ever did. I was worried you might have grown out of that, but I can see you’re just as sweet now as you were when you were younger.”

“I’m still the same person. I didn’t change into Mr. Hyde when I grew up.”

I laugh and kiss him on the cheek. “I’m relieved. I’m sure you’ll find the right girl to marry. You’re a catch. All the press outlets say so.”

He snorts. “I told my father and Ariane that I wouldn’t be able to decide who to marry until I met them and got to know them. That could take years. I might spend years getting to know someone and find out the person is a she-devil like Margot.” He looks away across the grounds. “I just wish I could skip all that and marry someone I already know and trust.”

“Be grateful you have a family who is trying to help you. I’m sure none of your brothers or cousins are trying to steal your intended from you before you ever marry her.”

He spins around extra fast and gasps. “I got it! I just thought of the solution!”

I look up. “What solution?”

“We could get married—you and me! We’re friends. We know each other and trust each other. I hate Margot as much as you do. You know I would never mess around with her. I can’t stand her. You would never have to worry about her stealing me from you….”

I burst out laughing again. “I can’t marry you, Rénald! We’re friends. That’s all. You’re like my brother.”

“That’s exactly my point. We could get married as friends. My mother always told us that a marriage is ninety percent friendship anyway. What could be better than that? Come on. You know you don’t want to take the chance of finding someone else only for Margot to steal him, too.”

I turn around and stare up at him. “You’re serious!”

He laughs in pure relief and takes hold of my hand. “Come on! Think of it as an adventure. I love you like a sister—and you’re gorgeous. I know everything about you and I trust you with all my secrets. You’re the only person I’ve ever felt that way about except for my real sisters and my cousins. It has to be you. I don’t want to go hunting all over Europe to find someone else. Come on. Say yes.”

I stare at him in stunned disbelief. Marry him? Marry Rénald? I’ve never thought of him that way, but it makes sense in a crazy kind of way.

He really is gorgeous. He’s tall, muscular, radiantly handsome, and kind down to his bone marrow. He always has been—and he’s right. I trust him more than any other man I’ve ever known.

I would never have to worry about Margot coming between us. I wouldn’t have to find out whether Rénald is playing an act with me or whether he really is as kind, considerate, and protective as he pretends to be.

I can base my decision on more than twenty years of experience with him growing up. He’s the one person in the world that I trust as much as I trust my own father.

I know his whole family. I’ve grown up with his siblings and cousins. I know Prince Gustav and Princess Marguerite. I don’t know Ariane or her family, but I believe Rénald when he says that her family is just as good as the Royal Family.

I can’t stop a crazy smile from creeping across my face. “Okay,” I murmur. “Let’s do it.”

He laughs again. Dang. He looks so excited and happy about this. He doesn’t look preoccupied or worried anymore. This whole marriage thing must really have been weighing on him.

He takes my hand and strokes my knuckles. His cheeks flush and he keeps fighting down the urge to grin and giggle like a kid. “I have to talk to my father about this—and you should talk to your father about this. That’s the first step.”

“Yeah.” I laugh in spite of myself. This decision actually makes me stupidly happy. I never thought I would ever feel this way about anyone, especially not him. “This is going to be great.”

He tugs my hand and eases close to me. “Can I kiss you right now?”

I hesitate. I don’t know if I’m ready for that, but he leans a little closer. Our lips meet in a moment of inevitability. I don’t feel like I’m kissing my brother or a friend. His lips set off a spark between us and my heart takes another wild leap of pure excitement.

He barely kisses me before he eases back. Our eyes meet and we both wind up laughing. Excitement, embarrassment, relief, and confusion get all mixed up in my heart.

He doesn’t press the point. He keeps a hold on my hand while he turns us both to walk off into the grounds.

Taking a walk in the grounds with him means something so different now from what it meant just a few minutes ago. We were just friends catching up on old times. Now taking a walk with him feels unbelievably romantic.

