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PROLOGUE


Snow gleams in the moonlight, a strange otherworldly blue in the darkness. Overhead, the night sky is full of stars like diamonds – beautiful and cold – but nothing compared to the icy air slicing into my lungs.


It’s agony every time I breathe, but I’m still sucking in great lungfuls of oxygen.


I’m going to hyperventilate if I don’t stop, but the avalanche of panic burying me is so overwhelming that I’m not being rational. Hunching forward, I brace my hands on my knees, the ski suit thick and tight around me, as the rapidly cooling sweat slides down my back making me shiver.


Even my hands are sweaty, and I can’t stop myself from tearing off my gloves. I want to strip off my jacket and undress right here on the side of the snow-topped mountain, but self-preservation is real.


I know that now, more than I have ever done before.


I start to shake.


Out of the corner of my eye, I see the arc of blood slashed across the snow.


They can’t still be alive, can they? They just can’t.


They must be dead. No one could have survived that.


I plunge my hands into pure white snow, grab fistfuls and rub it on my face. It’s a different kind of shock, one I need. But when I pull my hands back and see that they are covered in blood. I watch the snow melt on my skin, turning red, bleeding down my wrist and slipping beneath the cuff of my jacket, and I scream, shaking my hands furiously trying to stop it.


It’s not my blood. I don’t want it on me. I have to get it off!


It’s below zero, but I don’t care. I can’t have it touch me. I’m tearing at the zip of my jacket, my fingers numb.


I need to wash it off. My skin itches and I realise that I’ll never be clean, not from this.


My heart starts to pound and I hear a scream, feral and desperate. I try to block my ears from the sound, but it’s only then that I realise it’s coming from me.


The swish of skis cuts through the thundering pulse in my ear, getting closer and closer.


I’m going to be sick.


I turn in the direction of the sound, bracing myself, but I catch sight of the body.


Dirty hair spattered with blood and bits of something that could quite possibly be brain matter.


Blood has soaked into the snow and all I can think of is Slush Puppies.


And then I think I might start to laugh.


Oh god.


The skier breaks through the dark tree-line on the side of the slope.


Their shock is nothing compared to mine. But seeing it makes me angry. Furious. The same kind of fury that ties me back to what just happened.


There’s a moment of silence. Everything is still. Breaths held, hearts stopped; the two of us gathered in some bizarre tableau, as if it’s possible that this isn’t real. That none of the last twelve days actually happened.


And then that silence is broken by a question.


‘What did you do?’
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CHAPTER ONE


MINETTE


Minette jumped up and down trying to get warm. Her heavy boots crunched on the thick wedge of snow lining the driveway. She’d only been out here for, like, three minutes and was already freezing. She should have grabbed her coat. Blowing a stream of foggy breath into her hands, she rubbed the prickles out of her fingertips and tried to settle the flutter of excited nerves that danced in her chest. She almost couldn’t believe that Anike had convinced her dad to let her join them. She pulled out her phone and reread the messages.




Be there in five!


So excited to see you!





Anike might be excited, but Minette was ecstatic. Not only did she get to spend the next twelve days with her dorm mate from college, but they were going to be staying in ultra luxury. Usually, she and Maman stayed in the hotel, just a little further down the hill.


Located not too far from Verbier, the Swiss village of Val D’Amer Doux also bordered France, but was even more exclusive than the better-known ski hub. And the reason? The Vandenburgs.


Their hotel was incredible. It was a beautiful building of warm wood and pale stone with huge expansive windows that glinted in the afternoon sun. It was ‘the’ place to be in Mont Blanc. Rooms were booked out nearly eighteen months in advance, and their Michelin-starred restaurant welcomed celebrity chefs as often as it did guests. But this year, Minette was staying in one of the chalets in the Vandenburg Resort. Reserved exclusively for a very select few, most people didn’t even know about them.


Maman could have hired one of these on any of their previous visits if she had wanted, but her mother always insisted on staying in the Vandenburg Hotel. Minette had never understood why. Not that she would have dared ask, nor would Charlotte Aillet ever have explained herself. Maman hadn’t become a diplomat by being nice.


But this year Minette was staying in one of the four chalets. And of course she was looking forward to the kind of luxury most people didn’t even hear about. But what she was most excited about was being so close to the chalet where Noah and his family were staying.


Minette’s heart fluttered. She hadn’t seen her boyfriend much in the last three months since they’d both started college. She was in Paris studying at la Sorbonne and he was in England at Cambridge. It had been a huge change from spending all their time together at the Swiss boarding school where they’d met. One she hadn’t been sure that their relationship would survive – despite being voted ‘most likely to get married’ by their school friends. But they had made it, she thought with a sense of unfurling satisfaction in her chest, and tonight she’d get to see him again.


