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      Three years, thought Annabel, was a curious amount of time. It had seemed like a long time when she was looking at it from the beginning of those years, but now that she was nearly at the end of them, she didn’t find them to have been very long at all.

      Now it was more natural to think of it as just three years. Just three years ago, an enchanted castle had appeared to save Annabel and her best friend Peter from being killed by the rogue wizard Mordion. Just three years ago, her talking cat Blackfoot had led her a merry dance around that castle. And just three years ago, Annabel had been dismayed and surprised to discover that she had, in fact, passed a test designed by the ancient wizard Rorkin to select the next queen of New Civet. And then there was the fact that her cat Blackfoot turned out not to be a cat after all…

      If it was unpleasant to be chased around an enchanted castle by a murderous wizard and led astray by the wiles of the castle itself, it was much worse to find out that she was the heir apparent to New Civet’s throne. More importantly, when Annabel, Peter, and Blackfoot finally escaped castle, they had found themselves three years in the past, the castle gone again as mysteriously as it had come back.

      Those three years before the castle returned and everyone found out that Annabel was the heir should have been a reprieve. A chance to learn things she desperately needed to learn, and for Blackfoot to make the kind of arrangements a spy-turned-cat-turned-man needed to make for the installation of a lost heir.

      But if Annabel looked at it in another way—and these days, she found that she did look at it in another way—there was a distinct feeling of despondency to her thoughts. Part of that despondency could be put down to the fact that Annabel would be on her way to Trenthams’ Finishing School within the week, and part of it could have been because that would mean not seeing Blackfoot and Peter for a whole half year. But the main cause of that despondency was almost certainly the fact that her three years were nearly up—and that, in less than half a year, the castle would return and Annabel would be officially recognised as the queen heir. She would actually be crowned within the year, when her time at Trenthams Finishing School was over. Nineteen years old was certainly too young to be crowned queen.

      Annabel sighed. The only other occupant of the room, a slender, black-dressed individual who was reading over a letter and pretending not to notice anything but the letter, said without raising his head, “It’s no use sighing at me. Your little friend can come back when he’s learned some manners.”

      “I’m not sighing about that,” said Annabel. She’d seen Peter just last month, if it came to that, but she wasn’t about to tell Blackfoot—Melchior—that. Three months ago, Melchior had been annoyed enough to remove Peter from the house by his collar, an indignity that Peter could have obstructed with his very considerable magic powers if he’d chosen, but was too proud to do so. He was almost as tall as Melchior these days, and no doubt he would have liked to think he could best him in a scuffle.

      Annabel found herself grinning and hastily stopped herself. She hadn’t been best pleased with Melchior, either; Peter was a horrible little boy who said rude things that he shouldn’t, but she and he had been best friends for too long to let that stand between them.

      Melchior, on the other hand, had never been particularly good friends with Peter; and now that he had a human form instead of a cat one, he had made very obvious his refusal to allow Peter to speak to Annabel in the way he had been used to do. And despite the fact that Annabel missed Peter, she didn’t think it a bad thing for him to be taught a few manners. It was high-handed of Melchior, but it was his manor after all. So she said, “I’m not sighing about that.”

      “Well, that makes a nice change, anyway,” Melchior said. This time he looked up, and there was a glint to his eye that made Annabel think he knew more than she’d suspected. Confirming that, he added, “Did you have a pleasant heart-to-heart last month?”

      Annabel blinked at him.

      “Don’t try that with me. It doesn’t work. I saw Peter at the Terry party.”

      “He was invited.”

      “So was I, but I didn’t climb through the window.”

      “I think he was sorry.”

      “For what? The way he speaks to you, or being thrown out of the manor? Or was it for bringing up his lofty assumption that you’ll get married one day and telling you off for laughing with other boys?”

      Annabel thought about that. “I don’t know,” she said at last. The Peter she’d seen at the party last month had been a rather raw and pale Peter. He had climbed through the window and dragged Annabel away from the other partygoers before anyone but Melchior had a chance to see him.

      Annabel, rushed into the hall and rather more breathless than she would have preferred to be from a combination of too-tight lacing and a lack of exercise over the last few weeks, gasped out, “What? Peter, you horrible boy! What are you doing?”

      “Ann,” began Peter. He was frowning; and, most unlike himself, he looked as though he was having trouble finding the words to speak. Peter was more inclined to come out bluntly with the first, convenient words that sprang to mind, whether or not they were kind or helpful.

      He looked…older? More worried? Annabel asked, “What’s wrong?”

      Peter laughed, then stopped. He dashed his fingers through his hair as she’d often seen him do. That was frustration and uncertainty. “There’s—there’s something I have to tell you,” he said.

      “Is that why you climbed through the window?” Annabel had visions of Mordion come back to life, the castle torn apart by his escape, and Rorkin somewhere in the length and breadth of time, unable to assist.

      “Yes. That’s why I climbed through the window.”

      “What’s wrong?” she asked again.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Annabel blinked. “What?”

      “All right, I know it’s not like me,” Peter said, with attempted dignity. “I’m sorry. Lately I’ve been—Actually, no; I’ve always been awful to you. I didn’t know—Well, I suppose I knew, a bit. But you always just took it, and so I forgot to care about whether or not I was hurting your feelings. Anyway, I’m sorry.”

      “Is this because Melchior threw you out?”

      “What? No. Well, maybe a bit. But someone told me—No, she showed me⁠—”

      “She?”

      Peter flushed dull red. “Never mind. The point is that I didn’t realise how awful I’d been to you, and I’m sorry.”

      It was only by a severe effort of self control that Annabel managed not to laugh. “Who is she?”

      “Never mind about that,” Peter said, this time setting his shoulders. “She’s a quick-tempered madwoman, and I should have stayed away from her. Actually, no—That was my fault too, if it comes to that.”

      “I want to meet her.”

      There it was again. Annabel had spoken lightly, teasingly, but Peter’s face was suddenly stiff and miserable.

      “You can’t,” he said. “I did something—we did something—and you won’t meet her for a bit.”

      “Peter,” said Annabel suspiciously, “have you been playing with your tickerboxes again?”

      “Anyway,” Peter said, ignoring that completely, “I won’t see you for a bit, either. I’m sorry about that. And—and about everything else. I didn’t understand—I didn’t know how it could affect you.”

