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          CELINE

        

      

    

    
      I’m alone in my chambers at the Royal Palace, yet again, while my fate is being decided in another room.

      This is the life of a princess.

      Staring into the distance, through the open doors to my terrace, at the light breaking over the Glittering Sea, while my father presides over my future.

      There’s a soft tap of paws over the blue and gold marble, and the cat hops lightly through the doors, and into the room.

      A blue-grey cat with a red pouch on its back, tied by fine golden threads.

      It’s the eyes that arrest me. Eyes the colour of the deep sea, with a circle of gold around them.

      My breath catches for so many reasons.

      ‘It is done,’ the cat says, stopping a few feet from me. Sad, so sad. ‘Your father has betrothed you to Duke Maël of Langly.’

      I do not have words, not even tears for this.

      Duke Maël, that ogre-like man, with paws like a bear’s, whom I have done my best to avoid. Too loud, too vulgar, simply too much.

      My husband-to-be, in spite of my protests.

      But this is what my father sees when he looks at me – just someone who can secure the future. My little brother is just five years of age, and sickly, and women may not inherit in our kingdom.

      Not duchies, not thrones. But the law says that their male children may inherit, and my father wishes for nothing more than for me to produce an heir.

      As if I were all womb and no feelings.

      ‘No,’ I say, barely a whisper.

      And that I should sink so low as to have a cat spying for me, to tell me about the conclusions that my father and the duke have reached.

      The cat dips its head. ‘I’m sorry, Celine. It’s true. Though they will not announce it for a while. Not until the matter with the duke’s mother is settled.’

      I chuckle, bitterly. ‘The “matter”? Do you mean the fact that Maël threw out his own mother, Magali?’

      Oh, the powerful Dowager Duchess, Magali. That a woman I loathe so much should be in the way of their plans is one of the ironies of fate.

      ‘Yes,’ says the cat. ‘They would not want to make waves. Not now. So this will be kept a secret for a while.’

      I clench my fist. ‘Do you suggest that this might be kept even from me?’

      The cat closes the distance between us, touching the hem of my skirts. ‘Possibly.’

      A man who threw out his own mother from Fort Cantor. And this is who I am to wed.

      The call of my Gift is a song in my blood, a whoosh in my ears, deafening me, making me dizzy. I used to be powerful, twirling water to my desire. I could have driven a river to wipe clean an entire village, I could have raised cataclysmic waves from the sea.

      But now, it is almost nothing. A call without an answer, clenching over my senses when I am angry or close to tears. I feel both now and I can hear nothing but a roar, nails digging deep in my own palms, the glass of water on the low table spilling, its contents rippling, rippling, rippling.

      They won’t even tell me, not even me, as if this doesn’t change the course of my entire life.

      I look to the sea, begging it to obey, begging it to carry me away.

      Anything, so I would not have to marry that man.

      There’s a pull on my skirts and I look down, and there’s the cat. As I pick it up, the roars in my ears quieten and I hear him calling me softly. ‘My dove.’

      I stroke its fur, from the top of its head to the base of its tail, and the feeling is nothing like it should be. It’s soft and velvety, cut by currents of magic under his skin.

      This is not his skin.

      Underneath it, the love of my life is trapped into this shape, has been trapped for five years, cursed to walk the kingdom as a cat. Trapped by Magali, the Dowager Duchess, and her accomplice, Seigneur Julien Bencifert.

      The only reason why he is here, today, with me, is that Julien Bencifert has fallen gravely ill, and his spells have started to fray.

      Spells.

      Since the powers of the mages in our kingdom have waned, only Spell-Lore remains, for those who are ready to use these forbidden, foul practices.

      But what has ever Magali stopped at?

      Like mother, like son.

      I shudder, again.

      ‘Are you all right, my dove?’ says the cat. Hugo. Hugo who is now the cat. Hugo, who is Maël’s cousin, nonetheless.

      ‘How will I ever be?’ I ask. ‘How could I?’

      The cat lays a paw on the embroidery of my bodice. Such rich ornaments for someone who has no power over her own fate. ‘My dove,’ he says. ‘What do you want?’

      I can’t even look at him. Not as he is, not in this form. ‘No one can give me what I want.’

      Because all I want is him.

      He strokes the side of a paw on my jaw, my cheek. ‘Please tell me. You can always tell me.’

      I realise he’s been wiping away my tears. ‘I don’t want this. Any of this. I don’t want to marry him.’

      Hugo stares into my eyes, while concern is stamped in his. ‘Celine, listen. I have to go now; I’ve been away for too long. They might realise something is amiss if I don’t come back.’

      I know who he means. Bencifert and Magali, who have yet no inkling that Hugo, even though trapped in this shape with the help of a binding object, has begun to remember who he was.

      And came to seek me.

      ‘I promise you this,’ says Hugo. ‘I will find a way. I will find a way, and I will come for you.’

      I promise. I promise.

      I remember a promise he made to me five years ago, which he hadn’t been able to keep.

      But I rein in my tears, hold him close before he leaves.

      Because if I learned something, it is that I should never take for granted that the people I love would come back.

      That I would ever come to see them again.
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          CELINE

        

      

    

    
      Let me tell you a story.

      In the time of my grandfather, the rightful king and ruler of the Red Kingdom, the first Duke of Langly married a beautiful, quiet princess. She was a mage, a Light-Cantor, whose songs could bring light forth even from the depths of the sea, who could make fires burn brighter and stronger.

      Together, they built a stronghold, Fort Cantor, and turned it into a place of learning and merriment that even rivalled the Royal Court.

      They had three children: a girl, Isabella, and a set of magnificent twins. Dark-haired Frederic was strong and stubborn, like his father, while Kylian’s hair was the colour of rich honey, and his words just as sweet.

      But the first duke – also called the Lion – and his duchess had differences beyond the fact that she possessed magic, and he did not.

      As time passed, the duchess began to disappear more and more often from the ducal table. Until, one day, she was gone without a trace. People whispered of her husband’s violent nature.

