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      December is a fun month, wherever you are in the world. If you’re in the southern hemisphere, you have long summer days at the beach ahead of you. If you’re in the northern hemisphere, winter snow dusts everything with soft magic. All over the globe there are festivals galore and New Year celebrations. December is also way more interesting than March, which everyone agrees can be a bit of a dud. If December happens to be the month of your name day, it’s also cause for a fair bit of excitement. Ondine de Groot, the star of this story – and the two that came before it – has her name day in December. 1

      Two days after her name day, Ondine’s eldest sister Marguerite will marry her fiancé, Thomas Berger under the ceremonial elm tree in the botanical gardens. But before the wedding – and Ondine’s name day – the de Groot family has customers to serve at their family pub, The Duke and Ferret, in downtown Venzelemma. 2

      On this particular Saturday in December, the day was short and wet, the night dark and cold. It rained and sleeted something miserable, but the weather didn’t stop people from going out in the evening. Saturday nights were always busy in the pub, but in December they were frantic. This is because in Brugel you simply must “catch up” with all your friends before the end of the year, or you’ll have hideously bad luck in the New Year. This entrenched tradition has necessitated the creation of “second dinner”, a meal service that slips between the first evening meal and supper.

      Even the new East Asian restaurant across the road, On The Fang, was booked out – for both dinners – every night. Ondine suspected they had somehow created a third dinner, but she was so busy she had no chance to check the truth of it for herself. 3

      Meal times – all of them – were so busy Ondine felt run off her feet. Or more precisely, run off her hands, which were permanently submerged in hot soapy water as she cleaned dishes day and night. 4

      Henrik the chef and Cybelle, Ondine’s middle sister, worked together like an old married couple at the stoves, knowing exactly what the other needed at just the right time. Henrik had a pudding bowl of a tummy, which was a generally accepted work hazard in the cheffing world. He did have hair, and Ondine tried to remember what colour it was. It was hard to know, because he always wore a tall white chef’s hat firmly on his head. Da, Ondine’s father, p, Ondine’s oured drinks in the public bar. He still had shocking white hair and the dark hairy caterpillar of a monobrow, which made Ondine and her sisters simply itch to pluck it.

      Da had a television on the wall to keep himself and the patrons entertained. The monitor was a 16:9 rectangle, but nobody knew how to set it properly so everyone on screen looked fat and blurry. Tonight the channel was set to the news, with a miraculous story of a plane crash at an airport in neighbouring Craviç, in which everybody walked out the wreck completely unharmed. (Some were suggesting magic had to be involved.)

      And Hamish? The handsome lad with eyes full of mischief and a mop of dark hair that fell tantalisingly over his forehead had the easiest job of all. Ma had him waiting tables. With his Scottish accent, cheeky smile and boundless energy, Hamish had a knack for charming the guests. His sparkly green eyes only added to the package. In return, the tips had never been more generous. And these days he hardly ever turned into a ferret, which made Ondine all kinds of happy.

      A defeated-looking Marguerite, her long wavy hair hanging lankly over her shoulders, walked into the kitchen with a tray of dirty beer mugs from the bar. Automatically Ondine pulled up her gloves and re-filled the sink with detergent and scalding hot water.

      Ma intercepted Margi. “Darling, you’re wrecked. Take a break or you’ll have bags under your eyes for the wedding.” Ma took the tray of dirty glasses and added them to Ondine’s workload.

      “Can I have a break too?” Ondine asked.

      Ma shot her a sly grin. “When a fish dances on the table.” 5

      Marguerite’s soft chin wobbled as she touched her fingers to her cheeks. As the eldest daughter, Marguerite had worked for her parents from the moment she could carry a bowl of soup without spilling it. Tonight she looked far older than her twenty-one years. Long nights and hard work had a way of doing that to a person. Ondine felt exhausted too, but nobody urged her to put her feet up on the off-chance she’d look tired for her name day.

      “Get some rest.” Ma kissed Margi on the forehead. “I’ll help Thomas and Josef at the bar. It’s winding down now anyway.”