      “What’s wrong, Peter?” Annabel said sharply. “Really?”

      “I don’t have any time,” Peter said. “And time is—Well, time is pretty important at the moment. I’m sorry, Ann.”

      He actually hugged her. It was the first time he had done so of his own volition, without being injured or sick, and he didn’t let her go for quite some time.

      That was the last Annabel had seen of him, and for the first few weeks afterward, she couldn’t help feeling that he was avoiding her; whether from shame, embarrassment, or some other equally foreign emotion. Then it occurred to her that he had probably gone to visit his mother. The three years before the castle was due to return weren’t quite up, but Annabel was quite sure he had visited his mother before then. She had left him to himself because she was quite sure if Peter knew anything, it was how careful he needed to be when it came to time.

      Now, sitting across from Melchior, Annabel said, “I don’t think we’ll see him for a while yet.”

      Melchior looked at her sharply, and it occurred to her that he knew something when he said, “Ah. I see. Never mind, Nan; you’ll see him again. Hopefully he’ll be a bit better behaved by then.”

      Suspiciously now, Annabel demanded, “What do you know? Have you been talking to Rorkin? Where is he?”

      Melchior grinned. “I haven’t talked to Rorkin since the castle.”

      “What did he say then?”

      “You’re growing up to be a very suspicious young woman, Nan.”

      “Maybe I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t lied to me all the⁠—”

      “Don’t start that again!” Melchior said hastily. “I managed to have a bit of a talk with Rorkin—actually, he managed to have one with me—and I was given the impression that your friend has something he needs to do somewhere else. But you know what Rorkin’s like. It could have been what he wanted me to think.”

      “Yes,” agreed Annabel. Talking with Rorkin was inclined to leave her a little bit dizzy and certain only that anything she thought she knew was likely to be something she was meant to think she knew, and not necessarily true. One thing Annabel was really very sure about, on the other hand, was that the letter at present forgotten between Melchior’s fingers was from Mr. Pennicott, the driving force behind the group who had sent Melchior to find her so many years ago.

      Three years ago, that thought would have prompted Annabel to thought but not to action. Today, she rose without a pang for her comfortable seat by the window and wandered behind Melchior’s sofa, ostensibly to look at the books in the bookcase there. Lately Melchior, who had always curled up on her pillow and in her lap in his cat form, had taken to deliberately distancing himself. Sitting on the sofa opposite instead of the same one, for example, and chiding her when she tried to pat his head as she had used to do when he was Blackfoot the cat. Annabel was quite sure he was receiving more notes, too; and not all of them were from Mr. Pennicott, his employer.

      Annabel leaned her forearms on the sofa back and looked over Melchior’s shoulder, scruffing his hair by reflex. It was also three years since Melchior had been a cat, but the habit of patting his head and tickling his ears had stayed with her. Tugging on his short, dark hair as she’d used to tug on his ears, she said: “Is that from Mr. Pennicott? Do you have to go away again?”

      “Don’t do that, Nan,” he said, batting her hand away. The letter vanished at the same time, though Annabel wasn’t sure if it was purposely or simply a result of fending her off.

      “Why?” she demanded, evading his swipes and ruffling his hair even more vigorously, this time with both hands. “I like patting your head.”

      This time, Melchior moved away entirely, twitching around to look at her. “I’m not your cat any more, Nan.”

      “Yes, you are,” Annabel said. “You’re mine, my cat. You should purr like you used to.”

      “Then it seems rather awkward to mention at this stage that I am, in fact, a man,” remarked Melchior. His thin lips had a rather curious curl to them. “Have you never noticed?”

      “Of course I have,” said Annabel. “You take up a lot more space and you’re not as furry. But it’s still nice to pat you on the head.”

      “Nice it may be,” Melchior retorted. “It’s certainly not proper, however. And for that matter, neither is leaning over the backs of sofas and whispering in gentlemen’s ears.”

      “I wasn’t whispering in gentlemen’s ears!” Annabel protested. “I was talking, and it’s your ear! You were muttering in the back of my mind for five years, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t pat you on the head and talk in your ear now and then.”

      Melchior’s hazel eyes gazed at her for quite some time before he said pleasantly: “I feel I should mention once again that I am no longer a cat.”

      “But I can see that!”

      “I don’t think you do.”

      Annabel, crossly, said, “I wish you’d speak in proper sentences. You’re as bad as Rorkin.”

      “Now there’s an idea,” said Melchior to himself, even more maddeningly incomprehensible. “You’ve always liked cat-me better than human-me, haven’t you?”

      “You are cat-you.”

      “That’s not what you said three years ago,” Melchior said. He was looking very thoughtful, and Annabel wasn’t sure that was a good thing. “Maybe I should have bitten you once or twice.”

      “You did,” remarked Annabel, circling to the front of the sofa and sitting at the other end of it.

      “I can’t imagine why you liked me.”

      “Neither can I,” Annabel said, but she couldn’t help grinning. That wasn’t strictly true. “Anyway, I know you’re you. It was just that at the start—Well, everything was changing, and you know I don’t like change.”

      “I know,” Melchior said, crossing one ankle over the other and leaning against the other sofa arm. “I’m not sure I appreciated how very much you disliked it until lately, however.”

      “Anyway, I got used to human-you.”

      Melchior’s brows rose. “I’ll beg to differ on that head. You’ve never gotten used to me; you’ve simply treated me like a cat ever since you got over being angry at me.”

      “You are a cat,” said Annabel again. “My cat. Anyway, I haven’t been angry at you for a very long time—and that was just because I wasn’t used to you looking like this and it was hard to think of you as the same person.”

      “Now there’s another idea,” murmured Melchior.

      “What idea?” demanded Annabel. She wasn’t sure she was ready for more of Melchior’s ideas. They usually involved a lot of work from her, and even if she was beginning to bestir herself more than she had done in the past, it was still a conscious effort to do so.

      “Never you mind.”

      Annabel made a small pft noise at him. If there was anything more annoying than Melchior talking in riddles and coming up with ideas, it was Melchior talking in riddles and refusing to explain his ideas. Still, she’d been around him long enough to know it wouldn’t do any good to pester him for explanations, so she went to her room instead. Sometimes it was easier to deal with Melchior if you came back to him in the morning when he wasn’t feeling so facetious or pernickety.

