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	Prince Marcus
	second in line to the throne of Gorebreath



	Gracie Gillypot
	a Trueheart



	Gubble
	a domesticated troll



	Professor Scallio
	former tutor to Prince Marcus



	Marlon
	a bat



	Millie
	Marlon’s daughter



	Samson
	an extremely small bat, no relation to Marlon, and not very important



	Alf
	Marlon’s nephew



	Great-Uncle Alvin
	Marlon’s great-uncle



	Queen Bluebell
	Queen of Wadingburn



	King Horace
	King of Niven’s Knowe



	Princess Fedora
	oldest daughter of Kesta, Queen of Dreghorn; married to Prince Tertius



	Prince Tertius
	only son of King Horace



	Bobby
	page in the palace of Niven’s Knowe



	Saturday Mousewater
	housemaid in the palace of Niven’s Knowe



	Marshling Stonecrop
	a boy



	Thistly Canker
	longtime resident in Niven’s Knowe



	Conducta Canker
	Thistly’s daughter



	Globula Canker
	Conducta’s twin



	Great Grandpa Canker
	also known as Old Malignancy, aka Mercy Grinder, a seriously evil character banished to live beyond the borders of the Five Kingdoms



	Carrion Crow
	a crow; a spy for Old Malignancy




DRAGONS

Lumiere • Indigo • Luskentyre

THE ANCIENT CRONES



	Edna
	the Ancient One



	Elsie
	the Oldest



	Val
	the Youngest



	Foyce
	Gracie’s stepsister and apprentice crone
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“Dragons?” Professor Scallio peered over the top of his spectacles. “MORE dragons? Where were they this time?”

The very young bat perched on a shelf in the ancient library of Wadingburn Palace opened his mouth, but no sound came out. A much older bat, balanced precariously on a pile of books on the professor’s desk, gave him a sharp look. “Give us the gossip, kiddo. Quick smart! No time to hang about!”

The very young bat began to quiver. “If you please, Mr. Marlon Batster,” he whispered. “I ain’t accustomed to human people.”

Marlon gave a snort of disapproval. “Thought you wanted to learn the biz.”

“Oh, I do, Mr. Marlon Batster! I do!” The little bat flapped his wings. “When you said I could be a Batster Super Spotter, I was so excited, I was all of a flap, so to speak, but I didn’t know you’d want me to talk to human people.” He gave the professor a nervous glance. “They’re SCARY!”

“Not as scary as I’ll be if you don’t spill the beans, young Samson,” Marlon said cheerfully. “Come on, kid. You can do it. How many dragons? Where? What time?”

Samson screwed up his eyes and took a deep breath. “Three of them. One gold, one blue, and one green. Beyond the southern border. Twilight yesterday.”

“That’s more like it,” Marlon told him. “Now hop to. You know the drill. Any more sightings and you’re back here, pronto.”

“Yes, Mr. Marlon Batster, sir. Certainly, Mr. Batster, sir. Erm . . . Mr. Batster?”

Marlon lifted an imperious claw. “Spit it out, kid.”

“Ma said I had to go straight back to bed, Mr. Marlon Batster, sir.”

Marlon sighed. “Can’t get quality help these days. OK, young Samson. Scoot.” Samson scooted, and Marlon turned to Professor Scallio. “So. What d’you make of that?”

The professor shook his head and picked up a piece of paper from his desk. “That’s the fourth time your spotters have seen dragons in the South. There’s one report from the North, two from the West, and so far nothing definite from this side of the Five Kingdoms, although Millie heard a farm boy telling his friends he’d seen a dragon. Luckily he’d spent most of the afternoon in the Pig Catcher’s Tavern, so nobody believed him.”

“Good girl, my Millie.” Marlon allowed himself a fond smile. “Not much gets past her.”

Professor Scallio stroked his chin. “So far the dragons have been seen only at daybreak and twilight, and they’re flying well outside the borders and keeping away from humans. But there’s something going on . . . and it’s worrisome. Very worrisome. What could they want?”

Before Marlon could answer, the library door flew open. Prince Marcus, second in line to the throne of Gorebreath, came striding in, his hair standing on end and his riding jacket covered in mud. “Hi, Prof !” he said. “Nina-Rose is staying at our place, and I can’t stand it any longer, so I came to see you. Arry’s behaving like a dying duck in a thunderstorm, and Father keeps talking about ‘jolly little lovebirds, ho-ho-ho!’ and Mother’s flapping around like a headless chicken. It’s murder. I was going to go and see Gracie, but Mother wants me at home tonight for a hideous family dinner, so I’m going tomorrow instead. It’s Gracie’s birthday soon, by the way. Thought I’d take her on an adventure — but I don’t know where yet. Oh! Hello, Marlon! Didn’t see you there!”