      At which point Thomas came in with another tray of dirty glasses. “Have you seen the news? The Dentate is changing the laws of succession.” 6

      No, Ondine hadn’t seen the news because they didn’t have a telly in the kitchen. Ondine has been too busy to have the luxury of catching up on Brugelish politics. Nobody had brought a newspaper into the house ever since that food writer Dee Gustation gave them that excoriating review way back in summer.

      “Really?” Ma said with extra-high raised brows. “Who’s it to go to after Duchess Anathea then?”

      “The daughters I guess,” Thomas said with a shrug

      Ma said, “That will put Vincent’s nose out of joint.”

      At the mention of the young lord’s name, Ondine rolled her eyes. 7

      Ma shot her a look. “They can change the laws all they like, won’t make any difference to us. Because we won’t have anything more to do with that lot, will we Ondi?”

      “No, course not,” she said.

      Talk of Brugel’s royal family reminded Ondine that she was still grounded for sneaking off with Hamish so she could work for Duke Pavla at his Autumn Palace. This had been expressly against her parents’ wishes. The punishment Ma and Da meted out on her return was both swift and hideous. No friends over. No parties. No extra-curricular school excursions and she couldn’t visit anyone either. Just working at home and studying at school and that was it.

      All things considered, she accepted the punishment and got on with it. Because being grounded wasn’t that different from normal life in a busy pub. Plus, Hamish was here in the pub all the time, so why would she want to be anywhere else?

      The dishes kept piling up, so Ondine kept on with her routine. In her peripheral vision, she watched Ma walk back towards the dining room and then suddenly gasp in shock.

      Her first thought was, Uh-oh, what’s Hamish done? 8 The next moment she chastised herself. She should have more faith in him – just because Ma got a shock didn’t mean Hamish was the cause of it.

      Silence enveloped the kitchen as everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at Ma. The family matriarch was rooted to the spot, staring at someone in the dining room.

      A stranger’s voice cut through the air. Female and demanding, she summoned the will of a field marshal and brought everything to a stop. “If I may have your attention please. Nobody is to leave.”

      “What?” Ondine shlucked off her gloves and raced to her mother’s side to see what was going on. Her jaw dropped. There in the dining room stood five official-looking people in dark blue suits, (three women and two men), each holding aloft shiny official-looking badges for everyone to see.

      Two suited men moved into the taproom, effectively blocking the remaining exits. They were serious; nobody was leaving.

      Their leader, the woman who’d brought the evening to a screaming silence, had a voice that could shatter glass. “We are from the Department of Immigration and Employment. Pursuant to legislation passed this week in the Dentate, we are here to check everyone’s identity documents, to make sure nobody is working illegally.”

      Cold dread filled Ondine as her gaze homed in on Hamish, who at that moment turned towards the kitchen with arms full of empty plates. Ordinarily you might say ‘dirty plates’ but the hungry customers had used their complimentary soft bread to scoop up the last of the sauce. It must be the cold weather making people extra hungry, because lately the diners were sending their plates back, licked clean.9

      Hamish winked at Ondine as he walked toward her. He was still in the dining room, she still in the kitchen, but he closed the distance between them. Happy harp music played in her head as she looked upon her wonderful, gorgeous, charming – and a teensy bit naughty – boyfriend. Uh-oh. The invisible harps clanged as reality intruded. The moment Hamish opened his mouth, the immigration inspectors would know he wasn’t from around here. The lead inspector spotted Hamish moving closer to the kitchen.

      “You there, do you have your work card?”

      Fear for her beloved kept Ondine glued to the spot. Mentally she sent her thoughts to him, as if by sheer will she could keep him safe. Just keep walking. Don’t say a word. Not that she had any psychic powers to speak of, but the will was there.

      Behind her, she heard someone pick up the phone, dial out and then murmur down the receiver. It was Henrik the chef, saying things like, “warning”, “immigration” and “get out”. The compressed voice at the other end said, “too late”.