      People whispered how he might have murdered her.

      Yet the whispers remained just that – whispers – which did not touch the powerful duke.

      And then, by a whim of cruel fate, when Isabella was nineteen years of age, the duke vanished, as well.

      Isabella, undaunted and unmarried, took on the guardianship of the duchy until her brothers came of age.

      Frederic took an ambitious young woman as a wife, a princess of the Blue Kingdom. Her name was Magali.

      His brother, Kylian, married for love, a girl of the people, who was warm and bright like a summer morning.

      They say the twins struggled for power, when the time came. They say that Isabella herself happened to favour the cunning Magali, and the matter was soon settled in Frederic’s favour.

      They say that when the duchy passed into his hands, the sisters-in-law gave birth to their children, less than a month apart.

      It so happened that Maël, Frederic’s son, came into the world as heir to the greatest duchy in the Red Kingdom, the Duchy of Langly.

      It so happened that Hugo, Kylian’s son, came into the world as the heir of nothing.

      One would be inclined to think that the matter of the inheritance would be thus settled between the cousins.

      One would be wrong.

      MAGALI

      Let me tell you how it was.

      In the times when my mother was a young girl with her head full of dreams, a ruthless outlaw called the Lion carved himself a duchy, from the ruins of the principate of Anselme.

      In order to strengthen his position, he married a cunning, manipulative mage, a princess of the kingdom. Together they ruled for many years in lands that should not have been theirs to begin with.

      Their marriage was blessed with children: a girl and a set of twin boys. And because the Lion and his duchess thought they could control anything, even fate, they never told anyone else which of the boys, Frederic or Kylian, came into the world first. They wanted to be the ones who decided which of them inherited the duchy, which of them proved more worthy.

      But the first duchess could not settle for what she already had. And in her insatiable hunger for power, she disappeared, while pursuing even greater ambitions.

      The Lion went mad. For as long as he lived, he never gave up looking for her, obsessed by this quest so much that he met an early end, before he could settle the matter of the inheritance.

      This became the task of the eldest sister. Isabella was wise beyond her nineteen years and could see the ill influence that Kylian’s wife exerted over him. She could see what a backstabbing, scheming woman she was, who, on top of it all, possessed a dangerous Gift. In order to spare the duchy from her devious ways, she settled the inheritance upon Frederic.

      You would think that the matter of the inheritance would be laid to rest after Frederic and I, his wife, took the reins of the duchy. After our son, Maël, came into the world.

      You would be wrong.
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          CELINE

        

      

    

    
      In my hands, I’m holding a man’s fate.

      I squeeze the document that Hugo has stolen in my left hand, sweat glistening on the dry parchment. It’s not the heat, though the fire is blazing in my chambers in our house in Langville on this late spring day. The windows that look towards the town have been sealed, and I made sure to lock the door before casting on my desk the meagre contents of my satchel: a piece of blank parchment, ink, quill. And, most importantly, the seal I have stolen from my father.

      The cat leaps on my lap, sensing my hesitation. I stroke its blue-grey fur, perhaps to reassure myself, more than anything, though it is less than reassuring. I shouldn’t feel this when touching my lover. I barely remember how he felt when he was still a man, while we were still everything to each other, five years ago, when he left to challenge fate itself and more than two decades of wrongs against his side of the family.

      ‘It’s the only thing we can do,’ he whispers. ‘If you don’t want to find yourself married to him.’

      Maël, the stuff of my nightmares.

      Though not only mine, it seems.

      Hugo returned yesterday, while my father and I were attending the yearly fair in Langville. He told me, ‘There might be a way.’ My heart leapt, but I tried not to lean too much into this feeling.

      I know better than to hope, by now.

      Hugo told me, ‘Magali seeks to replace Maël, her own son, at the helm of the duchy.’

      I felt like I couldn’t breathe. ‘With whom?’

      ‘With his cousin, Philippe. My cousin, too.’

      I frowned. ‘Philippe?’ I hadn’t even heard of him.

      ‘He’s a modest boy, the only child of Isabella of Langly. Had nothing more than a farm to his name, for all his life. He’s a bit of a dolt.’

      I chuckled at this. ‘The only child of the firstborn of the first duke? A farm?’

      ‘There was a scandal some years ago, if you remember, my dove. When Isabella of Langly married a widowed seigneur who already had two older sons from a previous marriage. Seigneur Julien Bencifert, if you recall.’

      I was so shocked, that I could barely find the words. ‘Julien Bencifert? The man who did this to you? And Magali seeks to replace Maël with his son?’

      ‘Magali and Bencifert seemed to have worked well together in the past, haven’t they?’ I knew what he meant. What was done to him. ‘But there is a way,’ said Hugo, ‘to kill two birds with one stone.’

      The same thing that my father is trying to do by marrying me against my will with Maël: to force my hand to produce that heir, and end once and for ever the struggles for power in Langly.

      I suppose my father never thought that this dove might have some plans of her own. He hasn’t even informed me about my betrothal yet.

      I look at the golden cage that has been deposited in my chambers. A tool, Hugo said, that he snatched—with help—from under Magali’s nose.

      A tool that she would use to bind Maël to an animal form, just like Hugo has been.

      ‘We need time,’ Hugo told me. A few more days. So I can do this.

      I look at the parchments. Once I lay the royal seal on the new document I’ve written, once I throw the one in my hand in the fire, the course of a man’s life will be changed for ever.

      ‘There is no going back after this,’ I whisper, my finger tracing Hugo’s spine, to the red pouch fixed on his back. My skin tingles with the possibilities, my heart swells with a red-hot glow.

      I shudder.

      ‘It’s the only way,’ says Hugo. ‘The only way to prevent Magali from using Philippe as her pawn. You would save him from it. Do you enjoy being a pawn, my dove? Is that what you want for him?’

      I could almost laugh. I don’t even know this man – but…

      But.

      ‘What is it that you want, my dove?’

      ‘You,’ I say.