“Hi, kiddo.”

Marlon didn’t sound his usual chirpy self, and Marcus swung around to inspect him. “What’s up? You and the prof plotting something?”

The professor and the bat exchanged self-conscious glances, and Marcus brightened visibly. “You are! What is it?” He looked at the pile of books on the desk, and his eyes grew wide. “Dragons: An Introduction. The Larger Beasts of the Five Kingdoms — with pencil illustrations. Illnesses, Abscesses, and Heat Complaints with Reference to Dragons and Other Scaled Beasts. Wow! Have you found one? A dragon?”

“Certainly not.” Professor Scallio folded his arms. “Nothing of the kind. I . . . I was just doing some research. On dragons. Wasn’t I, Marlon?”

“Sure thing, Prof. Research ’n’ all that stuff,” Marlon agreed.

Marcus had opened one of the books and was flicking through the pages. “Hey,” he said, “look at this! It’s Niven’s Knowe — there’s a drawing of a whole load of dragons outside Terty’s palace! How come?”

A pained expression crossed the professor’s face. “A flight of dragons, dear boy. A flight.”

“A what?” Marcus looked blank.

His old tutor clicked his tongue disapprovingly. “Really, Marcus. Didn’t I teach you anything? Collective noun. Herd of cows. Flock of geese. Flight of dragons.”

Marlon waved a claw. “Colony of bats.”

“Cloud of bats,” squeaked a fourth voice from high up among the bookshelves. “Ma always said it was a cloud of bats.”

“Alf?” Marlon, the professor, and Marcus squinted up into the darkness. “Is that you?”

There was a flurry of small black wings, and Alf appeared, blinking in the light. “Howdy, Unc. Hi, Mr. Prince. Morning, Professor.” He yawned and stretched. “I was asleep. Up all last night on the western border. Somebody seen more dragons?”

“I knew something was going on!” Marcus beamed. “A flight of dragons . . . doesn’t that sound good? Brilliant, in fact.” A thought struck him, and his smile grew wider. “Wouldn’t that be the best-ever birthday present for Gracie? An adventure where she sees a flight of dragons!” He turned over another page. “Look, Alf. Aren’t they amazing? Shame they’re not in color. Oh! There’s the archway at the back of Terty’s place. Even that’s got dragons carved on it. But why are they there? Terty’d have a purple fit if a dragon came anywhere near him.”

Alf began to snigger, but a warning glare from his uncle silenced him. Professor Scallio put the tips of his fingers together and considered his reply. The kings and queens of the Five Kingdoms had never encouraged their offspring to study the past; it was considered much safer to enjoy the present and look to the future. The professor’s view was that an understanding of past events might prevent the repetition of mistakes; King Frank — father of Marcus and his twin brother, Arioso — had always disagreed. “It’ll just give ’em ideas!” he had boomed. “Especially Marcus! The boy’s got far too many ideas as it is! Dangerous things, ideas.”

Marcus looked up from the book and guessed the professor’s dilemma. “It’s OK,” he said with a grin. “You’re not my tutor anymore. Were there really dragons at Niven’s Knowe? Or is it just a story?”

“Indeed, there were.” The professor sat back and waited for the onslaught of questions.

“WOW! When? Why did they go away? Who got rid of them?” Marcus was on his feet and wild to hear more. “Will they ever come back? What —”

“Hang on, kiddo!” Marlon raised a wing in warning. “Here comes Her Majesty! Company with her, by the sound of it, so I’ll be offski. Back soon as. See ya!” And he was gone before Professor Scallio could stop him.

Alf flew hastily back to the darkness and settled down to watch.

Marcus, in an agony of suspense, waited as the door opened and Bluebell, Queen of Wadingburn, came sailing in. Behind her puffed a well-rounded gentleman who was protesting, “Pretty young thing’s doing her best, Bluebell, m’dear. Sure of it. Just need to get it sorted out.”

“You certainly do! Can’t imagine coping without a cook. Whatever was Fedora thinkin’ of ? Oh!” The queen’s eye fell on Marcus, and her expression changed from irritation to pleasure. “Dear boy! How nice to see you!”