      “What’s all this about then?” Ma walked into the dining room to create interference. Hope soared. Ma had magical powers of timing and could usually interfere just at the right moment. Alas, her hopes sagged as the leading inspector paid Ma no mind, charged forward and clapped her hand on Hamish’s shoulder.

      Hamish’s eyes turned round like golf balls. Ondine’s mouth dried up with fear.

      “Show me your work card,” the woman said.

      Every single guest looked at Hamish and held their breath. You could have heard a knife and fork drop – which is exactly what happened. The plates wobbled in Hamish’s hands and cutlery slid onto the floor with a clatter. Movement caught Ondine’s peripheral vision and she looked to the pub’s front windows. There, across the street, were people running out of Fang’s. Some of them looked like diners. Two of them were wearing aprons, which meant members of staff were fleeing too.

      “Tell me your name and where you’re from. You look Slaegalese to me,” the inspector said.

      Silently, Ondine begged, I know you don’t like authority, but Hamish please keep quiet and –

      “I’m Scottish ye toerag.”

      – Jupiter’s moons! Why did you open your mouth?

      The inspector said, “Close enough. You’re coming with us.”

      “No!” Ondine charged into the dining room without a thought as to what she should do or say when she got there. No way would she and Hamish be parted again, not after everything they’d gone through. Hamish dropped the rest of his plates in a series of sharp clangs and crashes. In the next half-second, he fell away into nothing, leaving only a pile of second-hand clothes on the floor. The inspector’s palm clutched at nothing but air, her eyes astonishment-wide. As one, every guest in the restaurant gasped and looked at where Hamish used to be.

      Ondine took advantage of the confusion and screamed at the inspector. “What did you do to him?” She bent down to scoop up the fabric, hoping against hope he would be in there somewhere. Also hoping she didn’t stab him with the broken crockery lying about.

      A ruckus broke out as everyone talked at once.

      “– gone.”

      “– was just there.”

      “– what’s in this plütz?” 10

      “– will they let us out?”

      “ – told you we should have come for first dinner.”

      Ma stepped forward and said, “Please, Ondine, you’re making a scene. Tidy this mess up and get back to work.” To everyone else she sounded like a peeved mother. But to Ondine, Ma provided life-saving interference.

      “Yes Ma,” she said, carefully carrying away the bundle. The clothes felt warm and smelled of hot dinners and Hamish. Something scratched at her wrist. It might be a chunk of broken plate but she didn’t dare look. She kept walking, every moment wondering if one of the inspectors would grab her and drag her back to the dining room. Heart thumping, she tore through the kitchen and jogged up the stairs to the room she now shared with Cybelle – they’d set up Ondine’s room for Thomas’s parents so they had somewhere to rest after the wedding reception.

      She kicked the door shut behind her and dared to breathe again. Heart crashing against her ribs, she put the bundle of clothes on her bed. There in the middle of it all, a lump began moving. Then the lump poked out from the neck of a shirt to reveal the face of a whiskery, black ferret.

      The ferret looked up and grinned. “Didye miss me?”
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      The shock was not that Ondine’s beloved Hamish had turned into a ferret – she’d had two whole books to get used to that – but that he’d transformed so quickly. He’d been in agony when he transitioned at the Duke’s palace a couple of months ago, so the super-fast version tonight must have been super-painful.

      “Are you hurt?”

      Shambles – for that is how he was known in his ferret-form – winced and said, “Naw. Weil. A wee bit.”

      “Oh my poor darling.” Ondine scooped him into her arms and gave a gentle hug, followed by a kiss on the top of his furry head. An ache took hold at seeing him like this. Just when she’d become used to him being human – complacent even, if she were honest with herself – he’d changed. He’d had to. Otherwise the inspectors may well have hauled him away in handcuffs. And seeing him hauled away simply wouldn’t do.

      Ondine knew she could put up with anything so long as she and Hamish were together. Yet she may as well be cursed too if they couldn’t properly be together. And here they were, alone in her bedroom and everything.

      “Oh would ye look at that,” he said. “Get tae the window hen, there’s something afoot.”