      In the morning, however, it was painfully obvious that Melchior was not inclined to be either less facetious or pernickety. He didn’t come to breakfast, and when Annabel looked for him to find out why, he was stalking around his private wing of the manor, trying to fix a top hat spell.

      “Why don’t you just buy one?” she asked, leaning in the doorway to watch.

      Melchior’s eyes flicked over to her and away again. “You’re not supposed to be in this part of the manor.”

      “You said that last time, too,” pointed out Annabel. “Anyone would think you’re hiding bodies here.”

      “You can’t come into a gentleman’s wing.” Melchior narrowed his eyes at the top hat and very cautiously curled the brim just a little more. Annabel might have thought it was part of the spell if she didn’t know exactly how stylish human Melchior liked to be as opposed to cat Melchior. “It’s not polite. What if I was getting dressed?”

      “Then it would serve you right,” Annabel said. “You shouldn’t be dressing with your doors wide open. I don’t bellow at you every time you wander into my hallway and tap on the door.”

      “I should hope not!” Melchior said, turning his head to one side and adjusting the other side of the hat brim minutely. “This is my manor. I refuse to be bellowed at on my own grounds.”

      “Actually,” said Annabel, who was feeling argumentative, “if I’m the queen heir of New Civet, doesn’t all this belong to me by sovereign right? You’re the one who taught me that. So I’m allowed to bellow at you in the manor if I want—it’s my manor. Sovereignly. And if I want to bellow at you in a sovereignly manner, I will.”

      Melchior squinted at his hat. “I thought you were boasting that you’d refrained from bellowing.”

      “I was,” Annabel said, grinning in spite of herself. “I got confused. What I meant to say was that we’ve lived together for years in one way or another, and there’s no need for us to be standing on ceremony when we’re so comfortable with each other.”

      “I’m beginning to think, Nan,” said Melchior, “that there is such a thing as being too comfortable.”

      “I don’t think there is, you know,” Annabel argued. “When Peter and I⁠—”

      “I have absolutely no intention of being comfortable with you in the same manner that Peter was.”

      “I don’t see why not,” protested Annabel, feeling slightly hurt. “I’m nothing like as difficult to get along with as Peter!”

      “I don’t believe I said you were,” Melchior said, touching one long finger to the crown of his top hat and crouching to observe the effect of his magic, so utterly invisible to Annabel. “However, I have every intention of being very difficult.”

      “Yes, and speaking of Peter⁠—!”

      “I don’t want to speak of Peter. As a matter of fact, we weren’t speaking of Peter. I was warning you that I intend to be very difficult to get along with. I find I don’t approve of too much comfort.”

      “That—” Annabel paused for breath, and said plaintively, “That makes no sense!”

      “I really don’t think I could make myself any clearer,” said Melchior, straightening. “But perhaps I should try a different way.”

      He turned toward the doorway, and for the first time Annabel noticed that he was smiling. She hadn’t seen him smile in just such a way before, and she found it distinctly off-putting.

      Annabel took one step backward and said uncertainly, “What⁠—”

      “Huh,” said a voice in her ear. “Here you both are.”

      Annabel jumped and squeaked, then glared at the interloper. He was a dishevelled, dark-haired man, and the look of faint absent-mindedness he wore was as familiar to Annabel as his mud-splattered overcoat. After leaving the enchanted castle, but before she and Peter managed to wriggle themselves into Melchior’s , they had both lived with Luck and his wife, Poly. Annabel adored Poly but she found Luck, with his habit of appearing and disappearing and doing exactly what he felt like, as annoying as Melchior found Peter.

      “Luck!” she said, catching her breath. “What are you doing here? Is it something to do with why Peter has disappeared?”

      “Thought you weren’t going to tell her about that?” Luck said mildly, to Melchior.

      Melchior, looking significantly more annoyed than Annabel was used to seeing him with anyone other than Peter, said, “I hadn’t. You just did.”

      “Oh,” said Luck. “Whoops.” He disappeared.

      “I knew there was more to it!” Annabel said accusingly. “I want to know—wait! Where are you going?”

      “To find Luck and throttle him,” said Melchior, in a particularly grim tone of voice. “I’ve never found his timing particularly wonderful, but it has reached its peak maladroitness today!”

      “But Peter⁠—”

      “I’ve always found Peter less than congenial company,” Melchior said even more grimly, “but allow me to tell you, Nan, that today I find him completely insupportable.”

      And Annabel, open-mouthed, couldn’t gather her wits quickly enough to protest before Melchior opened one of his odd little tunnels and vanished into it as thoroughly as Luck had vanished. She was left alone in the hallway to the indignant thought that Luck and Melchior were sure to be talking secrets, and that both of them knew more about Peter than they were telling.

      “Just wait until I’m queen!” she told the wall into which Melchior had vanished. “Won’t I make you run around!”

      She resented the fact that when Luck appeared at the manor, Melchior was missing more often than he was around; and in this case, it was even more annoying. There was obviously something going on and Annabel was, just as obviously, excluded. Much of her annoyance could have been mitigated had Poly arrived along with Luck, but when Annabel went down hopefully to the horseless carriage in which Luck generally travelled, it was empty of anything except a small crab. That small crab was trying to climb onto the seat by pinching the passenger strap in its pincers, but its eyes swivelled hopefully when Annabel opened the carriage door.

      “What?” Annabel said irritably to those hopeful eyes; but she lifted it up on the seat anyway. Serve Luck right if he came back to find his carriage seat torn to pieces by tiny pincers. It was at times like these that she resented her complete lack of magic. There was, of course, the royal staff she had originally found in the castle when it was still a ruin—even if, at present, it was in the form of a small, well-bitten pencil—but it wasn’t the sort of thing Annabel liked to use, willy-nilly. If she had had her own magic, however, she could have gone off to visit Poly in Luck’s horseless carriage, leaving Melchior and Luck to talk secrets all they wanted. During the two and a half years Annabel had spent at Poly and Luck’s house, she had come to learn that Poly was the one who knew all the interesting things, anyway.