Marcus was looking at Bluebell’s companion, his face alight. “King Horace! Sire! I’ve just discovered something absolutely amazing. You used to keep dragons at Niven’s Knowe!”
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“What?” The king turned a curious shade of purple. “Certainly not! Not in my lifetime. As if I’d allow such a thing! Whole idea is ridiculous — totally ridiculous. Never heard of anything so stupid. Luckily my grandfather was a man of sense. Said no king could call himself civilized when he had dragons rampaging around his kingdom; never believed those silly superstitions about evil coming in if the dragons went out. Got rid of the lot of them eighty years ago — and not a moment too soon. And not a sign of evil! Not a sign!”

“Oh.” Marcus did his best to hide his disappointment. “I wouldn’t mind having a few dragons in Gorebreath.”

Up in his lofty perch, Alf applauded enthusiastically, but Queen Bluebell peered over her lorgnette. “Don’t be silly, Marcus. There’d be young women screaming all over the place — and think of the cost! You can’t feed a dragon on peanuts, you know. And there’d be endless fire damage to pay for — you can’t keep dragons caged up, so they’d have to be taken for walks and so on, and there’d be accidents with haystacks and thatched cottages and wooden sheds for sure. Besides, there are laws about that sort of thing. ‘No Undesirable and Non-Permitted Residents,’ if I remember rightly. No zombies, sorceresses, werewolves, or unreliable creatures of any kind allowed in the Five Kingdoms, and that includes dragons. Exclusion Laws, that’s what they’re called. Keep us safe in our beds at night.”

King Horace was still glaring at Marcus. “Ancient history, those dragons. Where’d you find out about ’em?”

Marcus, taken aback by the king’s reaction, pointed to the open book. “It’s all in there, sire. There are pictures of them outside your palace.”

“What? What, what, WHAT?” The king gave every appearance of being about to explode. “Thought those books had all been destroyed! Never allow rubbish like that in my library. Look to the future, that’s my motto. What’s past is past, and best left that way. I’m shocked, Bluebell, shocked to the core! Thought you’d have known better.”

Bluebell raised her lorgnette and inspected the page. “Don’t see the harm in a little history, myself. Hmph! Fancy that! Dragons carved on the archway. Don’t remember ever seeing those.”

“I can assure you, Bluebell, m’dear, that those are long, long gone! Cut them out years ago!” The king was still trembling with anger as he leaned across the table and slammed the book shut. He gave the professor a cold stare. “I’d suggest you burn these books before they cause trouble. History! Stuff and nonsense, the whole lot of it! Now, I must be off. Promised young Tertius I’d be home for tea. If there is any, that is.” His frown deepened. “If you should hear of a reasonable sort of cook, Bluebell, old girl, send us a pigeon with a message.”

Bluebell slapped her forehead. “Knew we’d come here for a reason. Be a good chap, Professor, and ask your sister to put the word out. The palace of Niven’s Knowe needs a cook; Princess Fedora’s sent the old one packing.” She turned back to the king. “If I find a suitable candidate, Horace, I’ll bring her to Niven’s Knowe myself. If your son’s foolish enough to allow his brand-new wife to upset one of the best cooks in the Five Kingdoms, he deserves every dried-up kipper he gets, and it’s time somebody told him a few home truths!”

Alf started to giggle, wobbled, slipped — and only just saved himself from falling into view. Made wary by his narrow escape, he moved farther into the darkness, and settled himself on a dusty pile of papers. His eyelids began to droop; only the boom of King Horace’s voice kept him awake.

“Now, now.” The king’s belligerent expression melted into a sentimental smile. “Fedora’s a pretty little thing, and I’m sure she means well. It’ll be teething troubles, that’s all. Expect it’ll settle down in a day or two.” King Horace nodded wisely, and puffed his way out of the library.

“Hmph!” Bluebell shook her head. “ ‘Pretty little thing,’ indeed! Fedora needs a good shake, if you ask me. Still, not my place. I’d better be off. Good to see you, Marcus. Bring that nice girl Gracie Gillypot with you next time.” With a cheery wave, she sailed out of the library.

Professor Scallio watched her go, then turned to look out the window, his brow furrowed.

Marcus sat down on the edge of the desk. “I can’t believe the laws won’t allow dragons into the Five Kingdoms. No wonder the place is so boring.”

His old tutor gave a noncommittal grunt. “Did you say you were going to see Gracie tomorrow?”