      Hugo burrows his head in my shoulder. ‘And we will be together. Again. Soon.’

      Because there is something else that Hugo has found. A way to release himself from the spell. All we have to do is go to Fort Cantor, and search for the binding object. But someone else will be there: Maël.

      ‘Do you think we will succeed?’ I say, when I mean to ask, Is there any way that I can wrench back my own life from my father’s hands?

      ‘We will, if we do this.’ He looks at the parchments. ‘I will be there,’ he adds softly. ‘At Fort Cantor. With Philippe.’

      To make sure that, after we do this, Magali would hold no sway over him. To make sure that Philippe escapes her before she can hold him too tight in her grip.

      And this is how I know.

      What must be done, must be done.

      It will be for Philippe’s own good.

      My hands tremble as I roll the other piece of parchment, the forged one. I drip red wax on it, the stain spreading like a pool of blood. But Hugo’s presence steadies me, so close, after years when I thought I’d never see him again. My fingers are sure as I press my father’s seal into the soft wax.

      A mould. Something that can be whatever I want it to be.

      Shaping my life, from this moment forward.

      Hugo leaps down from my lap. ‘You are so strong, my dove.’ His voice is trembling with emotion. ‘I knew that, if there was someone who loved me enough, who could forge our future anew … so it can be what it was always meant to be … that person is you.’

      Not yet.

      I’m not done yet.

      I swallow my tears and toss the stolen document into the fire. It burns with a hiss, embers glowing. Only the one we forged together, in the gauzy light of this tepid afternoon, remains. And I still can’t believe that the future I always dreamed of might still be within my reach.

      ‘I will see you again at Fort Cantor, in a few days, my dove. And soon, everything we ever wanted … it will be ours.’
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          CELINE

        

      

    

    
      You would think that after nearly a week of revels at the tournament in Langville, my father, the King, would be pleased. Perhaps even happy, as we weave our way towards Fort Cantor, where the betrothed I don’t want awaits.

      You would think that he’d be lulled into half-sleep by the gentle rocking of the royal carriage.

      He is not.

      My father is prone to sighing today. ‘Do you intend to be a bit more forthcoming towards Maël during this stay?’

      My heart pounds in my chest. I’m not sure if what Hugo and I have done will be enough for me to escape my fate. And I cannot believe that, of all people, I have to rely on Magali to save me from a future I don’t want.

      ‘Celine?’ says my father. ‘Did you not hear me?’

      ‘It depends what you mean by forthcoming,’ I say tartly. ‘It depends where you draw the line.’

      I look to the white ground-stone road, snaking around the mesmerising Mermaid’s Lake, bordered on the side by slate-grey cliffs, like the rims of a polished bowl. There’s a boulder at the end of the lake, and a sharp bend in the road. Weeping willows hunch above the boulder, patches of reeds rustle in the wind.

      So much, hidden from sight.

      And only a day’s travel until we reach Fort Cantor. But, at least, Hugo should be there, waiting for me. Giving me strength.

      ‘Are you all right, Celine?’ says my father.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I beg your pardon,’ he says. ‘Not what.’

      I look at him with the crazed expression of a deer being cornered by a pack of wolves. ‘Your father should never suspect a thing,’ Hugo told me. ‘So much depends on him.’

      ‘Isn’t this lovely?’ I say in a meagre attempt at conversation. ‘I wonder why they call it the Mermaid’s Lake. Did Mermaids ever live here?’

      ‘Mermaids?’ guffaws my father. ‘I rather think not. Perhaps Shape-Shifters.’ A frown creases his brow. My father hates all sorts of magic, but he despises Shape-Shifters the most. ‘In any case, there is something I wish to discuss with you.’

      I shrink on my padded bench. By Sabya’s Morningstar, not this. I have feigned ignorance about my betrothal for so long, and I wish I could do so for a few more days.

      It’s as if not speaking about it makes it less real. As though my engagement is less of a given, where my opinion wasn’t relevant.

      Perhaps, perhaps something absurdly good will happen to me.

      Perhaps, for once in my life.

      ‘Maybe you remember how much trouble the inheritance matter in the Duchy of Langly has brought to our kingdom.’

      Oh, no. Please, no.

      Not this. The Siege of the Twins and all that.

      ‘I am aware of the historical details,’ I say.

      Air. I need air. The carriage engages in the hairpin curve just as I try to stick my head out the window, and I’m tossed back into my seat. Not before I spy a silhouette ahead, on the boulder.

      A cat with a red pouch on its back.

      Hugo? I wonder. He shouldn’t be here.

      He should have reached Langly, ahead of us.

      The cat brings a paw to its heart and bows. My heart pounds so loudly in my own ears that I can barely hear what he says. ‘Oh, merciful and great king of our lands! Please, could you come to our aid?’

      Hugo gives me a sideways look, and I don’t know what to read in it. Has something happened? Are things amiss?

      Expressions swim on my father’s face, from surprise mixed with a sort of delight, to concern.

      It’s a fraction of what is happening in my soul.

      My father says, ‘My, my. A magical cat. I thought your sort had vanished from our lands.’ He taps with his cane on the roof of the carriage and everything comes to a sudden halt, even the knights who accompany us.

      Enchanted animals scattered to all corners of the Red Kingdom after the last beast whisperer in the Arnauld counties died – singing dogs and talking bears and all manner of creatures of this sort.

      I think, My father must not suspect who is standing in front of him.

      Or else…

      ‘Everything but, Your Majesty,’ says Hugo. ‘And woe to my master had I not been here. Brigands have stolen his mount and his clothes, and I managed to chase them by calling out from the rushes. But now he has nothing to put on, not even a single piece of cloth.’

      Brigands? His ‘master’?

      I think, Perhaps one thing has gone right, and Philippe is with him, and not at Castle Bencifert, where Magali would drip poison in his ears.

      The cat’s moves are quick and lithe, a reminder of what they used to be when he inhabited a different form.

      I stare into his eyes, gripped. Eyes that have haunted me in my dreams for five years, dreams that were, until today, at the tips of my fingers.