      It wouldn’t have been so bad, thought Annabel, trudging back to the manor, if only she wasn’t off to Trenthams at the end of the week. If she’d had longer than a few days, she would have been able to bother and tease Melchior until he answered her questions. As it was, there were only a few short days before she was supposed to begin her year at finishing school, and while Luck was around there wasn’t the slightest chance she would get enough time with Melchior to do more than ask him if he wanted butter for his toast. And if Melchior continued not coming to breakfast, she wouldn’t even get that much in the way of conversation.

      

      Much to Annabel’s relief, Luck’s visit didn’t outlast the day. Shortly before nightfall he came striding around the outside of the manor toward his carriage; and Annabel, who had been waiting for just such a thing to occur, caught him at the gate.

      “What about Peter?” she demanded.

      “What about my crab?” demanded Luck in return. “You didn’t let it out, did you?”

      “It’s sitting on the seat,” Annabel said. “Luck, about Peter⁠—”

      “Oh, good,” said Luck. “It’s driving. Poly says hello. Goodbye.”

      “Luck!” snapped Annabel, but Luck only darted into his carriage.

      Either he or the crab set it bowling forward jerkily before she could say anything else, and it swept out the gate while she glared at it.

      “I hope you get sick,” she muttered, to its swiftly-departing backboards.

      She was inclined to forgive him, however, when he leant out the window as he passed the wall on the other side of the garden and called out, “The brat is safe—Well, safe-ish. He’s got something to do. Wouldn’t go looking for him if I was you—you’ll be busy enough without that.”

      That comforted Annabel somewhat—Poly might know all the more interesting things, but Luck tended to be right about the things he did know; or at least, the things he chose to share. She went back into the manor with the lightened feeling that now she could go off to Trenthams without worrying too much.

      Unfortunately, Melchior’s absence did outlast the day, and Annabel was left to eat by herself at all three meals the next day. She might have felt less worried about Peter, but she didn’t find that she felt any more cheerful in general, and when Melchior failed to show up again for breakfast the morning after that, Annabel briefly considered drawing him in with the pencil staff. She didn’t do it; she was grown up, after all, and even if she was childish enough to stomp grimly around the manor in search of Melchior, she was adult enough to know she was being silly. He didn’t seem to be in the manor at all. Annabel, who had grown used to always having him with her from the time when he was a cat to the last three years as a human, found herself indignant. Didn’t he care that he wouldn’t see her for months?

      “Rude,” she muttered.

      Then, because she felt dismal and in need of cheering up, Annabel went up to her suite and drew in her sketchbook until night fell, surrounded by boxes and trunks. She would have stayed there all night if she hadn’t heard the butler opening the front door, and his faint voice welcoming Master Melchior home. She rather expected Melchior to come up and walk her down to dinner, but he didn’t do that, either. She wasn’t sure when he’d started doing it, or when it had become so familiar that she didn’t even think about it any longer, but it was conspicuous in its absence tonight.

      That was silly, Annabel told herself severely; and sillier to be annoyed by it. Melchior didn’t have to walk her to dinner every night like she was a fine lady. But she was still annoyed to find Melchior already seated and eating when she arrived in the dining room.

      He made a small bow at her over the table—was there an edge of mockery to it? a hint of challenge? Annabel thought so—but only said, “Cook mentioned that you wouldn’t be down to dinner.”

      “I wasn’t going to,” Annabel said, “but I heard you arrive.”

      Melchior’s hand paused above the soup ladle. “Oh? Did you want to see me particularly, Nan?”

      “No,” said Annabel, helping herself to the beans. She didn’t like soup very much. “I just thought you should know that I’m leaving for Trenthams tomorrow.”

      “I remember,” Melchior said, and filled his soup bowl, smiling faintly.

      “Do you?” Annabel was aware that her voice sounded sour. “I thought you must have forgotten. Were you out doing something for Mr. Pennicott?”

      “No,” Melchior replied, so easily and comfortably that she knew he was telling the truth. “I thought it was time I cut my hair. I went to the barber.”

      “You were away at the barber?”

      “You don’t expect me to cut my own hair, surely, Nan?”

      His hair had been cut, Annabel noticed belatedly. She must have seen it when she entered the room, but she didn’t remember taking note of it especially. Her temper slipped just a little more. If he had been away for two days right before she was to leave, she had expected that it would be on account of Mr. Pennicott; and that Melchior would at least have been careful about any answers he gave, even if he didn’t outright admit the fact.

      “I could have cut it for you,” she said, and ate her beans gloomily.

      “Good heavens.” Melchior looked startled. “No, I think not.”

      “Rude,” said Annabel. “You don’t know I’d do a bad job. I haven’t tried to cut hair before.”

      “Exactly my point.”

      “Is that all you were doing? Getting your hair cut?”

      “I bought some new clothes as well,” said Melchior.

      Annabel let her face settle into the familiar, blank expression with which she found it easiest to mask her feelings. “You bought new clothes?”

      “While some people—” began Melchior, “mentioning no names, of course—while some people are content to grub around the manor in clothing either too large or favourites long since grown out of, I prefer⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, you like to look dashing and debonair at every moment,” Annabel said.

      “—I prefer,” continued Melchior, very firmly, “to be ready to meet my future wife at a moment’s notice.”

      “Oh,” said Annabel. Her face felt slightly stiff. She was obviously out of practise with her blank face. “Are you planning on getting married?”

      “I imagine it will be easier when I’m not looking after a rather badly dressed future queen all the time,” Melchior said, as if she hadn’t said anything.

      Annabel, who didn’t care for his tone of voice—it could have been Melchior addressing Peter instead of Melchior addressing herself—lost a little more of her temper and said, “You should have said so a fortnight ago, then. I would have introduced you to the girls in my circle who were staring at you all night. Some of them were even better dressed than you.”

      “Whatever you may think, Nan, I don’t propose to consult you on the matter of my future bride. I’ve already made up my mind.”

      “Lucky woman,” Annabel said, with a hefty dose of her own kind of sarcasm. “I’m sure she’ll be very grateful for the benefit of your fashion advice.”

      “No doubt,” said Melchior coldly. “Are you prepared for tomorrow?”