Minette peered down the hill to see if she could spot Anike’s car on the road that wound through the large skiing village and passed the Vandenburg hotel where, right about now, her mother would probably be sunk into one of their world-famous steam baths.


It made her wonder what her father was doing. Papa usually worked during the Christmas period. Last year it had been Zurich, which was close by, but this year he was in Hong Kong, which felt a million miles away.


Business never stops, ma chérie.


It was always about business.


‘Business’ was why Anike’s father had thrown a fit when he’d got wind of what had happened when Anike had caught her boyfriend Jacques cheating on her with her best friend, two weeks ago. Some might have found it funny that Anike had tracked Jacques down at the hottest club in the Ivory Coast, identified his Bugatti Veyron, graffitied a swear word on the side and smashed in the passenger window with a tyre iron. The press certainly had. But her father? One of the wealthiest men in the Ivory Coast, on the brink of a hugely important business deal? Pas du tout.


He’d been furious that his daughter’s dating life had jeopardised his company’s interests and had threatened to put Anike under house arrest, but she’d convinced him that a few weeks in Val D’Amer Doux with her college dorm mate would achieve the same ends – get her away from Jacques and the press.


His agreement had been conditional: a bodyguard and the exorbitant cost of securing a private chalet at the Vandenburgs’ resort. It wasn’t as if she or Anike were complaining; they were about to have the best Christmas ever!


Each dwelling was nestled in an extremely private cul-de-sac set back from a private road that accessed the four chalets on the mountainside that overlooked Val D’Amer Doux. And each chalet had a host, servicing the lodge twenty-four hours a day. A car with a private driver was also on hand to take any guest wherever they needed to go.


Not that they would need to go anywhere. Everything they could ever dream of was immediately on hand. Like the spa centre! She’d visited that in past years with Hugo Vandenburg – the owners’ son – and Noah and their friends. It had the most incredible sauna, a scented steam room, a treatment suite and a heated swimming pool that started inside, looped outside to look out over the mountain and slopes and then came back in again. And if that wasn’t enough, there was an outdoor hot tub large enough for twelve people.


There was also access to the private ski track that cut through the woods and led directly on to the slopes that criss-crossed the mountains linking Switzerland, Italy and France. But since Minette had absolutely no intention of squeezing her feet into the torture traps known as ski boots and strapping on a pair of skis, she’d be using the car to get around the resort. A lot.


Her phone vibrated in her hand and she looked at the screen.




URGH. This driver is SLOW. Send me a pic.


I want to see it. Pleeeaaassseee!





Minette turned and snapped a couple of pictures of the chalet behind her. It jutted out of the side of the mountain on three levels, fronted in that same rich yellow wood and stone that was used for the Vandenburg Hotel. Balconies emerged from each large floor-to-ceiling window, ensuring views of the incredible mountain from every possible angle. Behind it, snow-covered fir trees reached towards a denim-blue, cloudless sky and Minette didn’t think it could be more perfect.




BORING! I want saunas and hot tubs


and champagne.





Minette laughed, selecting the other pictures she’d taken twenty minutes ago from her photo library and sending them to Anike.


While she waited for the three dots beside Anike’s name to turn into a message, she quickly flicked over to her last chat with Noah.




Can’t wait to see you, love.


Me too. It’s been so long!


What are the chances of us getting your


chalet to ourselves??!!





Minette bit her lip. The Scarisbricks had never allowed her to stay over, even though they were adults now. But as one of Europe’s richest families, appearances were everything. But the possibility of spending time with Noah on her own? With no one else about? A twinge of guilt pinged in her chest as she realised that Anike wasn’t even here yet and she was trying to figure out a way to get rid of her.


Her phone vibrated again, drawing her out of her thoughts.




Yay! Just what I need after that bastard Jacques.





It vibrated again before she could reply.




Nearly there!





Minette jumped up and down again trying to shake off the cold and decided she didn’t have time to run back in and get her coat. She could probably message the chalet girl from here and get her to bring it out to her. In an ideal world, they wouldn’t be sharing the chalet with anyone, let alone some English girl their age. But it would be nice having all their meals prepared for them, and someone to keep the chalet clean and to organise days out if they wanted them.


Just then, Minette heard the sound of wheels crunching over the grit-covered snow as a car turned into the cul-de-sac. It pulled up in front of her, the door pushed open and Minette was swept up into a hug that almost suffocated her. Wrapped in an oversized faux-fur coat, Anike Dossongui embraced Minette as if she’d just saved her from drowning.


‘I needed this,’ Anike whispered into her ear.


‘I know,’ Minette replied.


‘I really needed this,’ Anike insisted.


‘I know,’ Minette repeated with a laugh and a squeeze for good measure.