      What happened?

      My father stretches his head through the open windows of the carriage. The pressure in my ears increases. Then he laughs. ‘They took all his clothes? How did they manage that?’

      ‘They took them from the bank, Your Majesty, while my master was bathing.’

      My father grows red in the face with the effort of holding back his laughter. He has no idea who he’s talking to. ‘Please. Show me to your master.’

      I sneak out after them, trying to piece together what happened. With my father present, Hugo can hardly tell me.

      Next to a group of tall reeds, I spot a young man. Wet, dark curls fall in disarray on his forehead. He hugs his broad chest with thick arms, the water reaching above the line of the muscled planes of his stomach. When he sees us, he bows in an odd curtsy, still shivering slightly.

      My cheeks are ablaze – this borders on indecency in more ways than I can count. There’s a tug in the depths of my belly. It’s improper to stare, but I can’t look away. I take in the angle of his jaw, every ripple in those arms. And just like that, his gaze snaps to me, brushing against me, from the top of my dark hair, pinned in a half-braid, to the red-and-gold velvet dress that I’m wearing today.

      Assessing me, as if I were the naked one, and not he.

      I turn my head away, blushing.

      Hugo did mention the man is not so well-mannered as the sort of young men I usually rub shoulders with – or, better said, I’m trying to avoid.

      My father inclines his head and asks the cat, ‘And does your strapping, forlorn master have a name?’

      ‘Of course, Your Majesty. This is Messere Philippe of the Benciferts.’

      Messere. Yes. The appropriate title to address the son of a seigneur.

      Good, I think. So this is, indeed, Philippe. And he is with Hugo.

      ‘Your Majesty, if you don’t mind,’ calls the naked Messere Philippe from the water. His voice is deep and raspy, but I make myself not look. I think I’ve seen quite enough. ‘Might I borrow an item or clothing or two? If you would be so kind.’

      ‘Of course, of course, Messere Philippe.’ My father makes to call for the pantler-botler, but he rode ahead of us, preparing our chambers at the inn where we’ll spend the night.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ I say, even though I’d much rather dally at the edge of the lake and listen.

      But the man needs clothes.

      And he’s helping us.

      And he’s a distraction from whatever Hugo might have planned, standing naked in the water as he is.

      I head for the cart with supplies, tossing at our head of guards a request to borrow a set of clothes from him. I find a shirt and a pair of breeches, but I need a nicer surcoat. After all, this man, Philippe, is the heir apparent to Maël, even if this hasn’t been apparent until a few days ago.

      I throw a quick look at my father, who is smiling at something that Hugo is telling him, and clutch a black velvet doublet from the King’s own trunks. It might be a tight fit for Philippe, but we’ll see.

      Once I almost reach the edge of the lake, I see my conundrum – I can’t get so close as to hand the clothes to Philippe himself.

      I have seen more than enough as it is, so I shove them in the arms of one of the guards. ‘Give these to him.’

      ‘Merçi, Princess,’ says Philippe in that raspy voice of his, and I have no choice but to look.

      He seems amused.

      I am not.

      I stalk back to where my father is conferring with Hugo, eager to find out more about why they are here, and not already at Fort Cantor.

      ‘What leads you here? You are quite far away from home,’ asks my father.

      ‘My master lost his father recently,’ the cat says, dropping his voice.

      This clangs through me. So Seigneur Julien Bencifert has expired. And Hugo is still a cat. We need that binding object from Fort Cantor, we need it so badly.

      ‘My condolences,’ says my father. ‘We all regret Seigneur Julien Bencifert.’ He scrunches his brows. ‘I take it that Messere Philippe’s eldest brother is now the new Seigneur Bencifert, then?’

      The cat leans in conspiratorially. ‘Yes, that would be Seigneur Louis, Your Majesty. Messere Philippe’s half-brother.’

      My father’s face lights up as he turns to watch the young man in the water. He is catching up to who he is.

      My father says, ‘This means that Messere Philippe is⁠—’

      ‘Isabella of Langly’s only child, yes,’ says Hugo.

      I look behind, just to check if I can recognise any of the Lion’s stark features on his face. Philippe is just pulling on a shirt, his powerful arms snaking through the sleeves. The hem is already soaked. But he meets my gaze with raised eyebrows and I glance away instantly.

      He must be a knight, with those arms. In our kingdom, the firstborn sons inherit, and the younger brothers have to make their way in life with a sword and whatever small income that is bestowed on them. A farm, in Philippe’s case.

      ‘We were, in fact, on our way to Fort Cantor,’ says the cat airily. A-ha. There it is. ‘Messere Philippe wished to visit his cousin, Duke Maël.’

      My secret betrothed. On the inside, I gag.

      ‘Is that right,’ says my father, flatly.

      Philippe stands bare-footed on the shore now, struggling with the laces on his breeches.

      I plaster a smile on my face and turn to the cat. ‘What a coincidence. So are we.’ I tilt my head, hoping that Hugo understands the silent question. What do you want me to say?

      ‘I’m sure Maël would be pleased to see his cousin,’ says my father.

      The cat chimes in. ‘The cousins used to be very close indeed, as children.’

      My father scratches his beard. ‘I’m sure they were.’

      I look to Philippe and notice that he’s struggling to get into the surcoat, his back turned to us, his elbows at an odd angle.

      Too tight, indeed.

      My father turns to say something to the head of his guards, and Hugo hisses. ‘Get him here. Quick. We need to come with you, to Fort Cantor.’

      I set myself in motion even before I realise what I’m doing, pulling the surcoat from Philippe, tilting the right sleeve towards his hand. ‘Easy,’ I say. ‘One hand after the other.’

      He slips his right arm, and I arrange the other sleeve, so that it would be within his grip. ‘I always struggle with coats,’ he mumbles, his back still turned to me. ‘My shoulders are too broad. My mother tells me they’re the shoulders of a farmer.’