The sun is starting to go down. Every golden sunbeam casts a romantic glow over the grounds.

He turns a corner by the hedges, leads me over to a stone bench, and pulls me down on it to sit next to him. He won’t let go of my hand. He presses it between both of his.

His expression changes when he gazes into my eyes. His eyes and smile radiate so much painfully heartfelt emotion.

I feel that way about him, too. I’ve always liked him and maybe even loved him. My feelings toward him have always been entirely innocent—the same way I know his have been toward me.

They still feel innocent. They feel pure and unsullied by anything inappropriate or forbidden. Everything about being with him feels unblemished and clean.

He leans in and kisses me again. His arm slips behind my back.

This kiss definitely feels romantic. My heart turns a somersault when I feel an electric charge of desire go through both of us. 

He’s impossibly attractive, powerful, and commanding in the most innocent, protective, and honorable way I can imagine. I can’t imagine finding anyone I want more to marry.

We both keep our eyes open while we kiss. Our mouths open and our tongues meet in a sensuous, succulent wave of pure desire, but it’s clean desire. There’s nothing dirty or lascivious about it.

“So….you’ll talk to your parents about it?” he murmurs when we pull apart.

“Yes,” I breathe. “Will you?”

“Of course. I don’t want to court anyone else.”

“Is that what we’re doing?”

He laughs and his cheeks color. “We are talking about getting married, aren’t we?”

I check myself. That is what we’re talking about. Is that really what I want—to marry Prince Rénald? I never would have thought about it before, but it is what I want. I want it more than anything. I’ve never wanted anyone or anything as much as this.








  
  
Chapter 3: Rénald




Iwalk into the dining room. Most of my family is here. My father and Ariane stand to one side talking to Olivier Rossignol and his wife, Christelle. Godeliève stands over there talking to them, too. 

The Rossignols’ older daughter, Margot, stands across the room talking to Simone, Emiline, Daphné, and Ariane’s daughter, Albertine.

The five women look like they’re having a pleasant enough conversation, but appearances can be deceiving.

My sisters and Daphné have grown up in the palace hobnobbing with every class of people who comes to do business with my father. My sisters and cousins know Margot as well as I do. 

They can’t stand her. No one can stand her. Everyone I know hates her. She’s vindictive, spiteful, snobbish, cruel, manipulative, deceitful, and bone selfish.

My sisters and cousins are just too polite to snub her when she’s a guest in the palace. I can’t tell if Albertine picks up on everyone else’s attitude to Margot. Ariane’s children will find out soon enough if my sisters haven’t already told them what to expect.

I catch a glimpse of Julienne standing across the room. She talks, jokes, and laughs with Casim, Johanne, Dorian, and Christophe—all the people who know what a gem she is. She and Margot couldn’t be more different.

They don’t look that different except that Margot is shorter and not as willowy. They both have wavy, light-brown hair and bright green eyes. 

Julienne has elvish features. Margot is more of a classic beauty, but that somehow only makes her look even more like the evil witch stepmother from Snow White. 

Margot knows how beautiful she is and she takes it as a sign of her right to trample all over everyone around her—especially her younger sister.

I can’t believe Margot actually had the nerve to seduce her sister’s intended just to spitefully ruin her sister’s chance at happiness. 

I don’t know why I’m surprised that Margot would go that far. That’s exactly the kind of thing she would do. There is no line Margot won’t cross to get what she wants.

Everyone opens up to Julienne. My entire family knows how sweet, good, and honest she is. She and Margot have spent enough time in the palace for everyone to find out how different they are.

Julienne glances in my direction in between talking to the others. I’m going to marry her. Just looking at her across the room confirms my determination. 

She’s a thousand times better than anyone in Godeliève’s binder. I don’t want to marry anyone else. I don’t want to waste my time getting to know anyone—not even to give them a chance. Why should I when I already know Julienne?

