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Chapter 1 The Crown, the Cat, and the Coffee Spill
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The first thing Eliza Everly learned about being accidentally engaged to a prince was that palace carpets are not, in fact, designed to absorb existential dread. They do, however, perform admirably when faced with a spilled latte, a scattering of invitations, and the slow, mortifying realization that one has just tripped over a ceremonial sword.

Eliza had not meant to be in the palace at all. She had meant to be in the café across the square, where the barista knew her name and the pastries were reliably flaky. She had meant to be on time for her own small, sensible life: freelance translator, part-time cat-sitter, full-time enthusiast of mismatched socks. The palace had other plans. It had a drafty corridor that smelled faintly of lemon oil and old books, a staircase that liked to creak in conversational patterns, and a receptionist who insisted on calling Eliza “Miss Everly” with the kind of reverence usually reserved for heirloom silver.

The receptionist had also, with the best intentions, handed Eliza a stack of invitations meant for the royal household. “We’re short-staffed,” she had said, as if that explained why a freelance translator was now holding embossed paper with gold filigree and the royal crest. “Could you—just for a moment—help us sort these? They’re going out today.”

Eliza had been a translator for ten years. She could sort languages, dialects, and the occasional stubborn idiom. She could not, however, sort the social gravity of a palace. She had not anticipated the way the invitations seemed to hum in her hands, as if each one contained a tiny, polite heartbeat. She had not anticipated the cat.

The cat arrived with the subtlety of a small coup. One moment the corridor was a corridor; the next, a shadow with whiskers and an expression that suggested it had been expecting Eliza for precisely this sort of thing. The cat was not a palace cat in the usual sense—no regal mane, no velvet collar. It was a compact, opinionated creature with a single white paw and eyes that were the color of old coins. It regarded Eliza as if she were a minor inconvenience and then, with the dignity of someone who had once been a duchess in a previous life, hopped onto the stack of invitations.

“Excuse me,” Eliza said, because manners are a reflex and because the cat’s expression had the power to make her feel like a trespasser in her own shoes.

The cat blinked slowly, which in cat language is either a declaration of trust or a polite way to say you are beneath notice. It then proceeded to knead the invitations with its paws, scattering them like confetti. One of the invitations fluttered down the stairs and landed at the feet of a man who was, inconveniently, wearing a sash and a face that suggested he had been born with a crown-shaped sense of entitlement.

Prince Julian of Alderbridge had the sort of jawline that made people write poetry and the sort of smile that made them forget the poetry. He also had a tendency to appear at precisely the wrong moment, which is to say the moment Eliza was attempting to gather embossed paper and dignity at the same time. He bent to retrieve the fallen invitation, and their hands brushed. The contact was brief, electric, and accompanied by the faint scent of cedar and something floral that might have been his cologne or the palace’s attempt at a signature scent.

“Oh,” Eliza said, because “oh” is the only word that fits when a prince looks at you like you are a particularly interesting punctuation mark.

Julian smiled, and it was the sort of smile that could be used to settle minor international disputes. “Miss Everly,” he said, because the palace had a way of knowing names even when you did not expect it to. “How fortuitous.”

Eliza’s coffee, which had been balanced precariously in a to-go cup, decided that fortuity was a concept it did not appreciate. It leapt from her hand in a slow-motion arc that would have been graceful if it were not aimed directly at the prince’s sash. Time, in that corridor, seemed to hiccup. The invitations fluttered like startled birds. The cat, affronted by the sudden movement, arched and emitted a sound that was equal parts indignation and opera.

The coffee landed with a splat that was both tragic and oddly ceremonial. Brown liquid spread across the prince’s sash, darkening the gold embroidery as if the fabric had been waiting for a story to tell. Julian froze, then looked down at the stain, then at Eliza, then at the cat, and finally at the staircase as if the staircase might offer an explanation.

“I am so—” Eliza began, which is to say she began to apologize in a way that involved too many words and not enough composure.

Julian’s expression softened. “It’s only coffee,” he said, and his voice had the kind of calm that suggested he had been trained in diplomacy and in the art of not making a scene. “And I rather like coffee.”

The cat, apparently satisfied that the chaos had reached a satisfactory level of drama, hopped down and rubbed against Julian’s ankle. It then looked up at him with the sort of appraisal that could be translated as: you are acceptable, but your taste in sashes is questionable.

“You know this cat?” Eliza asked, because it seemed important to establish whether the cat was a palace fixture or a metaphysical agent of chaos.

Julian chuckled. “Everyone knows this cat,” he said. “It knows everyone.”

“Everyone?” Eliza repeated, because the word had a way of expanding to include things like the mailman, the gardener, and, apparently, the entire diplomatic corps.

Julian’s smile became conspiratorial. “It knows secrets,” he said, and then, as if remembering that he was a prince and not a character in a gothic novel, he added, “It also knows where the best biscuits are kept.”