      ‘Right,’ I say, noticing the painful angle in his left elbow. I bunch the fabric, helping slip it up his arm, then stretch the surcoat. He’s so tall – I need to rise on my toes to drape it over his shoulders, patting the velvet straight.

      The coat strains on his arms.

      ‘Did I upset you?’ he says. ‘I’m sure my mother does mean it as an insult, but I don’t see why the seigneurs should look down at the farmers.’

      His shoulders are broad.

      And hard.

      He says, ‘Is your father a farmer or a farmhand? I didn’t mean it as an insult, really. I always see it as a compliment.’

      Sabya’s Morningstar. He has no idea who I am, who is helping him. He must think I’m a chambermaid. My cheeks are ablaze, but I manage to mumble, ‘There you go.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Philippe says, and turns his head towards me.

      His eyes, a warm green-brown, I notice from so close up, widen and he stumbles forward. ‘Mothers of the Forest.’ He twists towards me. ‘Princess, what are you doing here?’

      I open and close my mouth, but can only come up with the obvious answer. Helping you.

      Philippe goes on, ‘You shouldn’t sneak up like that on people.’

      Lucius’ Flaming Finger. ‘Maybe you should learn to get dressed by yourself.’

      He opens his mouth, then frowns. ‘Of us two, I’m not the one who has an army of servants to help them get dressed. I manage just fine by myself. When the clothes fit.’

      ‘Do you often wear clothes that don’t fit, then?’

      ‘Let’s say I don’t make a habit of bathing naked in lakes, and then having my clothes stolen.’

      He has breached so many rules of etiquette within just a few moments, but I don’t even know where to begin. ‘You should greet the King,’ I say. I remember Philippe needs to impress my father. So that they can come with us. As Hugo said. ‘Properly. By taking a bow.’

      Philippe brushes his damp locks away from his forehead and follows me. ‘Thank you, by the way. I’m sorry about what I said. It might have all come out backwards, but you gave me a fright.’

      ‘Is your father a farmer?’ I mimic him. Then snort.

      He blushes to the tip of his ears and is still a bit discomposed as he bows, indeed, to my father. ‘Your Majesty, thank you for the clothes.’

      ‘You are most welcome,’ my father says magnanimously, looking from me to him. Perhaps seeing us blush, but not for the reason that he thinks.

      Any lingering look, and my father is always inclined to ask if I could be tempted into marriage.

      ‘I heard that brigands stole your horse,’ says my father.

      ‘Indeed, Your Majesty,’ says Philippe. ‘We’ll probably have to walk to the next inn, so we can secure another mount.’

      By the way Hugo frowns, I can tell that’s not what Philippe was meant to say.

      But my father chuckles. ‘There will be no need. We have enough room in the carriage. For Maël’s cousin.’

      I should be pleased when Philippe climbs into the carriage and takes a seat on the bench across from me, next to my father. But there’s something unsettling in the way my father invited him to join us.

      I pick up Hugo, lay him across my lap. Like a shield.

      I suppose we turned this around, but there’s no way I can know what happened, what has changed.

      All I have for now is the mild inconvenience of Philippe’s knees knocking against mine, when the carriage jolts.
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      THAT SAME MORNING

      At the end, when it is all said and done, only the two of us are left on the cliff, just as planned. The stableboy and the lioness. Two unlikely allies, two old enemies, for now united by the same goal. I lick the blood around my snout, nothing more than a feint to show him my sharp teeth and repeat my request.

      The stableboy protests, a growl about what we did and did not agree upon. ‘Will there always be such a lack of trust between us, Magali?’

      I stretch out one of my bloody claws to point him to the lonely tree, behind which the chambermaid’s clothes are hidden. On the plateau below us, the horse caught in the hedges finally falls quiet. A red sunrise cracks from behind the clouds. On the opposite cliff, the white stone of Fort Cantor begins to glow in the sunlight.

      In the centre of it, the tower rises like a challenge.

      Distant guards who look like toy soldiers patrol the battlements. In the inner yard, the kitchen maids must already be fetching water for the master’s breakfast.

      What would they say if they knew where their master is now?

      At the top of the cliff, we strike a new agreement. ‘Hurry,’ I say, ‘or they will soon be upon us.’

      Reluctantly, the stableboy steps behind the tree and places what I told him to in my pocket. I glance towards the lower plateau where the battered body of the destrier lies, deep gashes in his belly where I struck him. The boy murmurs something about having been lucky that the horse didn’t fall all the way down the cliff and alert the guards before we made our escape.

      We dance as within a dream, the stableboy and I tiptoeing around each other, as he weaves his way towards the path that leads downwards. There are no goodbyes, no professions of goodwill as I make my way towards the tree to slip into the form – and the clothes – of the chambermaid. Gone is the lioness. Only a few traces of the horse’s blood remain on the tips of my fingers.

      I wipe it off on a few rotten leaves. This will have to do for a few more days. No one is suspicious of an ageing chambermaid – this skin has served me well for weeks, helping me hide in plain sight. I pull on the drab clothes, so different from my usual fare of silks and satins, garb fit for the dowager duchess.

      But soon I will return to my rightful place.

      I pull on my surcoat, guilt weighing heavily in my pocket, where the stableboy had placed it.

      In the valley, the stableboy crosses the bridge and breaks into a run towards the gates of the castle. I survey the surroundings one last time before I make my way towards the farm at the foot of the cliff. The ridge looks precisely as it should: as if a terrible battle has taken place.

      As I descend, I touch the ring hanging about my neck, the ring that made all this possible. I tuck it underneath the chambermaid’s tunic, hidden. Like I have been in the past few weeks at the castle, while my son, Maël, has been looking everywhere else for me.

      When I reach the bottom of the meandering path, I save a few thoughts for Philippe. I wonder where he is now. What he is doing. If he’ll rise to the challenge. If he’ll know better than to place his trust in Hugo.

      I stop, watching. The stableboy is pounding at the gates of Fort Cantor. Probably screaming something about a lion and how his master, Duke Maël, has been killed.