Marcus nodded. “Yes. I’ll go as early as I can, or Nina-Rose’ll try and make me join her and Arry on some ghastly outing to make daisy chains or pick roses or skip among the dewdrops.”

All but asleep, Alf chuckled to himself. A moment later, he was snoring steadily, his effort to stay awake abandoned.

“Hmm . . .” The professor was still staring out at the clouds, an abstracted expression on his face. “I wonder. Marcus, could you do me a favor? Ask my sister, Val, if she’s noticed anything odd about the web of power.”

“The web?” Marcus was immediately curious. “Am I allowed to ask why, sir?”

“No.” Professor Scallio sounded irritable, but as Marcus looked at him in surprise, he went on, “I’m sorry, dear boy. You’ll have to excuse me. There’s something on my mind. Just do as I ask — there’s a good lad. I’ll see you again soon.” And the old man sat down and pulled a pile of books toward him.

Marcus hesitated. Then he said, “You can trust me, sir. I’m not a kid anymore. If there’s something wrong, I might be able to help. Me and Gracie, that is . . .”

There was a pause before the professor looked up. He studied his former pupil with some care, while Marcus did his best to be patient. “I do trust you, Marcus,” he said at last. “And Gracie. And you may well be able to help, you and Gracie and the Ancient Crones.” He glanced toward the library door and lowered his voice. “There have been sightings of dragons, and no dragon has been seen near the borders of the Five Kingdoms for decades. Marlon’s been keeping watch for me, he and his team of bats. So far no humans have seen them, but it’s only a matter of time — and then there’ll be total panic, and the armies will be called out, and who knows what’ll happen then? Dragons are incredibly powerful beasts; they make excellent friends but very terrible enemies. Very terrible, indeed.”

“I see.” Marcus was trying hard not to bubble over with excitement. “I’ll tell Gracie, and I’ll ask the crones if they know anything.”

“Excellent. But Marcus . . . remember. Not a word to anyone else!”

Marcus stood at attention and saluted. “You have the word of Prince Marcus of Gorebreath, sir!” He grinned, leaned forward, and slapped the professor on the back. “But you have to admit, Prof — it is REALLY exciting!” And he strode out of the library, whistling as he went.

A moment later, he was back, still grinning. “Hey! Do you think they’re trying to get back to Niven’s Knowe? That’d give old Terty a scare and a half!” And he was off again, leaving the professor looking extremely thoughtful.
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Back in the kingdom of Niven’s Knowe, the pretty little thing was throwing a tantrum. It was her third that day, and her husband, Prince Tertius, was doing his best to soothe her.

“Darling Fedora, I promise we’ll find another cook soon. Father’s gone to ask Queen Bluebell if she knows of one, and very soon you’ll be able to have your breakfast eggies exactly the way you like them. And your fishy pie. And chocolate cake with chocolate-cream icing three times a day if that’s what you want.”

Fedora pouted. “But you promised that yesterday, Terty, and the day before. And I’m TIRED of rubbery eggs and bony pies, and we haven’t had chocolate cake for ages and ages and ages. Your head butler’s a simply dreadful cook, and if my dinners don’t get better soon, I’m going home to Mother.”

Tertius went pale. “Oh, dearest darling BEAUTIFUL Fedora — please don’t say that!” He hesitated. “We could . . . we could ask Mrs. Basket if she’d come back.” Fedora’s face darkened, and he went on quickly. “I know you hate her, and you told her you never ever wanted to see her again, but she is a very good cook. And she’s been here more than thirty years, and she’s still in her cottage, and it’s only just across the park, and I could ask her to make you the loveliest chocolate cake you’ve ever seen. She’s sure to do it if I ask her, because she’s known me since I was a baby, and she’s a big old softie if you get on the right side of her.”

“NO!” His bride scowled. “She said I was the fussiest eater she’d ever met. All I did was tell her I don’t like brussels sprouts. Or cabbage. Or smelly kippers. Or lumpy custard —”

Tertius could bear it no longer. “Hang on a minute! Mrs. Basket makes the best custard ever!”

“I didn’t say she didn’t,” Fedora said petulantly. “I was just trying to be ‘observant of the kitchen and what goes on there,’ like it says in The Handbook of Palace Management that Great-Aunt Gussie gave me as a wedding present. The next bit says, ‘Always inform Cook of your desires and wishes in a firm but kindly manner,’ so that was what I was doing. And then she went all huffy and said she’d never had any complaints before, so I said there was a first time for everything, and that was when she asked if you knew I’d come to see her and I said no. And then she sniffed and said she’d always thought you’d end up with a bossy young thing for a wife. She was rude to me, Terty, and I’m not having her in my palace!”