Finally releasing her, Anike pulled back, allowing Minette to take her in properly. The dark smudges beneath her eyes, which had not been there once during the entire semester at the Sorbonne, were enough to tell Minette how much Jacques had actually hurt her. But despite being jetlagged from her flight and emotionally reeling, Anike was still gloriously beautiful. At the beginning of December, Anike had styled her hair into two-strand twists that hung all the way to her elbows. Today she had tied half of those locs back from her face, showcasing her enviably high cheekbones and large brown eyes that sparkled with excitement.


‘We’re going straight to the spa that you told me about,’ Anike announced.


‘Of course we are,’ Minette laughed.


A man dressed head to toe in black military style gear climbed out of the car and Anike rolled her eyes.


‘Papa’s guard dog,’ Anike complained. ‘He’s going to be watching our every move.’


‘We’ll work something out,’ Minette insisted in a whisper.


Anike didn’t look so sure.


‘Take my things to the chalet,’ Anike ordered the bodyguard, before turning back to Minette. ‘Now where is that champagne you showed me?’


REILLY


Reilly looked in the mirror and tucked a blonde tendril of hair behind her ear. She was just about getting used to the change in colour. She hadn’t expected it to impact her appearance so much. And the slight touch of colour on her skin from the few days of glorious sunshine she’d experienced in Val D’Amer Doux had given her the kind of healthy glow she hadn’t seen in a while. Reilly had considered coloured contact lenses, and even tried them, but they’d made her eyes water so they’d been thrown straight in the bin.


She’d even thought about changing her name, but had decided against it. The only two people she needed to not recognise her were unlikely to remember the quiet, unassuming girl she’d once been.


Reilly pulled on the Vandenburg polo she had to wear as part of the ‘house’ uniform, and smoothed it down over her stomach. It had been nearly seven years since her family had lost the kind of fortune that would have seen her come to a place like this as a guest rather than a staff member, but still she remembered what it had been like. What they could be like.


The rich.


She rolled her shoulders back and thrust her chest out proud and determined. She wasn’t embarrassed by her lack of money or access. It had made her stronger. Strong enough to do what she needed to do.


Reilly’s phone beeped. She picked it up and read the message from Lisolette.




Have they arrived yet?





‘They’ being her chalet’s guests.


Minette had left the chalet to wait for her friend, Anike, daughter of Ivorian billionaire businessman N’Guessan Dossongui. The dossier provided to her by Savannah Coates, the stern Vandenburg Resort manager had detailed both pertinent and non-pertinent information about her ‘guests’. Likes, dislikes, favourite foods, allergies, preferences and favoured pasttimes, as well as a worrying amount of information about their personal lives, had been provided, making her wonder what information would have been provided about herself had she been a guest here.




Reilly Clarke, nineteen years old. Parents: Mike and Emma. Once considered for the USA Olympic skiing team before a change in circumstances removed her from the slopes. Deferred place to study criminology at Berkley on a scholarship. No extracurricular activities. No life. After losing his housing development company, father is now working in sales and miserable. Mother working as a dental hygienist and resentful. Likes: skiing, hot chocolate and podcasts. Dislikes: bullies, arrogance and cold showers.





Reilly laughed at herself in the mirror. Even at the height of her father’s success before the recession hit too hard and he was forced to declare bankruptcy, they’d never have been able to afford a place like this. The Vandenburg Hotel further down the mountain, maybe, but not the chalets, not the Resort. Her best friend’s family might have, once, but that was in a different lifetime.


Returning to the message, she typed out her reply.




A just arrived. M outside to meet her.


Good.


I’m not sure when I’m going to be able to get away.


Don’t worry about me.


You do what you need to do and


I’ll help any way I can.


You’ve already done so much.





And she really had. When Reilly had first met Lisolette Keller, she hadn’t been where she was now – Head of Housekeeping at the Vandenburg Hotel. But it was Lisolette’s role here in Val D’Amer Doux that had enabled Reilly to get in front of Savannah Coates. Without Lisolette, she’d never have got her CV read, let alone got an interview.


It had taken nearly two months of vetting and four separate interviews, three of which had been online, before she had been flown out for the last meeting in person. But Reilly understood. Access to the people who vacationed here – the Aillets, the Dossonguis, the Scarisbricks, who might not be royal in title but far outstripped royal wealth – was restricted for a reason.


Leaving the small room tucked away in the basement of the ultra-luxurious private chalet, Reilly made her way out into the rest of the building.


In the three days since she’d arrived, she’d familiarised herself with every inch of the three-storeyed chalet, undergone a two-day induction as well as being thoroughly tested by Ms Coates. She’d grappled with cooking, cleaning and a series of scenario-based role plays – which, frankly, she’d been relieved to pass – and finally she had been given a one-to-one with the owner.