      I duck out of sight and make for the farm behind the cliff.

      Guilt weighs heavy in my pocket.
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      We stop for the night at a crossroads, at the Griffin Inn. As soon as we step down from the carriage, my father confers with Gaston, our botler-pantler, while Hugo leans in towards Philippe and tells him he must slip out.

      I’m sure the comment is meant for my own ears, as much as for his, but I don’t miss the slight panicked grimace that Philippe makes. He was rather quiet on our way here, leaving most of the conversation to Hugo, who regaled my father with tales of magical beasts.

      He told us a story about a young lady who charged on a bear’s back in a battle long ago, during the Year of the Red Maiden. I’m sure the tale was meant less to entertain and more to dull my father’s suspicions that he could be a Shape-Shifter.

      Though that isn’t completely accurate, either. If Hugo could change his form at will, we wouldn’t be here today, would we? And because he is trapped in this cat skin, we are all trapped.

      Philippe looks caged, too, as we enter the dining hall, his steps stiff, and he throws me a few furtive glances. There have been some of those in the carriage, too, full of curiosity and awe.

      Maybe he’s embarrassed about our previous exchange.

      Rough manners, indeed.

      The owner of the inn has cleared the dining hall of its usual customers, strewn fresh rushes on the floor – though that still cannot cover the miserable smells. He has even arranged a sort of dais, three seats around this not-quite-so-royal, weather-beaten table.

      Philippe and I sit on either side of my father, and the men-at-arms and the rest of our suite take their places on low benches.

      What must be the inn’s best fare is placed in front of us: hare stew, freshly baked bread, hot meat pies and what looks like a sort of tough venison in a red sauce. Philippe starts scooping helpings on his plate, ignoring my warning glances.

      This is not how it is done at the Royal Table—everyone who has dined at least once at the Red Court knows so. My father, however, ignores this trespass completely, and breaks a piece of bread, finally signalling the beginning of the meal.

      But a sliver of the same thought seems to pass through my father’s mind, because he says, ‘I do not remember seeing you at the Royal Palace.’

      Philippe lays his large, callused hands on both sides of his plate. So much strength seems to be coiled within them. These are certainly not hands meant just to hold a quill, or twist a fork. ‘No, my father usually sent my elder brother if our presence at Court was necessary.’

      ‘My condolences,’ says my father. ‘We all regret Seigneur Julien’s passing.’

      ‘No one more than me,’ says Philippe.

      I can imagine he has more than one reason to do so, and I must be so callous for not being able to feel the same regret.

      It’s because of the man’s death that we even sit at this table. And after what he and Magali have done to Hugo… It would be impossible for me to feel any compassion for them.

      My father toys with his wine goblet. ‘I don’t remember seeing much of your mother, either, in the past few years.’

      Me neither. This seems at least strange, come to think of it. ‘I heard she was often unwell,’ I say.

      ‘Unwell? No,’ says Philippe. ‘But she liked to travel often.’

      My father knits his eyebrows in that way that tells me that he finds it quite hard to believe what he has just said. ‘Are you well acquainted with Fort Cantor, then?’

      ‘I used to visit there as a child.’

      ‘But not at first, of course,’ says my father.

      I’m not sure if this is a question or a statement. He must refer to the turmoil in Langly. During the first ten years since Isabella first bestowed the inheritance upon Frederic, the duchy passed from one twin to the other, and then back again to Frederic, in a chain of events that’s too complicated for me to begin to untangle now.

      ‘How old are you?’ I ask. I can’t quite tell. Isabella must have had him after the duchy passed back to Kylian, Hugo’s father.

      ‘Twenty-two,’ says Philippe.

      Ah. Just one year younger than me, then.

      ‘You grew up at Castle Bencifert, then?’ asks my father.

      Castle Bencifert. I shiver to hear the name. I could see it from the Golden Pavilion—the magic school perched on top of the Opal Mountain. Built in white marble with golden threads, which glowed in the purest light at sunrise. The place where I met Hugo, and where I spent the best four years of my life.

      And across the valley, Castle Bencifert. Brown edges of stone on top of a hill. The place where Hugo had been kept as a prisoner, in his form as a cat, for the last five years.

      I throw Philippe a sideways glance as I realise something. Isabella was a mage, like her mother. But Philippe was never a student with us, at the Golden Pavilion.

      I wouldn’t be amazed if he didn’t have a Gift. After all, his grandfather wasn’t magical, and perhaps he does take after him.

      Philippe toys with his spoon, still considering how to answer my father’s question. ‘Not quite. You see, my mother didn’t… She was at the castle a lot, of course, but she insisted that I should be taught responsibility at a young age. And my place. It isn’t common that a second son should inherit a castle. Even less likely for a third son, like me.’

      ‘No, it is not. This is most unfortunate for the parents,’ says my father.

      He means that if a second son inherits a castle, the first one has expired.

      But it’s almost ironic that this younger brother of the current Seigneur Bencifert is the heir apparent to the greater fief, the Duchy of Langly. I suppose this is the thing with genealogy: it is full of ironies, if you look close enough. One might even call it blunt sarcasm, at times.

      And I suppose it’s not unusual for men to have children by different women. In the end, my father had Anne-Mihielle by a woman who wasn’t my mother.

      I can never bring myself to think about Mihi without a pang. What she might be doing now, the kind of person she might be. It’s not as if she’s replying to any of my letters. Even if Mihi was a child born out of wedlock, it doesn’t excuse my father hiding her in another kingdom.

      Thoughts of my half-sister make me miss the rest of Philippe’s reply.

      ‘A farm?’ says my father.

      ‘My mother always thought that I should live according to the place I’d have later in life,’ replies Philippe. ‘Nothing to do with the Red Court. So as soon I was seven, she gave a farm into my care. And that’s where I grew up.’

      ‘On a farm,’ I say.

      The farm.

      I’m painfully reminded of what Hugo and I have had to do.

      It was for Philippe’s best, I tell myself. So that he wouldn’t become Magali’s pawn.

      ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I learned all about sowing and reaping and manning a plough from a tender age.’

      Ah.

      This explains the off-hand comments about farmers, today.

      So Philippe is not a knight, but rather closer to a farmer. Quite peculiar, for someone who is Maël’s heir apparent, as long as Maël remains unwed, and without children of his own.

      And I want nothing more than for Maël to remain unwed.

      Or perhaps for him to marry someone else.

      I’m sure my father is preparing to comment on what Philippe has just said, when a messenger barges into the room. I recognise him by the tight-fitting livery, the crumpled white cape with a red lioness embroidered on it.

      A messenger from Langly, then. He’s a thin boy with dishevelled hair, and coated in dust. By his short, quick breaths, he must have hurried here.

      ‘Your Majesty, if I may,’ he says panting. ‘Fort Cantor sends word urgently.’

      ‘Of course,’ says my father, extending his hand.

      But the message the boy has … well, it’s not in writing, that’s for sure. ‘Your Majesty, Duke Maël is gone. We have reason to believe he has perished.’

      The tips of my fingers grow numb.

      No, this can’t be.

      It’s too soon, too unexpected. We haven’t found the binding object, we haven’t released Hugo from his form.

      This means that⁠—

      My father’s head snaps to Philippe at the same time as mine does.

      The—presumptively—new Duke of Langly is utterly frozen, his eyes widened in blinding surprise.

      MAGALI

      The word of the day is ‘disquiet.’ The castle staff is like a writhing hydra, in that moment suspended in time when a head has been severed, and the replacement hasn’t quite grown out.

      The steward of Fort Cantor steps in. Organises search parties, of two or three. In the skin of the chambermaid, I take part in one of them, calling Maël’s name, pretending to search for him.

      CELINE

      I lie on the bed, putting the finishing touches to my little drawing. Alone, in my chamber, while my father is conferring with Philippe.

      Another essential conversation I have been shunned from.

      My fingers are still trembling.

      I trail them across the sketch, detailing the ancestry of all the lion cubs, the three cousins. I cross out Maël’s name from the family tree.

      It seems that I won’t marry him after all, but this is the only sure thing in a sea of uncertainties. What Hugo predicted is coming to pass, but too fast, much faster than it should, and I’m frightened that the hopes I’m hanging onto so hard will disappear in a puff of mist.

      I draw a circle around Hugo’s name, sighing.

      With Maël gone, it’s Hugo who should be the new duke.

      If Hugo were more than a cat.

      If Hugo wasn’t presumed dead, as he has been for more than five years now.

      It should have been Hugo. It has always been Hugo for me. Hugo and me, me and Hugo, since our days at the Golden Pavilion.

      When we were students, the buildings were still splendid, a symphony of towers, turrets and hanging balconies, all sculpted in the most beautiful white-and-gold marble. A place held together by magic, of course—the oldest magic school in the only kingdom in the world that could still wield that power, though not as much as it did before the Year of the Red Maiden.

      I remember one of the early days, when Madame Hirondelle, the doyenne, made me practise in the central piazza of the Golden Pavilion, by the fountain. It was never hard to conjure my Gift—I used anger and tears to prod my powers. I only had to think of the day they took Mihi away from me, to send her to the Green Kingdom.

      The waters in the fountain swelled in a pointed dome, as high as the highest tower of the Pavilion.

      ‘That will be enough, Celine,’ Madame Hirondelle, the doyenne, said.

      I thought of nine-year-old Mihi, with her scraggy dark hair, and her dresses always ripped at the hem. Restless, cheeky Mihi.

      I thought of Mihi in tears, while one of our nursemaids dragged her away.

      I thought of my mother, standing with her arms crossed, telling me to get a grip on myself.

      The water dome exploded in a splash, soaking Madame Hirondelle and all the students around us.

      ‘I said stop, Celine. When will you learn how to stop?’ She wrung out her drenched cloak and asked for a bucket and a set of rags.

      So that I could clean up my own mess.

      After she left, a group of students approached, Hugo at their core. Even at fourteen, every girl wanted to have Hugo’s attention, and every boy in the school wanted to be him. But he said nothing, just looked at me from the depth of his mesmerising eyes.

      Princess Delphine of the Blue Kingdom snorted. ‘What an embarrassment you are,’ she said. ‘You don’t have a grip on your Gift.’

      ‘At least I have a Gift, and I’m not here just because my mother is queen, like you,’ I said, scrubbing.

      Delphine flinched. ‘If your mother hadn’t been the doyenne before, you would be shipped back home instantly,’ she spat.

      That was when Hugo stepped forward and I cringed. I’d been sweet on him since I started studying at the Pavilion, but never dared say a single word to him. ‘Oh, I’d pay a lot of coin to see that again,’ he drawled. ‘Madame Hirondelle, drenched. That look on her face.’ The group around him started to chuckle and my heart raced.

      Hugo was taking my side.

      My side, and not Delphine’s. He gestured towards one of his friends. ‘Can’t you fix this? It’s getting dull, and we have to get to the Refectory.’

      The older boy nodded. ‘Can you move aside?’

      I took a few steps towards them, and that’s when the boy threw a whoosh of fire all around the fountain, the puddles hissing as the water evaporated.

      A Fire-Blazer. ‘Oh. Thank you,’ I said, dumping the rags in the now incandescent bucket.

      Hugo started marching toward the central building of the Pavilion. ‘The Refectory, then.’

      Everyone else followed.

      And then, the most impossible happened, conjured, in a way, by my Gift. Hugo turned towards me. ‘Aren’t you coming? Your chore is done, you can join us, you know.’

      That was the beginning of me and Hugo.

      And the end…

      I don’t care to remember.

      Not when so much hinges on what would happen tomorrow.

      I pace the narrow length of the room, a knot in my belly. I say a silent prayer.

      Mothers of the Forest, if you are listening to me, please, please, don’t allow Hugo to fail again. Please, please, help us make our dreams come true.