      “The inspectors have raided Fang’s as well. I heard Henrik on the phone trying to warn them,” Ondine said.

      Shambles pressed his soft nose to the window and made a foggy pattern with his breath. From their vantage point, what with being upstairs rather than ground level, they could see the restaurant’s outdoor decorations shining brightly in the dark night. Ondine loved their neon dragons with loaded kebab skewers for fangs. Shiny things like that really lifted the neighbourhood. The lights flickered on and off in a chase pattern, then suddenly they didn’t come back on again. A trio of dark-suited inspectors escorted the last of Fang’s staff into the back of a white van, which was parked on the street.

      “There but for the grace of Old Col, go I,” Shambles said. 1

      Ondine rubbed at her head. “Are you telling me you don’t have a work card?”

      “I didnae think I needed one, what with being a ferret for so long. And then, weil, I was with you.”

      Yes he was. He hadn’t been human in decades, thanks to Old Col cursing him a good one at her debutante ball. 2

      He hadn’t rediscovered his handsomely human form until he’d met Ondine all those months ago. Even then he couldn’t always be relied upon to stay human. But when he was, Hamish and Ondine had spent so much time busily falling in love; they hadn’t spent any time contemplating the mundane practicalities of everyday life. Why did those realities have to intrude now?

      “We’ll have to get you a work permit,” she said.

      “Or I could stay like this for a while until things cool over?”

      “No you can’t.” Ondine wanted Hamish to be human all the time, because her relationship with Shambles the ferret was nothing compared to her relationship with Hamish the lad.

      “Och . . . we’ll think of something.” Shambles said, shifting his weight from side to side. “Oh dear. I just thought of something.”

      Ondine looked at him, too scared to speak.

      “I just realised . . . I’m a lot older than I look.”

      “What?”

      “Weil, on account of the fact I was like this fer so many decades, the real me didn’t age. Remember yer auntie put that staying spell on me. If I had’ve aged, I’d be nearer Auntie Col’s age.”

      Originally Ondine had been very glad of the staying spell and considered it a blessing. Now his advanced-age-yet-youthful-demeanour created only fresh problems because he didn’t look as old as his birth certificate would say he was. That’s if he could find his birth certificate.

      And she’d so hoped after the awful time they’d spent at the autumn palace their problems might be over.

      “So ye see lass, even if I had me work card, with me right date of birth and all, nobody would believe it was true.”

      “Oh dear.” A washing machine churned inside Ondine’s tummy.

      Ma arrived at the doorway and bustled in. “Oh dear is right. You OK love?”

      “Oh yeas, all ticketyboo.” Shambles crawled into his trousers and began transforming into his lovely Hamish self.

      Ondine rolled her eyes. She was fairly sure her mother was talking to her, not Hamish. All the same, pride surged in her heart at his bravery. He must have felt the worst pain in his life during that lightning-fast transformation, yet he hadn’t complained one jot. Now he was back as his good self without a whimper. What a man!

      Ma nodded. “Can’t have you zapping down to ferret size every time the inspectors come –”

      “Aye.”

      “– They had a lot of questions about how you vanished. I told them you were a hologram. Can’t say they bought it, but as they couldn’t find you, I took advantage of their confusion and said they must have imagined the whole thing.”

      Ondine’s forehead creased. “And they believed you?”

      “Not for a minute. But then they were called over to Fang’s so they let us off with a warning. Hamish, we need you back on your feet. Promise me if they turn up again, you’ll disappear, do you hear me? We can’t afford to lose you.”

      “Aw, yer all heart Missers G.”

      “No I’m not. We can’t afford to lose you because you bring in the most tips.” 3

      Trust Ma to think of the business first. Ondine gave Hamish a hug. She then helped him into his shirt, but only because her mother was right there and it was the good and proper thing to do.

      “Ondine, un-Velcro yourself from Hamish. He can’t be seen in public again tonight, so I need you to finish up in front-of-house.”

      “Ma, we’re in huge trouble. Hamish doesn’t have a work card.”

      “I’m aware of that. You’ll have to pick up the slack until we can get him one,” Ma said.