Mark Vandenburg was as welcoming as Savannah Coates was intimidating, but no matter how approachable he appeared, Reilly wasn’t naive enough to let that fool her. The man was a billionaire several times over, and while she’d heard rumours of a split with his husband, there was nothing distracted or weak about him. His son, Hugo, was a year older than Reilly, and from their very brief interaction, seemed polite and easy-going.


Neither one of them had displayed anything so much as a hint of what was rumoured to have happened over the summer on their private Caribbean Island resort. Given that it could impact her time here, Reilly had done as much research on it as she could. Information was scarce and speculation was rife.


A guest had died on Mokani Island, the son of a wealthy family had been arrested for murder and authorities were seeking extradition from the small South American island that the father, Dennis Devereux, had been rumoured to have fled to. But Reilly hadn’t heard even a whisper about it since arriving in Val D’Amer Doux under the employ of the Vandenburgs. Not that she was surprised. Reilly knew better than most that rumours didn’t mean a thing.


Proof was king in this world. Proof was power. Proof was what she needed.


Without it, she’d never get justice.


Reilly’s phone vibrated with the reminder for the drinks reception scheduled that evening and the staff meeting set to follow it. There were only two events that she was required to ‘work’ at outside of her obligations as a chalet host. That evening’s drink reception and the Christmas Eve party. Not only did the double-up of duties give the ‘family’ impression, which was a significant part of the Vandenburg brand, but also served to limit the number of staff that could sell their stories to a very well-paying press.


Making her way out of her small room and into the living areas of the chalet. Reilly found her eyes drawn to the impossibly large floor-to-ceiling window that stretched the entire length of the wall. On one side of the space was a sunken sofa suite that could easily accommodate twelve people. Fur throws were draped over buttery caramel-coloured leather. A huge coffee table, hand-carved from a single piece of oak, stood proudly opposite a sleek black fireplace with a chimney breast that was nearly as tall as she was. It should have dominated the room, but nothing could distract from the incredible view.


Wide slopes crisscrossed the mountainside dotted with small patches of trees and lined by button lifts on the lower sections and chair lifts from the middle, ready to take you not only higher up the valley but also across country borders.


The first time she’d skied here she’d thought she was in heaven. The challenge of it had thrilled her, the speeds she’d reached, incredible. It had been her and the mountain, nothing but the snow beneath her skis and the wind rushing in her ears. She’d loved it. And she’d been good at it. Damn near perfect.


Her memories tangled with hopes and snagged on losses and spun around the sound of her best friend’s laughter. The best friend who had brought her on vacations to ski slopes around the world long after Reilly had been forced to move schools because they could no longer afford the exorbitant fees. Reilly clenched her jaw, for the first time not quite seeing the glorious white-capped mountains and blue sky.


She’d been forced to leave her best friend behind and Reilly knew that if she hadn’t left, things would have been different. So very different.


A squeal from outside cut through her thoughts and jolted her nerves. So much depended on this first meet. They were more than just her first guests as a Vandenburg employee. If she did this right, if her plan succeeded, then they would also be her last.


She arrived just in time to greet them as they crossed the threshold, their laughter drying up when they caught sight of her standing there.


‘Hi,’ Reilly said, with a broad smile to cover the train of her previous thoughts. ‘Welcome to your home for the next twelve days. My name is Reilly, and I’ll be hosting you. It’s really lovely to meet you both. Is English OK?’ she asked. ‘Or I can speak French if—’


Anike waved her off before Reilly could offer any more languages. ‘English is fine, I need the practice anyway,’ she said, word perfectly, before tossing a glare at the man Reilly recognised from the dossier as Anike’s bodyguard, Karel, busy unloading bags from the car.


‘Wonderful!’ Reilly exclaimed. ‘Now, would you like some champagne while I give you the tour of the chalet, or just the tour? Or just the champagne?’ Reilly pointed to the ice bucket she’d prepared with flutes of champagne, the rim of which was punctured with a chunk of strawberry.


‘Oooh, we’re going to get on well,’ Anike replied, with a wagging finger. ‘Champagne while we tour and then …’


‘The sauna at the spa centre? Surely that’s the only way to start a ski holiday,’ Reilly dangled.


‘Yes! Yes, and yes,’ Anike agreed, passing the glass Reilly offered her to Minette and taking the second one for herself. ‘Let’s go, girls.’
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CHAPTER TWO


JACOB


Blowing out a breath that turned white in the frigid air, Jacob paused on the private road that led to the chalet at the top of the hill. Christ, this was something else. He’d been skiing before, but the places he’d gone to – Breckenridge, Vail, Telluride – had nothing on this. The mountains stretched out before him like a picture from a magazine; so perfect, they didn’t seem real. He couldn’t take his eyes off them.