      Annabel pushed at her beans and decided that she wasn’t hungry after all. She put her fork down. “Yes.”

      “I won’t bring you anything you’ve forgotten,” he warned.

      “It doesn’t matter if I’ve forgotten anything,” Annabel told him, without blinking. “They’ll just get me a new one of whatever it is.”

      “Getting very used to your new consequence, aren’t you?” said Melchior, an edge of sarcasm to his smooth voice. “Very well. Just don’t expect me to be making tunnels into the dormitories to bring you things. I’ve warned you.”

      “I don’t expect anything!” snapped Annabel, and went upstairs in a temper.
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      If Annabel had expected anything the next morning, it would have been that Melchior, failing to turn up to breakfast yet again, would show up before the carriage was actually at the door to take her to Trenthams. He did not. Shortly after breakfast, however, which Annabel ate with the despairing malaise of the soon-to-be-executed, three visitors arrived directly in the breakfast room without the aid of a carriage. One of them then proceeded to throw up in the chafing dish lid while another patted him consolingly on the back; and the third, a young boy of roughly ten years old, threw himself across the room at Annabel, howling in his joy.

      “Use your words, Onepiece,” said the female briskly, still patting away cheerfully on the other’s back.

      “Hooray for me!”

      “Not…much better,” croaked the one who was throwing up, between paroxysms.

      “Hallo, Poly,” Annabel said, with the feeling that sanity had arrived in the manor, despite appearances to the contrary. Between Melchior and Peter, she was always glad to feel the peaceful warmth that was Poly. She was never sure if it was an actual warmth, or if she only imagined it, but she had lived with Poly long enough to be fairly certain that it was as much of an extension of Poly’s self as her magic was. Annabel looked cautiously at Poly’s companion and said guardedly, “Luck.”

      Luck hiccoughed at her.

      “What are you doing back here so soon?”

      Luck stared at her across the chafing dish lid, made a noise that could have been a belch or a hiccough, and threw up again.

      “What Luck means to say is that we came to see you off.” Poly stopped patting Luck on the back and began to do something to the air around him instead. Her voice took on a thoughtful lilt as she added, “And if he had been so thoughtful as to take Onepiece and me with him when he took off in the carriage the other day, he wouldn’t be feeling so sick from having to use shifting magic now. We would have already been here.”

      Annabel, feeling several degrees more cheerful, watched as Luck also began to look several more degrees cheerful. She said, “I’d call Melchior to say hello, but he’s vanished ever since Luck came to see us.”

      “Ah,” said Poly. “I thought you—well, I thought the place looked a bit more lonely than usual.”

      “He’s keeping secrets again,” Annabel said gloomily. She threw a look of dislike at Luck and added, “He and Luck snuck out of the manor to talk secrets the other day.”

      “So insulting,” Poly said at once.

      Indignant in her turn, Annabel exclaimed, “Yes! It’s not as though I’ve got any magic to be able to eavesdrop on them anyway!”

      Luck gave her a particularly glassy look. “You wouldn’t need magic to eavesdrop on Melchior; you’re a hardy, determined blob of no-magic. Reminds me of someone.”

      Poly grinned.

      Onepiece said reproachfully, “Sausage, Nanabel! I have starved and starved.”

      “And now I don’t even know where he is.” Annabel stifled a sigh and gave the rest of her sausage to Onepiece, who took it with a delighted chuckle and nearly choked in his eagerness to eat it.

      “Dear me,” said Poly. She looked vexed, though not as vexed as Annabel felt. “I really don’t know. No, Onepiece! One sausage at a time!”

      Annabel didn’t ask what Poly really didn’t know, but she didn’t think it was anything to do with where Melchior was keeping himself.

      “I know,” said Luck.

      They both looked at him, Annabel half-suspicion and half-hope, Poly all suspicion.

      “What have you and Melchior been up to?” Poly demanded. “And why wasn’t I included?”

      “I did nothing,” Luck said, swaying.

      “All right,” said Annabel. “What did Melchior do, then?”

      “Can’t tell you,” said Luck. “Sorry.”

      But he didn’t sound sorry, and since he steadfastly refused to answer further questions directed at him—either Poly’s or Annabel’s—in any comprehensible manner, Annabel concluded that he had mentioned it only with the idea of annoying her. Luck quite often did so, though Annabel had never been able to decide if he did so because he liked her, or because he didn’t.

      Since she still wasn’t sure either way, Annabel soon ceased to ask questions and merely patted Onepiece’s head by way of consolation. It wasn’t quite the same as patting Blackfoot—Melchior’s—head, but it did away with some of her annoyance. It was difficult to be annoyed at a man-turned-cat-turned-man when a puppy-turned-boy was making visible magic in front of her. Polly didn’t look as though she was prepared to give up so quickly, but since she was far too nice to give Luck a decent dressing down in front of anyone else, it wasn’t likely that Annabel would find out what Poly discovered until far later.

      By way of retaliation, Annabel said, “Have a sausage,” at Luck in a friendly sort of manner.

      Luck went slightly green again. Poly didn’t grin but Annabel was fairly certain her eyes were brighter when she passed Luck the toast rack and the butter dish.

      “I am sausage,” said Onepiece.

      “You’re not a sausage, you want a sausage,” Annabel said, and passed him the bottom part of the dish that was still filled with too many sausages. Luck looked ill as it came within sniffing distance of him, but that could have been because the top half of the dish still contained what must have been his breakfast earlier.

      “Yes,” said Onepiece, very precisely. “I am sausage. Most cer-tain-ly I am sausage. With beans.”

      “All right, you’re a sausage,” Annabel said good-naturedly. Onepiece had been working hard at being a boy instead of a dog. When Annabel had first met him, he communicated in short bursts of three or four words, and made up the difference in a kind of mental communication that made her head buzz. Nowadays he was more inclined to speak in full sentences, even if those sentences weren’t always quite right.

      “Luck is sausage and should eat,” said Onepiece, and stuffed a sausage in the general direction of Luck’s ear.

      “It’s a conspiracy,” said Luck, removing the sausage from his ear with the wearied look of one who has had the need, habitually, to remove sausages from his ears. “That’s all right. You eat it.”

      “Don’t want it,” Onepiece complained. “Was in Luck’s ear. Yuck.”