There was a brief silence while Tertius wondered what would happen if he pointed out that it was a long way from being Fedora’s palace. His father, King Horace, was very much alive and active; indeed, at this precise moment, he was doing his best to make his daughter-in-law happy in her new home by finding a new palace cook. Deciding to play it safe, Tertius said, “Well. Let’s wait and see what Father says. Shall we go and play spillikins, darling one?”

Fedora shrugged. “If you want. But I won’t feel better unless I have some chocolate.”

“Dearest — I’ll send for a page this minute.” The prince tugged at a velvet bellpull, and there was a resounding clang! clang! clang! somewhere deep down below.

In the servants’ quarters, three tall footmen, four middle-size housemaids, and five small pages leaped to their feet, but the head butler waved them back to their seats around the kitchen table with an imperious gesture. “Nobody leaves this kitchen until we’re in agreement,” he boomed. “A stand has to be taken! Mrs. Basket was dismissed for no good reason. Thirty-five years she’s been here, and never a word against her or her cooking until that spoiled little madam arrived.”

There were nods and mutters and murmurs of “You never said a truer word, Mr. Trout.”

Mr. Trout nodded. “So — are we all agreed? Until Mrs. Basket is returned to her post, we’re on strike. No more answering of bells. No more cleaning or mopping or serving the meals. And”— he banged the table with a heavy iron ladle —“NO COOKING!”
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The youngest of the housemaids giggled nervously. “But what about our dinners, Mr. Trout, sir?”

The head butler gave her a look that made her blush a deep crimson and wish she had never spoken. “Naturally we will look after ourselves,” he said stiffly.

One of the footmen cleared his throat. “Ahem. Are we to presume you will be informing Prince Tertius of the state of affairs?”

“Of course.” Mr. Trout put the iron ladle down and adjusted his tailcoat. “I shall take the opportunity offered by the ringing of that there bell to announce the situation to the young prince this very minute.”

The smallest page wriggled uncomfortably on his chair. “ ’Scuse me for mentioning it, sir, but what about King Horace? He’s ever so kind and nice, and he does like his hot buttered toast and tea at five o’clock. ‘Bobby,’ he says to me, every single day, ‘Bobby, toast is one of the finest things a man can have.’ And he always cuts off the crusts, seeing as his teeth ain’t what they were, and he lets me have them with ever such a lot of butter on them.”

Mr. Trout directed his look at the smallest page — but it had little effect. Bobby was lost in a dream of buttered toast crusts.

“The lad’s got a point, Mr. Trout, sir,” one of the footmen ventured. “The old king didn’t want Mrs. Basket to go. I heard him pleading with Princess Fedora, but she wouldn’t listen.”

Mr. Trout stroked his chin thoughtfully, then nodded. “Fair enough. Tea and toast for His Majesty, but that’s the end of it. And that’s —”

He was interrupted by the bell in the corner of the kitchen jerking into action, and his words were lost in the urgent clang! clang! clang! of a second summons.

“I’ll be on my way,” he said grimly, and left the kitchen with a heavy and purposeful tread.
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The House of the Ancient Crones lay hidden in a hollow on the fringes of the Less Enchanted Forest, protected from prying eyes by a thick green mist. Gracie Gillypot, who was a Trueheart, was aware of the mist but could easily see through it; strangers hoping to visit the house found this mist to be an impenetrable fog. They inevitably got lost and walked around and around in ever-decreasing circles until rescued. The crones were elderly and had no desire to leave the comfort of their warm rooms unless it was absolutely necessary; it was much easier to ask Gracie to run outside to check on any visitors — either Gracie or Gubble. Gubble, however, was less reliable. He was a squat green troll with firm ideas. If he didn’t like the look of an incomer, he was inclined to leave them to their own panic-stricken devices while he stomped back home, humming tunelessly. Sometimes this was unfortunate; the crones boosted their income by weaving cloth of the highest quality on their second loom, and messengers who had already endured the dangers of the long journey from the Five Kingdoms did not take kindly to this extra peril and demanded lower prices in recompense.

“We’re going to have to sort this out,” the Oldest One told Gracie. She was sitting at the kitchen table surrounded by pieces of paper, and her sums were not adding up. “It was so much better when Marlon organized our orders for us.”