The cold nipped at his cheeks, and his heart – working a little harder to get him up the sharp incline – thumped strongly in his chest. The snow cracked and shifted around him. The trees either side of the road groaned beneath the weight of last night’s snowfall, trembling when birds landed delicately on their branches.


Peaceful. Serene. A gift.


A literal gift.


‘Why don’t you come for Christmas?’ Hugo had asked about a month ago.


Yeah right. As if, just like that, he and his parents could fly over to Europe for twelve days.


‘Honestly, you’d be doing me – us – a favour. It’s not going to be the same this year without Darian, but Mark will try and it’ll just be messed up. So please come. Dad has already said it’s fine. It won’t cost you a thing, promise.’


Hugo’s parents were taking things slowly after Darian’s affair nearly blew their marriage apart, and all three of them were trying really hard to get past the events of the summer just gone.


So, Jacob had hesitantly asked his father. Three years ago it wouldn’t have been much of a stretch. They had been doing well financially for themselves – great actually. But that had been before his mother’s accident. And before the medical bills that exceeded health insurance had eaten into their savings, so Jacob genuinely hadn’t known if his dad would say yes. But his parents had agreed that it would be nice to get away for a bit.


They’d arrived late last night and stepped straight into the most out-of-this-world-level luxury they could ever imagine. His parents’ master suite had its own living room, an en suite bathroom and a balcony with a hot tub on the decking that looked out over the forest behind the chalet. There was a media room, which was a posh name for what turned out to be a mini cinema, a games room and a boot room in the garage that had every type of ski equipment that Jacob could dream of, not to mention direct access to the private ski road that would take him directly to the bottom of the central slope.


He and his father had grinned like they’d just won the lottery. Marcus – the guy acting as chalet host – seemed cool and easy-going and had made them dinner on their arrival despite them saying that it was too late for him to be working. And that morning Jacob had woken up in a super king size bed in a room with a view out over the mountains, a small living area with a wood burner and an en suite bathroom complete with a claw-foot tub. Jacob had decided that the only real way forward was to just enjoy it. So that’s what he was going to do.


Hit the slopes, hang out with Hugo and his rich friends and enjoy it all.


With that in mind, Jacob hurried up to the top of the private road and tried not to gasp when he saw the ginormous lodge masquerading as a ‘chalet’. When Hugo yanked the door open, Jacob yelled out ‘Bro!’, which was met with an answering ‘Bro!’ They laughed at each other and Jacob found himself pulled into a hug.


The three strong slaps on his back made Jacob smile – familiar and strong – physically grounding him here and not back at the chalet with his parents. Hugo leaned back to give him an assessing look before hauling him across the threshold and into the awe-inspiring place that Hugo and his father Mark were staying for the next twelve days.


‘A little place in Switzerland?’ Jacob asked, parroting the description Hugo had first given him of his dads’ resort in Val D’Amer Doux.


Hugo shrugged affably and grinned. ‘I mean, compared to the place in Italy, this is pretty little.’


Hugo laughed when Jacob playfully shoved him in the shoulder.


A dark-haired guy, a few years older than them, appeared behind Hugo wearing a Vandenburg-branded polo, and Hugo introduced him as Nils.


‘Mr Arcilla, please allow me,’ he said, holding out his hands for Jacob’s coat.


‘Thank you,’ Jacob smiled awkwardly at the formality, shrugging out of the thick-lined coat and passing it to him.


A blonde woman in her early fifties passed behind them, and Hugo smiled.


‘That’s Savannah. She likes to pretend she’s a vampire, always lurking in shady corners. But without her none of the chalets would run even half as smoothly, would they, Sav?’ Hugo asked, flashing her a cheeky grin.


She rolled her eyes, even though Jacob saw affection there, and disappeared into the bowels of the, quite frankly, freaking amazing chalet.


Shrugging his shoulders so that the dark suit he’d worn for that evening sat properly and he didn’t stick out like a sore thumb, Jacob walked further into Hugo’s chalet.


‘Dude,’ he said, taking in the three-storey-high windows opposite him that looked out at a different view of the same mountainside he’d woken up to. Twisting his head to look around, Jacob took in the mezzanine second floor and the chandelier that was bigger than an SUV hanging from the ceiling. Without a doubt, it would kill him instantly if it fell.


‘I know,’ Hugo said, grinning.


‘Do you? Like, do you really know how damn lucky you are to have all this? And I thought my chalet was impressive!’ Jacob skirted the sunken living area that surrounded the biggest fireplace he’d ever seen. Sumptuous cream leather sofas, a pouffe big enough for an entire body to sink into, a reclining chair. The only thing that stopped it from looking like a magazine spread were the little personal items dotted around. A book face down, spine cracked. A pair of reading glasses. A glass of half-drunk wine.