The cat, affronted by the suggestion that biscuits might be involved, leapt onto a nearby table and knocked over a porcelain sugar bowl. Sugar scattered like tiny, glittering snowflakes. The corridor smelled suddenly of lemon oil, coffee, and something sweet and dangerous.

Eliza, who had never been particularly graceful, attempted to salvage the situation by gathering the invitations. She found, to her surprise, that the paper had a faint warmth to it, as if each invitation had been freshly breathed upon by the palace itself. When she smoothed one out, the ink shimmered and rearranged itself into a language she did not recognize and then, with a polite cough, into English.

“You can read them?” Julian asked, because princes are curious by profession.

Eliza blinked. “I...translate,” she said, which was true and also an understatement. She had spent years coaxing meaning out of stubborn sentences, persuading idioms to reveal themselves, and convincing metaphors to behave. She had never, however, translated invitations that seemed to prefer being read aloud.

She read the first line, and the corridor seemed to lean in. “By decree of the Crown,” she said, and the words felt like a small drumbeat. “You are cordially invited to the Festival of Lights and Lamentations.”

Julian’s eyebrows rose. “Lamentations?” he said, as if the word were a spice he had not expected in the royal menu.

Eliza shrugged. “Perhaps it’s a metaphor,” she suggested. “Or perhaps the palace is having a mood.”

The cat, who had been listening with the attention of someone who had once been a librarian, hopped onto Eliza’s lap and purred in a way that suggested approval. It then reached a paw toward the invitation and tapped a corner, as if to say, this is the part you will want to pay attention to.

Eliza read on. The invitation, obligingly, rearranged itself into a list of names, times, and a curious footnote: Attendance is recommended for those who have unfinished business with the moon.

Julian laughed, a sound that was equal parts amusement and the sort of disbelief that comes when one’s life is suddenly more interesting than one had planned. “Unfinished business with the moon,” he repeated. “That sounds...poetic.”

“It sounds like a problem,” Eliza said, because she had a practical streak that liked problems to be labeled and filed. “And I have a cat on my lap.”

Julian looked at the cat, then at Eliza, then at the coffee stain that had spread into a shape that vaguely resembled a map. “Miss Everly,” he said, and there was a softness in his voice that made the corridor feel less like a palace and more like a living room where secrets were allowed to be clumsy. “Would you do me the honor of staying for the Festival? I could use someone who understands...words.”

Eliza considered the offer. She considered the cat, who had just declared himself a stakeholder in the matter by sitting on her lap. She considered the coffee stain, which had the audacity to look like a tiny, caffeinated herald. She considered her life, which had been comfortable in its smallness and suddenly felt like a book with a new, unexpected chapter.

“Why me?” she asked, because it was a fair question and because princes, even charming ones, sometimes needed to be reminded that not every stranger was a plot device.

Julian’s smile was gentle. “Because you apologized,” he said. “Because you read the invitations. Because you did not run when the cat knocked over the sugar. Because you are not afraid of a little chaos.”

Eliza laughed, which was the sound of someone who had been given a ridiculous, improbable gift and was trying to decide whether to accept it. “I’m not sure I’m qualified for royal chaos,” she admitted.

“You don’t need qualifications,” Julian said. “You need curiosity.”

The cat, as if on cue, hopped off Eliza’s lap and trotted toward the palace doors. It paused, looked back, and gave a single, decisive meow that sounded suspiciously like an invitation.

Eliza stood, smoothing her skirt and feeling, for the first time in a long while, like a person who might be capable of more than one small, sensible life. She tucked the remaining invitations under her arm, picked up the coffee cup—now empty and sticky—and followed the cat and the prince into the palace proper.

As they walked, the palace seemed to breathe around them. Tapestries shifted as if to watch, chandeliers chimed softly, and somewhere, behind a door that had been closed for a very long time, a clock decided to cough and begin again. Eliza felt the odd sensation of being both very small and very important, like a comma in a sentence that had suddenly become the sentence’s favorite word.

“Miss Everly,” Julian said, as they passed a suit of armor that winked in the light. “There will be dancing.”

Eliza glanced at him. “There will be dancing?” she echoed, because she had two left feet and a history of stepping on toes.

“There will be dancing,” Julian confirmed. “And there will be lanterns. And there will be a cat who knows more than he should.”

Eliza smiled. “Then I suppose I should learn to dance.”

The cat, who had already decided that Eliza was an acceptable human, rubbed against her ankle and purred. It was a small, metaphysical sound that felt like the beginning of a story. Eliza tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and, with the sort of breath one takes before stepping into a new life, followed the prince and the cat deeper into the palace where invitations hummed, carpets listened, and the crown—somewhere, in a room that smelled faintly of lemon oil and old books—waited to see what would happen next.
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