      Oh dear, her mother had completely missed the point. Ondine curved her hand in a ‘come here’ motion. “Have a look out the window.”

      The three of them watched the last staff member of Fang’s stagger into the van. The inspector had his hand on the top of the woman’s head so she didn’t injure herself on the door frame on the way in. 4 The van zoomed off, leaving nothing but a dark, closed restaurant.

      “That’s not good,” Ma said.

      “Exactly. And they’ll do the same to Hamish if he doesn’t have a work card,” Ondine said.

      “Stop catastrophising everything, love. Hamish will simply have to fill out some forms at the nearest British embassy.”

      Hamish turned to Ondine and then Ma. “I’m afraid it won’t do any good, Missers G. Me birth certificate would say I’m old enough to be retired. Unless my name is Dorian Grey, they’ll not believe me.” 5

      “Oh dear,” Ma said. Time stretched as she pursed her lips, deep in thought. “Then we may have to appeal to the Duke.”

      “You mean the Duchess,” Ondine corrected.

      Ma shook her head. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

      It had taken a bit of getting used to, having a duchess as head of state instead of a duke.

      Duchess Anathea was only the third ruling duchess in Brugel’s history, so the entire country had a fair bit of adjusting to make. She wasn’t even the proper duchess as such, she was merely standing in because Duke Pavla was too sick to rule and Lord Vincent too young to take over.

      Something scratched Ondine’s memory. The Duke knew Hamish could transform into a ferret, but did the Duchess? The last person Ondine wanted to deal with was the batty Duchess Anathea. They’d become sort-of-friends towards the end of their stay with Duke Pavla, but all the same Ondine wanted to steer well clear of the lot of them. Every member of the royal family made Ondine uneasy in the same way having a heaving mass of spiders on one’s shoulder made a person uneasy.

      Ondine, Ma and Hamish looked at each other, and as they kept looking, they kept saying nothing, which meant none of them came up with any alternative ideas.

      Up and down went Hamish’s Adam’s apple as he swallowed hard. “Go to the top, eh lass?”

      Ondine said, “Back to Bellreeve? I feel sick just thinking about it.” 6 [16]

      Hamish grimaced. “Mebbe we send her a letter explaining the situation?”

      “Good!” Ma said, “That’s sorted. Now, Hamish, you stay in the kitchen, out of sight. Ondi, you’re with me. We have to clear up second dinner and reset the tables for breakfast.”

      And to think, before tonight, Ondine’s worries had been all about her name day and what excitement lay ahead for her. This pushed all those lovely, excited, buzzy feelings aside and replaced them with niggly, naggly worries. Hardly a fair trade. Although she was only going downstairs to work, Ondine wrapped her arms around Hamish as if fare welling him for an eternity. “Please be careful,” she said.

      “Aye,” he kissed the top of her head, “nothing will keep us apart lass. I’ll make sure of it.”

      When they reached the kitchen, Ondine rolled up her sleeves to get back to the washing, only to find a towel, mid-air, drying a plate, also mid air.

      “Wh –” She started to say. The towel dropped the plate, which smashed on the ground, the towel fluttered over the broken pieces.

      “You’re overtired,” Ma said as she walked in. “Look at all these gleaming plates. I was crossing my fingers they’d be done quickly. Thank you Ondi, you’ve done a wonderful job.”

      Puzzled, Ondine looked at what her mother was gabbling about. That’s when she noticed the neat stacks of clean, dry plates and bowls on the drying bench, next to the sparkling glassware and tubs full of glistening cutlery. So much work done in such a short time had to be the result of magic, but Ondine couldn’t fathom where the magic had come from.
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      Two mornings later, Ondine woke to the lads and ladies on the radio discussing the magical qualities of the day. This appealed to Ondine no end, because it was her name day, so it was indeed already special.

      Snuggling further under the covers, she listened to them blather.

      “Green lights all the way to work,” the host said, before adding, “That never happens.”

      The other said, “My toast fell off the plate and it landed butter side up, which I think breaks all the laws of physics!”