‘Yeah, I do,’ Hugo said, his voice changing just enough to bring Jacob’s attention back to him.


Then he saw it … what the others probably didn’t see. Jacob knew as much as Hugo could tell him about what had happened in the summer on Mokani Island – the resort owned by Hugo’s adoptive parents. But Jacob would never push for more, just like Hugo never did with him.


‘Come on, let’s get a drink and catch up before the others get here,’ Hugo said, leading Jacob over to a fully stocked bar area with a granite countertop. Unable to stop himself, Jacob ran his fingers across the surface, his fingertips pressing into the dark fissures at the edge.


‘Where’s your dad?’


‘Mark’s getting ready for the dinner this evening.’ Hugo groaned a little.


‘Not up for it?’


‘I’m just a little worried that he’s clinging on to things we used to do.’


Hugo caught Jacob’s questioning gaze.


‘First night dinners, grand performance evenings, making the effort,’ Hugo said, bobbing his head between the various events. ‘It feels as if that was Darian’s thing.’


‘Did you see him before you came out?’ Jacob asked, and nodded to accept the bottle of beer Hugo tipped in his direction.


Hugo took a breath, and ran his hands through the blond hair that had grown longer since Jacob had first met him – what – only three months ago? Other members of the Harvard lacrosse team had given Hugo a wide berth after the coach had kicked him off the year before for fighting. Hugo wasn’t quite back on the team yet, but the work that he’d been doing with the first-year students – helping with training and running drills, and being there at every team event – was going a long way to show how much he’d changed.


‘Yeah. It was … tough. But good, in a really weird way. I … miss him, you know?’


Yeah, Jacob knew exactly what Hugo was talking about. But he also knew now wasn’t the time to delve into it.


‘So, who exactly is coming tonight? Anyone I know?’ Jacob asked.


Hugo’s face scrunched in concentration. ‘Not sure. I mean, you won’t know them personally, but you might have heard of them. Charlotte Aillet and her daughter Minette will be there. Mark has known Charlotte since way back. She’s a French diplomat and her husband is a businessman. She’s stayed down the hill in the Presidential Suite every Christmas since the hotel opened.’


Jacob might not have heard about Charlotte Aillet, but there wasn’t anyone who took skiing seriously who hadn’t heard of the Vandenburg Hotel in Val D’Amer Doux; it had been rated one of Europe’s best ski destinations for the last eleven years running.


‘And then there’s the Scarisbricks. English, not titled, but act like it, if you know what I mean.’


Jacob didn’t really know what Hugo meant, but nodded just the same anyway.


‘Noah, their son, your age, has been seeing Minette for ages. They met at school and his family has been coming to the chalets ever since they started dating. This year, though, Minette is staying with a friend. Anike Dossongui. Mini’s mother is still down the hill though.’


Jacob let out a low whistle. ‘Isn’t Anike the one girl who destroyed the Bugatti out in the Ivory Coast?’


‘Yup. Anike’s father thought renting a chalet away from trouble was a good “punishment” for her,’ Hugo said drily.


Jacob laughed. ‘Wow. OK.’


‘But basically, they’re all about our age. I haven’t really seen Mini and Noah since this time last year, but they’re good fun. Hey, listen, can I add you to the group chat?’


‘Sure, why?’


‘It’s just easier to meet up on the slopes and arrange going out and stuff,’ Hugo explained as he pulled out his phone and tapped on the screen.


Seconds later, Jacob’s phone pinged, alerting him to a new message from a group chat called SKI 26.


‘You’re literally standing next to each other and messaging?’ Mark Vandenburg asked from behind them.


Jacob turned to see Hugo’s father coming to join them. He was always struck by how, even though Hugo had been adopted, they shared mannerisms that clearly connected them as father and son. It made him wonder if anyone saw that between him and his father.


‘Hey, Mr V,’ Jacob said.


‘Jacob, it’s good to see you again. Did you get here OK? How are your parents?’


‘The journey was great, and the chalet – seriously. We can’t thank you enough.’


Mark Vandenburg waved away his thanks.


‘My folks are back there getting ready for the drinks evening.’


Mark grinned. ‘Excellent, it will be really lovely to meet them.’


Jacob anchored the smile in place on his face, before it could drop. He just hoped that his mother wouldn’t cause a scene. Not here. Not somewhere like this.


After Christmas, fine. But he just wanted this. It was going to be a good Christmas.


MINETTE


‘We could have walked, you know,’ Anike groused at Karel, who had driven them the three minutes up the hill to the main Vandenburg chalet.


Minette tried to hide her smile as Karel raised an eyebrow until Anike said, ‘But thank you!’ in a voice that could cause teeth cavities.