“Rubbish, Elsie.” The Ancient One had popped in to WATER WINGS to make herself a cup of tea. “Your mind’s failing. It was a nightmare. Marlon was always doing special deals without asking us, and it lost us a fortune. Don’t you remember the black velvet dress we made for Lady Lamorna? She practically got it at cost. That bat has a lot to answer for!”

Elsie took off her wig of tumbling red curls, scratched her bald head, and put the wig back on. “I suppose so,” she said, “but all the dresses we made for Princess Fedora’s wedding had to be reduced in price because Gubble led Queen Kesta’s messenger into the Unwilling Bushes and never mentioned it until the following morning.”

Gracie hid a smile. “The messenger did call Gubble a lot of nasty names when he first met him, Auntie Elsie. And the next time he came, he was very polite.”

Elsie sighed. “I don’t suppose we could lift the mist, could we?”

The Ancient One looked appalled, and her one blue eye flashed. “Elsie! The very idea! We’re not here just to supply the people of the Five Kingdoms with dresses and robes, you know. We’re here to keep them safe. If the web of power had no protection, all kinds of dreadful things might happen. There are forces of evil and wickedness just biding their time out there . . . waiting for the moment when the web breaks to wreak havoc in every way they can. Don’t EVER let me hear you mention such a thing again!” She picked up her cup and sailed out of the kitchen.

“I know, I know.” There were tears in Elsie’s eyes as she went back to her bills. “I really do. But sometimes I think things would be so much easier if it wasn’t all so terribly mysterious and magical. If only people could just come and knock on the door, collect their parcels, and leave again.”

Gracie leaned across the table and patted her hand. “Auntie Edna didn’t mean to be cross,” she said. “She’s worried about something. She snapped at Auntie Val earlier for not working hard enough, and she was furious with Foyce when she muddled up the threads. I think the web isn’t flowing as smoothly as it usually does, and she doesn’t know why.”

Elsie gave Gracie’s hand a squeeze. “What did we ever do without you, dear? It’s been a different place since you came to live here. How that dreadful step-father of yours could have treated you the way he did I just cannot understand.” She shook her head with one careful hand on her wig to keep it in place. “It only goes to show how wicked he must have been. He and Foyce. Why, when you came here, you brought the sunshine with you.” Elsie gave a sentimental sniff before taking out a large handkerchief and blowing her nose. “And I’m sure you’re right about Edna and the web. There’s a roughness on the surface; I noticed it yesterday, and it’s not getting any better.” Elsie shook her head. “I’ll just get on with my adding up and try not to be a silly old woman.”

“Why don’t I make us some tea,” Gracie suggested. “And there might be some cookies, if Gubble hasn’t taken them all —”

“UG!” A cupboard door opened, and an outraged figure peered out. “UG! Gubble not take cookies! Gubble EAT cookies!”
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Gracie smiled and went to put the kettle on.

Gubble, after a couple of failed attempts, installed himself on a stool next to Elsie. “Gubble help,” he announced. Picking up a card of thread samples, he ate it with an expression of martyred duty.

“The most helpful thing you could do, Gubble,” Elsie told him as she hastily removed the more important orders, “is show visitors the right way to the front door and not leave them up to their necks in mud.”

“Maybe Gubble and I could have a little practice tomorrow?” Gracie put a plate of bread and butter on the table. “Unless you want me to work on the looms, that is.”

Elsie shook her head. “Val’s coming in early, and Foyce is beginning to be much more reliable. You take Gubble out for the day. It’ll do you both good to get some fresh air. And you never know; you might meet that nice young man of yours.”

Gracie turned a startling shade of pink. “I’ve told you, Auntie Elsie. We’re just good friends.”

“And my name’s Lillibelle Lackabone,” Elsie said, and winked at Gubble. “We know about Prince Marcus, don’t we, Gubble?”

Gubble chuckled a deep chuckle. “Prince like Gracie. Gracie like Prince. Hand-holding and —”

“If you don’t want any bread and butter, Gubble,” Gracie interrupted, “I’ll take it away.”

With an effort, Gubble wrenched his mind toward the needs of his large green stomach. “Want bread. Jam, please.”

Elsie got up and fetched the jam from a cupboard. “There you are. And tomorrow morning, I’ll make you a nice picnic, with enough for three.”

Gracie blushed again but said nothing.
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