      Luck looked at him bemusedly. “Huh. That’s what I thought. I don’t want marmalade in my ear, either.”

      Onepiece, looking disappointed, put the spoon back in the marmalade. “I want magic,” he said.

      “I want magic, please,” Poly reminded him.

      “Luck doesn’t please,” complained Onepiece. “Why am I pleasing if Luck is not pleasing?”

      “Please pass the tea,” Luck said to Annabel, smiling amiably at her.

      Annabel did so, but she would have snorted if Onepiece hadn’t been there. It was the first time she’d heard Luck say please, and if Onepiece’s open mouth was anything to go by, he hadn’t ever heard Luck say it either. Still, it was enough to make him say “Perlease the magic,” at which Luck gave him something Annabel couldn’t see.

      “Why does he want Luck’s magic when he’s got his own?” she asked. Magic was another one of those things that, like being the queen heir, made her feel entirely separate from the rest of New Civet in general. It was no good people even trying to explain it to her, because she couldn’t see it, couldn’t experience it, couldn’t understand it.

      “Luck’s magic is prettiest,” Onepiece said happily, and sat back in Annabel’s lap to make more magic that she couldn’t see.

      As usually happened when Annabel ate breakfast with Luck and Onepiece, she found herself occasionally annoyed, but never bored; and she was surprised to find that it was time for her to leave before she was ready to get up from the table.

      When she heard the crunch of gravel that meant the carriage was pulling around to the front steps, she sighed. “I suppose you’re not going to see Melchior this time.”

      “I didn’t come to see Melchior,” Poly said.

      “Just as well,” said Annabel, who was still sulking just a little bit, though she couldn’t help smiling, too. “Since he’s not here.”

      “Do you have to leave now?”

      “Yes,” Annabel said glumly. “The carriage is packed and ready now. What about you? Melchior won’t mind if you stay for a while until Luck’s better.”

      Poly hesitated. “Well, we might. The carriage is coming, but it’ll take a little while yet and I don’t think Luck is ready for another Shift right now.”

      “Anyway, Melchior will probably reappear the moment I leave.”

      “When you get back on holidays, I think we’ll have a talk,” Poly said thoughtfully. “What a shame I wasn’t able to come with Luck last time!”

      “Talk about what?”

      “There’s been too much talking already,” Luck opined, and stood up. “I’m going to look for Melchior.”

      Annabel rather expected him to disappear again, but his stomach must still have been uneasy, because he simply wandered through the door and into the main hall, his hands in his pockets and a faintly hopeful look to his face.

      “I think I’ll have to have a talk with Luck as well,” said Poly, looking even more thoughtful. “He and Melchior have been getting on much better than usual lately, and I’m not sure I approve.”

      “Why?”

      There was a brief pause before Poly said, “Well, I don’t know. If it’s for the reason I think, I could be swayed; but if it’s for Black Velvet business I’m not so sure.”

      “Yes!” Annabel said, with heartfelt agreement. “Because they won’t share!”

      
      Annabel was heartily sick of her carriage by the time she stopped for lunch. If she’d had Peter to squabble with or Melchior to talk to, it might not have been so bad, but by herself there was no escaping the fact that she was only about a fifth of the way to Trenthams. Melchior wasn’t a good enough magic user to have a specialised travel spell on hand, and Annabel had learned, much to her surprise, that the laws of New Civet prohibited any potential heirs to the throne from traveling via magic.

      “Makes you wonder what happened to one of them,” she muttered to herself, when the door shut behind the servant who showed her to her own private parlour. Thankfully, Melchior seemed to have taken care of her meals along the road, even if he hadn’t bothered to see her off himself.

      Annabel reached up to take off her hat in front of the mirror. As she did so, she turned just enough to catch sight of something blue and elegant reflected from behind her. There was a girl there, leaning comfortably into the wall as if she’d been there all along—and she might have been, for all Annabel knew.

      Who was that? Annabel wondered in annoyance. This was meant to be a private parlour. Now she would have to be polite to someone who had probably sneaked in for a quick look at the future queen. She didn’t like having to be polite; despite what Melchior said, Annabel found that she preferred to be able to be decently rude than politely rude with sharp edges and insincere smiles.

      “So you’re it, are you?” said the mirrored vision in blue, catching her eye. “The queen heir, I mean. How—well, I can’t say ‘how fortuitous’, considering I was waiting for you. What shall I say? Ah yes! What I meant to say is how expedient!”

      Annabel let her face slip into the familiar, heavy lines of stupidity, and turned to face the girl.

      The other girl said, “That’s really very impressive! Do you do that often? It must be terribly useful!”

      “Oh,” said Annabel, taking in red hair and the intelligent sparkle of those grey eyes. “You must be Isabella.”

      Isabella grinned at her. “I suppose you’ve already heard about me. We were supposed to meet a long time ago.”

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “Nearly three years ago, actually.”

      She hadn’t meant to feel slighted, but somehow she did feel slighted. Annabel had heard so much about Isabella from Poly and Melchior that there had burned in her a deep desire to meet the other girl. It had seemed natural that the feeling would be mutual, and Isabella had been expected every few months for the first year—until it finally occurred to Annabel that she was not to meet Isabella. Or perhaps that Isabella was determined not to meet Annabel.

      “Ah,” said Isabella, and she sounded pensive. “That was very rude of me, I’m afraid. The thing is that there have been problems along the border of New Civet and Broma—my little Papa was all alone and he’s not really very good at the organisation side of being an ambassador. I’ve not even been able to spend a whole year together at Trenthams; I’ve been arranging parties and soothing hurt feelings for the last two years.”

      “Isn’t the Bromian and New Civetan border the Great Escarpment?”

      “Bromians,” said Isabella earnestly, “are very good at climbing ice cliffs. I think it’s all the skating and ice-fishing they do.”

      Annabel, who still wasn’t sure if she should be offended or forgiving, asked, “What are the parties like?”

      “Ugh.” Isabella shuddered. “So beautiful, and so cold! You have no idea! But really, I was pining to see you; Poly’s told me such an awful lot about you, you see.”

      That was unlikely to be strictly true, Annabel considered; there was so little really interesting about her if you didn’t consider the fact that she was to be the next queen of New Civet. But that fact was usually quite enough for people to find her very interesting. Annabel’s heart hardened just a little bit more.