‘Thank you,’ Minette added, but Karel was already getting out of the car to open the back passenger door for them. He’d wait until they were inside the Vandenburg chalet before leaving, she knew that from the close protection officers Maman used when she was working.


Karel held out his hand first for Anike and then for Minette. She stepped into the cold and shivered, secretly thankful that they hadn’t had to struggle up the hill in the dark, in heels and their dresses. Anike met Minette’s eyes, clearly thinking the same thing and they giggled to themselves as they walked up the steps to the large wooden front door.


‘I think it’s so cute that they do this,’ Anike said, looking around at the picture-perfect view of forest and ski slopes.


‘Do what?’ Minette asked, checking her phone for a message from Noah.


‘Bring everyone together like this for the first night. It’s,’ Anike shrugged, ‘personal.’


‘Mmm,’ Minette replied. She was distracted, wondering why Noah hadn’t responded to her last message. For a brief second, she thought about messaging him to ask but then decided against it. She’d be seeing him soon enough.


Standing in the circle of light, as a gentle dusting of snow began to fall, Minette pulled at the side seam of her form-fitting midnight blue dress dotted with Swarovski crystals beneath her thick black cashmere coat.


‘Tu est belle,’ Anike whispered in her ear, making Minette smile.


‘Maman likes me to look a certain way, that’s all,’ Minette explained.


‘Well, your maman and my papa can both go—’


The door swung open, cutting off Anike mid-sentence. She quickly plastered on a picture-perfect socialite smile and Minette had to bite back a laugh.


There was no doubt about it. Anike was beautiful, but few would guess that she had the dirtiest laugh and the foulest mouth, and filled Minette with the kind of happiness she’d not expected to find at college. And she looked incredible tonight in an off-the-shoulder black fitted dress, her locs piled high in a tight bun, and a diamond necklace that glittered around her slim neck and shoulders.


‘Mademoiselle Minette, Mademoiselle Dossongui,’ greeted Savannah Coates.


‘Bonjour, Madame Coates,’ Minette said as Savannah stepped back to welcome them into the chalet.


Their coats were taken before they were led through to the brightly lit living area where the festivities were already under way. Despite her own family’s considerable wealth, Minette was awed by the Vandenburg chalet. A row of staff who would service the chalets and guests over the next twelve days lined one side of the room. Reilly, who was at the far end of that line, had changed into a white shirt and black trousers to match the other staff members, and Minette found herself frowning. There was something about their chalet host that niggled in the back of her mind, but Minette couldn’t put her finger on what it was.


The sound of laughter drew her gaze to the inconceivably large Christmas tree in the far corner of the room where her mother stood talking to Janet Scarisbrick, glass in hand, with what Minette liked to think of as her ‘professional face’; a mask that made her appear interested, but not so much that she’d actually have to contribute to a conversation.


The two women couldn’t be more different. Her mother, tall – almost willowy – while Janet was nearly two foot shorter. Mrs Scarisbrick’s bone white, soft and round features belied a scalpel-sharp tongue and a meanness that bordered on aggressive. Mrs Scarisbrick terrified her. But she wasn’t a child any more, Minette reminded herself. She was nineteen, at university, and was even staying at one of the chalets this time, not down the hill in the hotel with her mother.


On the other side of the room James Scarisbrick and Mark Vandenburg were talking to a couple Minette didn’t recognise. The man – tall, dark-haired and probably the only man wearing a necktie rather than a bowtie – looked at ease, but the woman at his side seemed less comfortable. The fitted green dress she wore hung a little loose on her frame and was the wrong shade against her pale skin, making her look sallow. Her eyes roamed the room and landed on Minette for an awkward second before her gaze moved on.


‘Who’s that?’ Anike asked nodding at the couple Minette had been looking at.


‘Don’t know,’ Minette replied, as she swept two glasses from a passing waiter, trying to stifle the odd twist of nerves unspooling in her chest.


She knew her mother had registered her arrival because, despite all appearances to the contrary, her mother knew everything that happened around her. Minette was simply being ignored, ‘punished by silence’ for having the temerity to arrive late. And it didn’t matter if that was because Minette had changed her dress three times to make sure Charlotte Aillet would be happy with it. The crime was tardiness and her mother disliked anything that could possibly reflect negatively back on to her.


If her mother had been only mildly annoyed, she would have at least raised a glass in her direction. But this? This was her mother at her most annoyed – like the summer five years ago when her mother had ignored her for fifteen whole days. Minette’s crime? She had called a delegate by the wrong title. So no, it would not do to approach her now when she was in this mood.


‘Mini,’ hissed a familiar voice.


She turned to find Hugo behind her, a big cheesy grin on his face.


She felt an answering smile bloom across her face. ‘Hugo!’