      “We’ve banished Monday-itis. Today is officially Magic Day here in Venzelemma.”

      “Small amounts of magic. Give us a call and share your moment of magic with us.”

      That suited Ondine just fine as she listened to the shared stories of good fortune. Being a Monday, she should be getting ready for school. What a shame the magic they were talking about on the radio couldn’t chase Monday and the cold weather away.

      Judging by the heavy grey skies and the tree branches scraping against the window, a properly cold arctic north wind was dancing through the streets. 1

      A rumble set off in her tummy and a ping of excitement went off in her head. What sort of name day breakfast might Ma and Da have in store for her? After all, it was still two days before the wedding, so she could get a little Ondine attention before everything turned Margi-wards. Thrills zapped through her and she lifted the end of the duvet off her bed to have a sneaky look underneath. Perhaps her parents had snuck a pressie under there during the night? Disappointment weighed her down. The only thing under her bed was a warren of dust bunnies.

      No matter, there would be presents downstairs, she was sure of it.

      The moving lump in the bed beside her showed Cybelle still asleep, so Ondine dressed quietly. This took some doing, because there wasn’t much room and she kept fumbling and losing her balance, what with it being so cold her fingers could barely move. At this time of year she needed thermal underwear, t-shirt, polo neck and cardigan. She also wore leggings under her denim jeans and two pairs of socks. Then she remembered she had to shower and relieve herself, so it all had to come off again.

      Being a school day, she put her summer uniform dress over the top of it all. You may be wondering why she didn’t wear her winter uniform. That’s because they were twice handed down from her sisters and therefore threadbare and revolting. So the summer uniform stayed. Not that you saw much of it because when she went outside she wore an ankle-length life-preserver coat and fur-lined hat with Orschlappen. 2

      Thoroughly trussed up, Ondine walked bulky-legged down the stairs to find her mother stacking folding chairs into their private room behind the kitchen. It used to be a family room, with a table long enough to fit everyone around it. Now it had one small round table where only three could sit, at a squeeze. This was particularly unfair considering how much her family had grown to include three new beaux.

      The rest of the space was taken up with boxes of kitchen supplies including doilies and extra thick plastic food wrap. In fact, loads and loads and loads of boxes of extra thick plastic food wrap. Not forgetting the teetering towers of boxes of things for Margi’s wedding. Boxes of bonbonniere, ribbons, linen chair covers, linen tablecloths and napkins, silk flowers and dried rice and carrot seeds for throwing on the bride and groom. 3

      Sneakily, Ondine shifted the boxes and peeked around them, wondering which one was her present. It was the perfect place to hide a box of something, in amongst all these other boxes. Huh? None of them looked remotely like a name day present for Ondine.

      Her mother walked in with her arms full.

      Ondine said, “More boxes, Ma?” Maybe one of them had her present in it?

      “Yes, dear. Give us a hand, will you love?”

      “Um . . .” She wondered if her mother was pretending to forget the importance of the day, or if she had forgotten it for real. “Where’s Margi, by the way?”

      “Getting her nails done, she’ll be back soon.” Ma wiped her brow as she gave an inventory of where the rest of the family was. “Thomas is picking up his suit, Da is having a haircut and Chef is at the markets. I assume Belle is still asleep. And you, my dear, are helping me before you head off to school. Come on, there’s more in the van.”

      “I didn’t think anything was open this early?”

      “It’s December, dear,” her mother said, as if that explained everything. 4

      The north wind took bites out of Ondine’s neck as she walked outside. The glums gripped harder than the cold weather as she wondered whether her parents really had forgotten what day it was. True to Ma’s words, the delivery van had many more folding chairs that needed to come inside the pub.

      “Can’t we stack them in the garden instead?” Ondine hefted a chair in each arm and walked back inside.

      “No, Ondi, they’ll get wet.”

      “Can I at least have some breakfast first before doing more? Hang on a minute, Where’s Hamish? He’s good at carrying things.”

      “Right here.” Hamish walked into the room, which was becoming more crowded by the minute.