      “When exactly did Poly⁠—?”

      “Oh, Poly has a way of being able to talk to you even if she isn’t exactly there,” said Isabella. “Don’t ask me how; I have no idea how things like that work. I have the tiniest bit of magic, and all that’s good for is unlocking things and making a nuisance of myself.”

      “Is that why⁠—”

      “Exactly,” nodded Isabella. “I’ve never met anyone with as little magic as me—you’re the first. Besides, I thought we might be able to Treat.”

      “Really?” Annabel looked at her expressionlessly. “I thought you were going to say that we should be friends.”

      Isabella looked knowing. “Ah. You’ve had a few of those, have you?”

      “Nobody is supposed to know about it—” began Annabel, before she could stop herself.

      “But somehow someone always does,” agreed Isabella. “Yes. You’d best be prepared for a lot of that at Trenthams too. I can think of at least three or four girls whose families will have ’specially prepared them. They’ll be very friendly and very useful, and very, very careful about what they say to you.”

      “What about you?”

      “Well, I’ll at least be honest about it,” Isabella said cheerfully. “I do want something from you. I want something very much, as a matter of fact. I’m proposing that we form an Accord where each of us will agree to terms and provide certain benefits.”

      “What about your father? Doesn’t he need you any more?”

      “Oh, Papa has been recalled,” said Isabella. “Actually, everyone has. That’s why so many people are starting to realise what is happening.”

      “Oh.” Annabel grimaced, and caught the sympathetic look that passed across Isabella’s mobile face. “That’s annoying.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid it’s going to be very tiresome for you,” said the other girl. “That’s perhaps where I can help a little. I’m very good at mitigating things.”

      “All right,” Annabel said, interested and even amused. If she hadn’t been so suspicious, she probably would have been more amused; Poly had said she would like Isabella. “What terms, and what benefits?”

      “How lovely!” said Isabella. “You’re decisive and to the point. They’ll praise you for that. I’m decisive and to the point too, but since I’m not going to be queen I’m only said to be stubborn.”

      “Melchior says I need to learn how to say things in a more delicate manner.”

      Isabella’s head tilted. “I’m always inclined to think that Melchior is in the right, but in this case I should think he’s only about half right.”

      “Which half?”

      “I think it’s important for you to learn how to dance rings when you’re talking. I think it’s more important to know when not to dance verbal rings—and just as important to know when someone else is talking you in a circle.”

      “Oh,” said Annabel. “Like now, you mean?”

      The other girl gave a delighted chuckle. “Exactly so! I think it’s important to know a lot of things that aren’t necessary to use at every opportunity. The point is to be able to use them when you need to use them. People do so love to harp on ignorance in New Civet; such a high brow lot! If you know when to use your skills, people get the idea that you’re not ignorant even when you don’t use those particular skills. You begin to have a reputation as an honest and a strong ruler.”

      “I’d rather not be any sort of ruler,” Annabel said. She hadn’t said that to anyone outside her small circle, and for a moment she was very startled to find she’d said it to Isabella.

      “Oh, me too!” said Isabella. “Good heavens, being stuck inside all the time, and surrounded by courtiers? No thank you! Mind you, I think you’ll be very good at it. You know, as much as anyone is exactly good at being a ruler. And luckily for you, you’ve got a face that’s pretty hard to read, so if you keep practising that blank look of yours and speak more bluntly than prettily, I think you’ll grow a very nice reputation as a solid, fair queen.”

      “I don’t want to just gain a reputation for⁠—”

      “Of course you don’t,” said Isabella. “That’s one of the things that makes me think you’ll be a good queen. And—if you’ll pardon me cleverly turning the conversation back to the important point—one of the reasons I’ll be so invaluable to you. Me and my little Papa, of course.”

      “What are your terms, exactly?”

      “They are very simple,” Isabella said. “I want a position in your cabinet.”

      “You want to serve⁠—”

      “Not me; my little Papa. I want to make sure you’ll keep him on as New Civet’s Ambassador when you form your own cabinet. And I’d like to be made a viscountess in my own right—my mother was Lady Farrah and I’ve a mind to be Lady Farrah, too.”

      “What else?”

      “That’s all,” Isabella said. “It’s not a bad exchange, you know; my little Papa is a very good ambassador. He’s been doing the job since before it was a paid position, back when it was still dangerous to poke your nose over the Lacunan border.”

      “I thought it was still dangerous to poke your nose over the Lacunan border,” remarked Annabel.

      “Perhaps it is,” said Isabella. “But at least now the Emperor publicly frowns upon plots to attack ambassadorial staff.”

      “That must be a big help.”

      “Oh well, it’s leverage of a kind,” Isabella said cheerfully. “If you know how to use it.”

      “Don’t you have any brothers or sisters?” Annabel, whose scant experience with persons approaching to treat with her was one of carefully hidden requests and outright demands for favour, both personal and familiar.

      “Kit knows how to look after himself and Susan is too young to need more than a horse and something to do out of doors. No, my little Papa is the one who needs attention right now. He’ll be very happy to stay in the same position—he hasn’t said anything, but his bald patch has grown over the last few months.”

      “What about you?”

      “In return for that,” Isabella said, blithely taking her own meaning from Annabel’s question, “I engage to guide you through your year at Trenthams, entire. We’ll room together, eat together, and walk around arm in arm together. I’ll tell you who is who, what families are inclined to fall under each particular political persuasion, and how to engage with any and all comers.”

      “Weren’t you supposed to do that, anyway?” asked Annabel, who had more than a shrewd idea of exactly why Melchior had been so keen for herself and Isabella to meet.

      “Yes, and I would have been paid very well for it,” Isabella said, wrinkling her nose. “I dislike being paid to have fun.”

      “But—”

      “On the other hand, I adore making bargains. Now, in addition to your instruction in everything social, I’ll also engage to help with your dressing⁠—”

      “Wait,” said Annabel, sensing a familiar and unwelcome theme. “What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?”

      “Good heavens!” Isabella said. “It’s worse than I thought. You should have asked me what isn’t wrong with it.”

      Annabel blinked, stared; grinned.