He swept her up in his strong arms and she only realised then how much she’d actually missed him.


Her arms tightened around him for just a second and then he let her go. They’d spent nearly every Christmas together for the last eight years and during that time, he’d become one of her favourite people. One of her really favourite people.


‘I’m sorry about being a dick last year,’ he whispered in her ear.


‘You weren’t,’ she whispered back.


He had been.


‘I’m so sorry about your dads,’ she whispered back.


He squeezed her a little harder and pulled back so she could see his clear blue gaze. ‘Thank you. It’s been a … tough year.’


She opened her mouth to ask about Mokani Island, but the wariness in his eyes warned her against it.


‘Later. In the meantime, let me introduce you to …’ Hugo’s words trailed off as he caught sight of Anike over Minette’s shoulder.


‘Jacob,’ Hugo finished, eyes wide and slightly dumbstruck.


‘No,’ Anike replied, confused. ‘I’m Anike. Nice to meet you,’ she said with a small flirtatious smile on her lips.


Minette tried to contain her own smile. She should have known that these two would hit it off.


‘And I’m Jacob,’ the boy next to Hugo said. His American accent was familiar, which probably meant his family was from New York or Washington. Minette figured that the couple she hadn’t recognised must be his parents. Jacob was tall like his father, his hair longer than usual for guys their age, falling forward to just below his high cut cheekbones. Dark brown eyes looked back at her and his smile was easy-going, softening the sharpness of his jawline. Handsome. Very. But he was not the person she had been looking for.


‘Nice to meet you, Jacob,’ Minette said with a small wave of her hand, before scanning the room for Noah.


If his parents were here, then surely …


A waiter passed in front of her and then there he was.


Noah Scarisbrick.


She felt something ease in her chest when she saw his charming grin. He looked divine in the dark suit and white shirt, open at the neck. He’d always appeared older, as if he were set apart from them all. Comfortable in his skin in a way that Minette wondered if she’d ever be.


‘Hey, Mins,’ he said easily and closed the distance between them. His lips against hers in a greeting she felt she’d been waiting on for months was both everything and not enough at the same time. The familiar scent of him drugged her senses and her fingers curled possessively into the chestnut hair at the back of his neck. She felt his hands pull her against him, his thumb skating perilously close to her breast, making her breath catch. When she pulled back, he looked at her with a wicked gleam in his eyes and she wanted him so much she almost felt sick with it.


Noah Scarisbrick. Her boyfriend.


Anike cleared her throat behind her and Minette tried to hide her embarrassment by pressing herself into Noah’s jacket.


‘Sorry,’ Noah said, pulling her slightly into his side so he could greet the others. ‘It’s just been a while since we’ve been able to see each other.’


Noah held his hand out to Jacob, while Anike nudged her with her shoulder, laughing at the PDA.


‘I’m Noah. I hear you’re a friend of Hugo’s and on the Harvard lacrosse team?’ Noah asked.


‘Yeah, do you play?’ Jacob asked.


‘Cricket and rugby, but not lacrosse,’ Noah said, while reaching out to Hugo with one arm to pull him into a hug. ‘Mate, how’s it going?’


‘Good thanks,’ Hugo replied, having to tear his eyes away from Anike, who was biting her lip and holding Hugo’s gaze.


Oh, this Christmas was going to be so much fun.


‘So, you guys have all been here before?’ Jacob asked.


Minette shook her head. ‘Not Anike, but we,’ she said pointing between herself, Noah and Hugo, ‘have been coming here for years!’


Jacob smiled, looking around at the others. ‘Cool, so you know the best places to go for fresh snow then?’


‘Urgh, no,’ Minette replied, leaving Jacob surprised and making Noah laugh.


‘Minette hates the snow, don’t you, love,’ Noah said.


Oh, she’d missed hearing him call her that.


‘You know I don’t like being cold,’ she pouted.


‘What about you, Jacob?’ Noah asked.


‘This is my first time here, but I’ve skied before.’


‘He’s being modest,’ Hugo said, slinging an arm around Jacob’s shoulder. ‘He’s a demon on the slopes.’


‘Well, I’ve never skied before. Not once. I’m having my first lesson tomorrow,’ Anike announced.


‘Ahh, you’re in safe hands with Gustav,’ Hugo said, clearly jumping on the chance to chat to Anike. ‘He’s not only a gold medallist, but I hear he taught Pedro Pascal.’


‘Really?’ Anike asked, the word sounding more like a gasp.


‘No, I just made that up to make him sound impressive, but he really is a gold medallist and you’re going to love it,’ he announced with a little more conviction than was strictly necessary. ‘But before then, we need to get this party started!’


And in that moment Minette couldn’t think of any place she’d rather be than right here.
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