I love her. I would have said I love her as a sister, but today changed all that. Her heart is pure and I love her. I trust her more than I ever thought I could trust anyone. I loved kissing her and holding her hand. 

I want more of her. I want more of everything I could have with her.

I don’t get a chance to talk to her or anyone else before dinner begins. My father and Ariane sit at the head of the table. Olivier and his wife sit on that end of the table across from Christophe and Geneviève.

Olivier, Christophe, and my father talk politics. Olivier is here to negotiate some business deal with my father. I don’t even know what the deal is.

I’m supposed to be learning all about what Christophe does to run the monarchy, but no one will tell me anything. 

They ought to include me in their negotiations if I’m really going to learn what my father and Christophe do, but neither of them has suggested that I attend.

That doesn’t matter because I’m more concerned with courting Julienne.

The staff seats her and Margot in the middle of the table. Julienne winds up sitting between Dorian and Gisèle on one side, Casim and Lena on the other, me, Daphné, Johanne, and Erich and Emiline.

Erich, Lena, and Gisèle are the only people here who don’t know Margot and Julienne the way we do. 

Dorian, Casim, and Emiline may have already warned their spouses not to talk to Margot if they can avoid it. Everyone holds a lively conversation with Julienne. No one tries to include Margot even when she does chime in with her own opinions.

I catch Julienne making eye contact with me across the table. Neither of us has had a chance to talk to our parents about setting us up as a match for each other. No one knows how much our relationship has changed in just the last few hours.

I want to talk to my father immediately after dinner, but I don’t know if I’ll get a chance. I might have to talk to Ariane and let her relay the news to my father. I’ll just have to play it by ear.

The ideal scenario would be for me to talk to my father and let him propose the idea to Olivier. Then we could all pretend that Julienne didn’t know anything about this until my father suggested it. We can pretend that the idea came from him instead of from me.

I become aware of Godeliève talking to my father and Olivier about her business. 

My hearing magically switches on in time to hear her say, “I think I found a perfect match for Prince Rénald, Your Highness. Monsieur Rossignol has just contracted me to find a husband for his daughter.”

My head shoots up and I stare across the table at Julienne. Is this really happening? Could the matchmaker really be setting us up to marry each other? I can’t believe my luck.

Her eyes lock on me across the table—and then the world drops out from beneath my feet at Godeliève’s next words.

“Mademoiselle Margot is only a few years older than Prince Rénald—and so beautiful!” Godeliève exclaims. “They would make such a perfect couple!”

“What an excellent idea!” Olivier agrees. “What do you say, Gustav? Margot and Rénald already know each other. They could spend some time together here while you and I do our business. This could be a windfall for both our families.”

“I think it’s an excellent idea,” my father replies. “I’m only surprised neither of us thought of it before.”

Julienne stares into my eyes as the horror sinks in for both of us. These people actually believe I would ever consider marrying Margot Rossignol. Hell will freeze over first.

The words send a wave of chilling silence down the table. All conversation stops at those words.

Only Margot reacts positively. She tosses her hair back and shoots me a smirk across the table. She never looked more predatory—like she finally sees her prey within her sights. She disgusts me.

My father and Olivier start talking about their business dealings. Christophe obviously understands everything about their plans. He chimes in with helpful suggestions. Both my father and Olivier accept his input as if he was a third party to the negotiation.

I barely hear them. I bend over my food and go back to eating. I don’t say anything about Godeliève’s suggestion. I wouldn’t want to spoil dinner.

I’ll have it out with my father after everyone else leaves. I honestly don’t give a crap if I offend Olivier or spoil what could be the most lucrative business deal of a lifetime.

No way on God’s green earth would I ever marry Margot. I don’t care what anyone says. I would rather die single than go through that. Marrying her sounds like my idea of Hell.

The whole family leaves the table after dinner. We stand around talking in the dining room afterward as usual. I avoid going near either Julienne or Margot.