      “Oh, good!” said Isabella frankly. “I thought I’d gone a bit too far!”

      Amused in a way that she wouldn’t have been if it had been Melchior or Peter saying the same thing, Annabel suggested, “Don’t you think you should be more polite when you want something?”

      “Nonsense. I’m delightfully direct. And while I’m being direct, I’m afraid that the current style for bustles is decidedly not the best style for you. We’ll change that.”

      “How can I change?” demanded Annabel, with a resurgence of the irritation she had felt when she first saw Isabella. She had lost a lot of weight in the passing of three years, but she had the feeling that her current size was as small as anything was going to get. If it came to that, it was as small as she wanted to get. She was healthy and comfortable, and had no intention of being as skinny and elegant as Isabella.

      “Goodness, no!” Isabella said. “We’re not going to change you. We’re going to change the fashion.”

      For the first time, Annabel stared at the other girl with unqualified respect. “You can do that?”

      “Certainly I can! Aren’t you glad you’ve got me?”

      “Yes,” said Annabel, with absolute truthfulness. “Wait—but aren’t you older than me?”

      “That depends,” Isabella said. “For another year, yes. When I turn twenty there will no admission of age at all. Why?”

      “Won’t the other girls think it odd—us rooming together, I mean? Aren’t there dormitories?”

      “Not for you,” Isabella said decidedly. “The others, yes. And I’m certain that Melchior has already arranged for us to room together. We won’t need to say anything.”

      “Are you on your way to Trenthams, too?”

      “Of course!” Isabella nodded. “Now, if you look at it in one way, it was awfully rude of me to sneak into your private parlour to make sure I had the first word with you. If you look at it in another, it was a very clever ruse to get myself invited along in your carriage.”

      Annabel wasn’t certain whether to be irritated at Isabella’s scheme or amused that the other girl had admitted it so readily. In genuine curiosity, she asked, “What if I don’t invite you along?”

      “Then I hint, very delicately.”

      “What if I’m not very good at taking hints?”

      “I hint more broadly.”

      “Actually,” said Annabel, her face flat and expressionless again, “I’m very good at ignoring broad hints, too.”

      Isabella chuckled suddenly. “That’s going to be very useful for you,” she said.

      “I thought so.” Annabel considered for a brief moment and came to a conclusion that surprised herself. She said, “You might as well come along with me.”

      “How lovely! I’ve already sent my carriage ahead, you see. There was no room for me in it; it’s packed to the roof with clothes. Now that I think of it, the roof is piled high, too.”

      “You have a whole carriage full of clothes?”

      “Of course not!” Isabella assured her. “I have two. The carriage has already been and come back with one lot of baggage.”

      “It’d serve you right if I made you walk,” said Annabel, grinning in spite of herself. “Anyway, how did you get here? I didn’t hear a carriage pull up.”

      “Oh, it was dreadfully uncomfortable! I was perched on top, you know! With the driver! I had to sit on two of my cases, and they would keep moving. I fell off just before we got to the turn in, and after that it seemed easier to walk the rest of the way.”

      “I should think so,” said Annabel, who had had more than one accident when it came to a certain horseless carriage owned by a certain enchanter. Belatedly, it came to her attention that Isabella was carrying a rather large parcel. It looked a bit battered around the edges, even if Isabella herself didn’t, which leant a certain amount of credence to the idea that it at least had had an accident on the way to this way stop. “Is that all you’ve got with you?”

      “Yes,” said Isabella seriously. “I brought with me only the necessities. Also, I have two hidden pockets and a very useful garter, so I don’t have to carry much.”

      Annabel would have asked exactly what a very useful garter did apart from the obvious very useful job, but the girl who had shown her into the room now returned to bring in lunch. Isabella proved to be just as interested in that fact as Annabel was, and they sat down by tacit agreement and discussed nothing else until they had made decent inroads on the spread. There would be time enough for discussion on the road over the next two days.

      
      There was no room reserved for Annabel when she would have stopped for lunch again the next day. Fortunately, Isabella’s haughty nose tilt and sudden alarmingly stiff bearing got them a private room and an offer of ices placatingly made, where Annabel was convinced that her own, less than commanding presence would only have gotten her a scowling face and a begrudging acknowledgement that if someone cared to share their parlour with her she might think herself fortunate.

      Feeling annoyed and hurt, and just a little bit on her dignity, Annabel retreated into the blank, silent front she had used for so many years with such success, and brooded on Melchior’s many evils. If it had been Poly or Onepiece in the coach with her, she would have made the effort to bestir herself to civility, but Isabella could have been said to have foisted herself on Annabel—had, now that Annabel thought about it, foisted herself on her—and she was fully prepared to take advantage of the fact that Isabella wasn’t a friend who, like Peter, could be expected to tell her to stop sulking.

      And Isabella didn’t tell her to stop sulking. She did, however, after a thoughtful hour in her corner of the coach, ask very directly, “Did I offend you by taking charge at the inn? Only I’m so bossy that I sometimes forget, and if you don’t tell me to stop it straight away, I’m likely to keep going on like that.”

      Annabel blinked. It hadn’t occurred to her that her sulking could be interpreted in that way. What a bother. Now she would have to be more thoughtful.

      “You didn’t offend me,” she said. “I just—well, I suppose I expected Melchior to make sure there were rooms and lunches all the way along the road. I don’t know why, since he didn’t even trouble himself to see me off.”

      “He didn’t see you off?” Isabella’s eyes narrowed. “Really? I wonder why?”

      “That’s what I’m wondering, too,” Annabel said resentfully. “He threw Peter out and now I have no one but him, so why should he disappear for most of last week? And why shouldn’t he be there to see me off? Oh well, I suppose I’m sulking. Sorry.”

      “Don’t let me interrupt,” said Isabella, who was finally unwrapping that rather battered box she’d arrived with, “only I’m about to open this very big box of chocolates and it would be such a waste to eat them all by myself.”

      Annabel looked at her suspiciously.

      “No, no!” Isabella assured her. “This wasn’t part of a clever plan; it’s just that I adore chocolates. Here, have one of these—I like them best, so there’s lots. Why is Melchior playing least in sight?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Annabel muttered, but she took the chocolate. “It’s not
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