      Ondine’s heart soared and sweet harp music played inside her head.

      Hamish beamed. “Happy name day, Ondi love.” He held out a decorative bag.

      “Aw, thank you!” Ondine threw her arms around his neck, whacking her knuckles against cardboard boxes in the process. “You remembered!” Thank goodness someone had! Ondine gave him a rather too saucy kiss, which made her feel warm all over.

      Behind them, Ma cleared her throat.

      Ondine unclasped herself from Hamish and checked out the bag’s contents. She pulled out the first present and unwrapped the tissue paper.

      “That’s from all of us,” Ma said.

      Ondine looked to Hamish for verification. Surprise filled his face. Ondine rolled her eyes at her mother’s attempt to be inclusive and ripped the tissue paper away. It was a book, All For Love: The Life and Times of Elmaree, the First Grand Duchess of Brugel.

      “Oh wow, thank you so much.”

      “Ye like it?”

      “Yes. Can’t wait to read it.”

      Hamish beamed again. “There’s something else in the bag too.”

      Ma cleared her throat again. “That’s from all of us as well.”

      Ondine took hold of the small square box and showed it to her mother. “Nice try.” Then she turned back to Hamish, unable to stop grinning. Light beamed from inside as she lifted the lid and saw the sweetheart ring within.

      “Oh Hamish.” She held the silver ring up to the light – what little light could get in considering the boxes covering half of the window – and gazed upon the tiny writing on the inside.

      “ ‘Mo ghaol ort’. What does that mean?”

      Hamish’s warm breath tickled her sensitive skin as he leaned in close and whispered, “It means, ‘My love with you’.”

      Happy tears blurred Ondine’s vision. “It’s beautiful! How could you ever afford it?”

      He grinned. “The tips have been very good.”

      “Yes, we have been rather busy,” Ma interrupted the moment. “Give us a hand with wedding things. There’s a van outside.”

      “Of course I’ll help,” Hamish said, giving Ondine a sweet kiss that warmed her all the way to her toes. “Get yerself some breakfast, I’ll help yer Ma with the boxes.”

      “Thank you.” Ondine gave him a quick hug and snuck in one more kiss, then headed to the kitchen.

      The light was much better in here as she slipped the ring onto her third finger, left hand. It spun loosely, so she slipped it onto the index finger, where it felt snug. 5 A thrill shot through her, because it felt just right.
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      For the first time since Ondine could remember, they did not have a breakfast crowd to feed that morning. The hotel was closed now, just to get them through the next couple of days so they could prepare for – perhaps even enjoy – the wedding. Which would probably go on for a fair while as half the wedding guests were staying on at their hotel afterwards. Ondine stood in the kitchen in the unfamiliar silence, a silence broken by her loud tummy rumble. A hearty warm breakfast for herself and Hamish would be just the thing.

      Knowing her family, they’d all want some, so she made double-double measures and set about creating a pan full of scrambled eggs. With bacon chunks and chives.

      “Oh it’s you. I thought it might be Chef,” Marguerite said as she trotted into the kitchen, following the smells. She held her fingers out, trying hard not to touch anything so she didn’t mess up her manicure. “That looks fantastic. I’m starving.” With care not to scratch her nails, she picked up the tongs and piled food high on a plate, then added extra cheese, black olives, roquette leaves, sundried tomatoes and potato crisps over the top of her plate, before heaping another spoon full of eggs. 6

      “Jupiter’s moons, are you all right?” Ondine asked.

      “Yes!”

      “You’re going to eat all that?” There would be plenty for everyone, but not if Margi kept shovelling at her current rate.

      Marguerite looked at her like she had two heads. “I wouldn’t put it on my plate if I wasn’t.”

      Hamish sauntered in and delivered a beaming smile. “Yer a wonderful lass, making all that. And on yer name day too.”

      “Oh! Happy name day Ondi.” Marguerite gulped down a wobbly fork full of eggs. “I’ve got your present on order but it hasn’t come in yet.”