      The floorboards creak under my steps. I wonder what my father is discussing with Philippe. What a farce. Maël is gone, and Philippe and Hugo aren’t at Fort Cantor, like they were meant to be.

      I rest my forehead on the shuttered window, and I hear voices carrying from the inner courtyard.

      I could never mistake Hugo’s lilting tones. His words, spoken too low for me to make them out, are a call, pulling me to wherever he is.

      I toss a thick cape on my shoulders and nod at the two guards in the corridor. ‘I’m going down for a bit of fresh air.’

      They make to follow me. ‘I’m just going into the inner courtyard of the inn,’ I protest.

      ‘King’s orders,’ says the captain, closing the distance between us.

      I sigh.

      I need to speak to Hugo, to find out what’s truly happening, but the chances that I could have done so were always slim, in any case, in Philippe’s presence.

      ‘If you must,’ I tell the captain, already sulking.

      This day, this blasted day.

      The courtyard is like a box, surrounded by the inn’s stone-and-wood walls. It’s a clean but old building, the beams already sinking here and there, especially on top of the dining quarters.

      Plenty of windows around us. Plenty of ears that might be perked.

      I must tread carefully with what I say.

      Philippe and Hugo are conferring on a log, set underneath the only tree in the courtyard, a young linden.

      It’s Philippe who notices me first, falling quiet, tilting his head towards me. The moon slices through the rich foliage of the tree, revealing his eyes, red-rimmed, burning. He shifts in the surcoat I gave him, as if he isn’t yet comfortable wearing it, even after almost a full day.

      Hugo turns to see what has silenced Philippe.

      I say nothing, taking them both in, waiting for a cue from Hugo.

      What does Philippe know about me? I didn’t think we’d be so soon in such close quarters.

      Such a debacle, and I can’t have Hugo a few moments to myself. Not when so much hangs in the balance.

      Hugo rises on his hind paws and takes a deep bow. ‘How wonderful of you to join us, Princess Celine.’

      Formal then. Like strangers. I repeat the lie I told my guards. ‘I wanted some fresh air.’

      ‘Ah, but so did we, did we not, Messere Philippe?’ Hugo’s eyes slide to his companion.

      Philippe digs his heel into the moist earth. My guards hover a few feet from us, probably having ascertained that we’re the only ones in the courtyard.

      I wonder how I could ask my burning questions. I can hardly say, So what did my father tell you? Will he support you?

      We had taken into consideration that this might happen. That we wouldn’t be able to find the binding object, until Magali moves.

      Sabya’s Morningstar and Lucius’ Flaming Finger. The complications are endless.

      What a fix.

      So I settle on, ‘I’m sorry to hear about your cousin. I wager you were eager to see him.’

      Philippe shakes his head, still staring at his boots. ‘I’m shocked. I can’t believe it.’

      I exchange a quick look with Hugo, unsure what to make of this statement, if it’s genuine or not. Hugo’s eyes widen, and I’m not certain what he is trying to convey.

      ‘Will you still be … joining us on the way to Fort Cantor?’ I ask, carefully.

      ‘Your father said that I could hire a horse now from the inn,’ says Philippe bluntly.

      ‘Was my father so coarse, indeed?’ I ask, unable to believe this. That he would not offer Philippe a place in our carriage, which is also headed to Fort Cantor.

      That he would refuse to make our entrance together.

      ‘He was not,’ says Philippe. ‘He wrapped it up nicely, of course. But what he said amounted to that.’

      Mothers of the Forest, the manners of this man.

      Or lack of them.

      Hugo quips, ‘The King has certain doubts when it comes to Messere Philippe’s identity.’

      If he spoke this way to my father, no wonder. ‘Is that so?’ I ask. ‘But why?’

      Philippe fixes me with a blazing stare. ‘For the obvious reasons. Hardly anyone knows me, do they?’

      By Sabya’s Darkblades.

      That my father should have told Philippe as much, so openly. But if I hadn’t known the story from Hugo, wouldn’t I have doubted, as well?

      The heir apparent to Langly, who spent his life hidden on a farm.

      If my father rejects Philippe’s claim, if he favours other suitors, all will be lost before we have even started taking the first steps.

      All will have been for nothing.

      My palms are covered in a moist sheen.

      This can’t be, this can’t be. What a nightmare.

      ‘Aren’t there ways to ascertain this?’ I direct my question more towards Hugo, hoping he will understand.

      He does. ‘We showed the King the minor seal of the Duchy of Langly. Isabella’s seal. But not even that seemed to have swayed him completely.’

      ‘How?’ I ask. ‘I thought Messere Philippe’s clothes were stolen.’

      ‘We had taken precautions,’ says Hugo. ‘It was stored in the red pouch on my back.’

      Ah. The pouch, then. I’d been wondering.

      ‘Of course, your honoured father thinks it rather suspicious that an heir should be found in a lake, with no horse, no clothing, no other servants to accompany him,’ says Philippe in a low grumble.

      ‘You are always this straightforward?’ I say, before being able to stifle the impulse.

      That Philippe should say such a thing is astounding.

      ‘Don’t misunderstand me, Princess. I would do the same.’ I can’t quite read the expression of Philippe’s face. Sadness? Disappointment? Crushed hopes? ‘I can’t blame the King.’

      Hugo says, ‘It is still most unfortunate that he does not believe us.’

      Unfortunate. I read enough in Hugo’s words.

      He did not count on this.

      As I feared, nothing is as it was meant to be.

      I take a few steps towards Philippe. ‘And are you who you claim to be, Your Grace?’

      He meets my gaze, unflinching. ‘What do you think, Your Highness?’

      MAGALI

      A messenger boy from the Griffin Inn cleaves through Fort Cantor, through the hush of whispers, the raised voices in the Great Hall.

      The King is coming.

      Tomorrow.

      The steward sags with relief, and the voices rise higher.

      The King, the King is coming.

      Poor fools, they don’t even know there is still a question to be answered.

      Will he come alone, or will he be accompanied by a certain heir?
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