Margot talks louder and more excitedly than usual. She looks thrilled—as if her marrying me is already something both families agree on. She’s too arrogant for her own good.

Julienne avoids me, too. She concentrates on talking to everyone else. Monique is here tonight, so Julienne takes the opportunity to pass on the message she told me about Pascal. 

I see Monique dabbing away tears, but she looks pleased to meet someone who knew him and remembers him fondly.

I don’t say anything until the Rossignols leave for their apartment for the night. My father, Ariane, my brothers, sisters, and cousins go into the parlor. Christophe goes back to his apartment with Geneviève and Nicholas.

Natanaël and Arsène are both working tonight. Jeanette is already in bed with her two children. 

Aurine and Albertine come with us. Aurine prefers to spend time with people when Arsène isn’t around. Albertine has gotten extremely close to all of us. She spends a lot more time with us than she does with her brothers and their wives.

We all sit down on the couches and talk according to our custom.

My father finally turns to me. “What do you think about Godeliève’s idea of you marrying Margo? She’s a beauty—and you already know each other since childhood. You wouldn’t have to get to know someone completely new.”

“I will never marry Margot,” I blurt out. “Never in a million years.”

“Oh, thank God!” Dorian gasps. “Please Dear God in Heaven don’t bring that witch into the palace! I couldn’t stand it.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t.” I turn back to my father. “I want marry Julienne instead. I want you to make my proposal to her father…..”

Emiline practically screams and grabs my hand. “Yay, Rénald!! She’s so wonderful! I’m so happy for you!”

“Wait just a moment, my son,” my father interjects. “You can’t marry Julienne. Godeliève didn’t say she’s available….”

“I don’t care what Godeliève says,” I counter. “I love Julienne. I trust her and everyone likes her. Margot is a spiteful, vindictive, back-stabbing harpy. You won’t catch me alone in the same room with her…..”

“Amen,” Casim growls. “Keep that foul beast as far away from us as possible!”

My father spins one way and then the other staring at everyone. “How can you say that? She’s a perfectly polite, amiable young woman…..”

“She acts that way around you, Papa,” Simone chimes in. “She knows how to act in front of people who matter. The rest of us have grown up with both sisters since childhood. Julienne is an angel. She’s like a sister to all of us.”

“Margot is a viper,” Dorian interjects. “She’s a demon from Hell itself.”

My father turns to me. “You can’t marry the younger sister over the older sister. Her parents would be humiliated.”

“I don’t care,” I fire back. “I don’t care what you do. I don’t care what her father does. There is absolutely no way in hell I will marry Margot. You can make your proposal to her father that I marry Julienne, and if that isn’t possible, then I won’t get married at all. Julienne is the only woman I will ever marry. I’m not going to waste my time with all these strangers when I already know a girl I love and trust with my heart and soul. She’s the most perfect woman I can imagine. I’m not going to settle for anything less. I don’t care if I have to wait for Margot to drop dead. I’ll wait as long as I have to.”

Dorian claps me on the shoulder. “Good man. Stand your ground. Don’t compromise on your own happiness.”

“Maybe we should consider it if you feel so strongly about it,” Ariane replies. “I don’t know anything about these girls…..”

“Well, we do,” Emiline interjects. “We know everything about them—everything that matters.” She turns to me and squeezes my arm. “I’m happy for you and proud of you. Stick to your guns. You and Julienne are perfect for each other.”

“Yeah,” Daphné agrees. “She’s already like a sister to all of us. We know she’ll fit in perfectly with our family.” She makes a face. “One of us would have to put a pillow over Margot’s face if she came to live here.”

“That isn’t an acceptable way to speak about a guest under our roof.” My father turns back to me. “I’m not happy about this, my son. Reconsider. That’s all I ask.”

“No,” I snap. “I won’t reconsider. Make my proposal for Julienne. That’s the only proposal I’ll accept.”