      This time it was Hamish’s turn to roll his eyes, making Ondine giggle. At least Hamish hadn’t forgotten her special day. Butterflies took hold in her tummy as she looked at the ring on her finger. How was she going to concentrate at school when every time she looked at her hand – and she’d be looking at it a fair bit – she thought of Hamish?

      A twinge of hope – or maybe it was desperation – lodged in her heart.

      Maybe her family was teasing her and she’d get her presents at the end of the day.

      Or had they completely forgotten about her in the lead up to Margi’s wedding?
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      A heavy schoolbag slung over her shoulders, Ondine bounced through the back door with a cheery, “Hello family!” and headed straight upstairs to make a dent in her homework. It wasn’t that she loved homework, but heading upstairs to study would give her family time to organise the surprise.

      There would be a surprise, wouldn’t there?

      Somebody was bound to come to her room and say there was a job for her in the kitchen. And she’d head down there and they’d surprise her when she walked in. At which point she would act surprised and touched that they’d gone to so much trouble.

      Hamish came up with a plate of biscuits and lidded-mug of hot chocolate. “I’m not interrupting ye, just making sure yer all right.”

      How she loved to see him in his human form, not least because when he was himself, he could carry treats like these to her room. “Thank you,” she said with a knowing smile. She was positive he was simply making sure she wasn’t aware of what they were up to downstairs.

      “I’m nearly done. I’ll be down for dinner later.”

      “When yer finished, can I get ye tae look over something for me? I’m writing tae Duchess Anathea for a pardon. Or whatever it is I need tae ask her for tae get the goon squad off my back.”

      Worries niggled. This sounded real. Not some made up problem to get her to stay in her room. Ondine felt sure their country’s newest Duchess would remember how Hamish had played an integral part in her rapid change in fortunes. Memories of the Harvest Ball at the Autumn Palace played in her mind. The Duke had been sick, poisoned by his own wife. Hamish had spoken up when it would have been far easier to stay quiet. And they’d discovered the former Duchess’s secret bank account. Surely Anathea would reward his good deeds with some kind of special consideration?

      “Absolutely,” she said. “You know I’ll do whatever I can to help.” The admiration in his smile made Ondine feel lovely and warm inside. Until fresh doubt deflated her. “I just realised. I don’t think Duchess Anathea ever knew you could be a ferret. We’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”

      “Aye. That’s par for the course for us.” He kissed her sweetly on the lips and gave her the smile she loved so much.

      “Hamish?” Fear shot through her system. She grabbed his hand as if it might be for the last time. “Promise me if the inspectors come back you’ll get straight out of the dining room, right away?”

      “Of course, hen.” His trademark confident smile stayed in place, which only made her worry more.

      “This is serious. If anything happened to you . . . well it doesn’t bear thinking about.”

      “Och, dry yer eyes lass.” He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. It was a little patronising and not at all the sort of kiss she expected from him. “Nothing’s going to happen to us.”

      “Promise?”

      “I promise. I’ll stick to ye like a limpet to a ship’s belly.”

      “Not such a great image there.”

      “Sorry sweetheart.” He kissed her properly, making her tummy flip at the loveliness of it. When he broke away, his face showed fresh mischief. “Never was much of a one for words.”

      He placed the letter to the Duchess into Ondine’s hands, kissed her again and left her to it.

      The room felt colder without him. The sooner she finished her homework, the sooner she could traipse downstairs and be with him again. Working at whiplash speed, Ondine powered through her media studies chapter, plotted an essay for Brugelish literature and made ten pages of notes for legal studies. By the time she finished, she felt her brain might leak out her ear, but at least her homework was done for the night. Time for Hamish’s letter to Anathea. She took a deep breath to cleanse her brain.

      My Lord Duchess Anathea, (Nice start.) 1

      My name is Hamish McPhee and I am a resident of Venzelemma. Until recently I worked at the Bellreeve Palechia for the former Duke, and was present at the evening of the Harvest Ball. You may recall I came forward at a particularly stressful time for all concerned, and helped discover the former Duchess Kerala’s transgressions. (Skirting around
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