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         0ne

         
         
         
         
         
         When I was a little girl, I dreamed about being a witch like my aunt Grassina. I imagined that the next time a page stuck
            out his tongue at me, I'd wiggle my fingers and turn him into a salamander. If my nurse nagged me about the dirt on my clothes,
            I'd say a magic word and her voice would become a sparrow's chirp. If my mother scolded me for being clumsy and sent me to
            my chamber, I'd wave my hand, banishing her to some far-off cave guarded by trolls. I never did these things, of course, but
            I comforted myself with the thought that someday everyone who had been mean to me would be sorry. Someday I would be a witch
            and no one would dare tell me that I wasn't as smart or pretty or graceful as a princess ought to be.

         
         
         
         
         Lately, I had decided that those dreams were a waste of time. Although my grandmother and aunt were both witches, my mother
            hated magic and let everyone know it. According to her, no self-respecting princess would ever be interested in magic, not
            if she really wanted to make something of herself. She threatened to send me to a convent if she ever saw me try it. "They'll
            know how to keep you too busy for such nonsense," she told me more than once.

         
         
         
         
         If it hadn't been for my aunt Grassina, I might have given up my dream entirely, but she said I had a talent that shouldn't
            be ignored. I resolved not to tell my mother I planned to study magic, and my attempts remained a secret between my aunt and
            me.

         
         
         
         
         In a way, I owed all the excitement in my life to my mother. Because she never seemed to want me around, I'd often wandered
            off to the swamp or to my aunt's tower chamber. Then, when my mother had tried to get me to marry a prince I couldn't stand,
            I hid in the swamp, unwilling to meet with him. There I met Eadric, a prince who'd been turned into a frog. I'd ended up kissing
            Eadric, and that kiss had turned me into a frog as well.

         
         
         
         
         The morning after I returned home as a human, I was eager to work on my magic, if only to gain more control over my suddenly
            crazy life. I had never learned how to cook, so I thought I'd use a spell to make breakfast for Grassina and my no-longer-a-frog-friend
            Prince Eadric. I chose a recipe from one of Grassina's books, Wolanda's Big Book of Recipes, Potions and Cooking Spells for the Inexperienced Witch—"time-tested, witch-approved." It was a simple spell, one that even I should have been able to handle.

         
         
         
         
         After fetching some peacock eggs from the kitchen, I hurried up the tower stairs to my aunt's rooms. Since my aunt often cooked
            her own meals, she already had everything else I needed. According to the directions, all I had to do was assemble the ingredients
            and the cooking spell would do the rest.

         
         
         
         
         Li'l Stinker, a bat who had become a friend in my days of being a frog, greeted me at the door. The room was quiet; my aunt
            was probably still sleeping.

         
         
         
         
         I'd decided to use Grassina's magic pot. Made of iron and black with age, it heated itself until the food was cooked. I'd
            never known Grassina to burn anything when she used the pot, and I hoped the same would be true for me.

         
         
         
         
         Glancing from the pot to the book and back again, I was careful to read the spell aloud exactly as it was written.

         
         
         
         
         A pinch of this, a dash of that
A hint of Lard, a dab of fat
A broken egg, no, make it three
One's not enough, as you can see.

         
         
         
         
         Drop them in a cooking pot.
Add some spice, no, not a Lot.
Chop an onion, put it in.
Stir it once, then stir again.

         
         
         
         
         Heat the pot until it cooks,
Sniff, then see how good it looks.
Get the dishes, serve it all.
Don't Let the portions be too small!

         
         
         
         
         Cooking spells are fun to watch, but I enjoyed watching Li'l even more. She chorded when the eggs cracked themselves and plopped
            into the pot. I heard her gasp when the onions broke into small pieces, then spiraled into the mixture with the spices.

         
         
         
         
         When I read sniff, the steam rising from the eggs wafted toward my nose, drifting past Li'l. "Smells good," she said, breathing deeply. "Now
            what do you do?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'll taste them, just to be sure they're all right. Then we'll invite Grassina and Eadric to breakfast."

         
         
         
         
         Although I'd used only three eggs, the magic recipe had doubled them, so there was more than enough for everyone. Wondering
            if it had doubled the spices as well, I nibbled a tiny morsel. It needed salt, so I glanced toward the shelves holding my
            aunt's supplies. A small salt cellar rested on a high shelf beside jars of dried herbs. Pleased by my success with the cooking
            spell, I pointed at it and said, "Salt cellar," expecting it to fly into my hands. Straightforward and simple—I didn't think
            anything could possibly go wrong.
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         Two

         
         
         
         
         
         Whoosh! A damp breeze whisked me from the stool where I'd been sitting, twirled me until I was dizzy and plopped me down on a lumpy
            sack somewhere cold and dark. Dazed, I shook my head and looked around. It could have been worse. At least I knew where I
            was: my parents' dungeon. And the door was most certainly locked.

         
         
         
         
         I'd visited the dungeon often, but always dressed warmly and carrying a torch. It wasn't safe to walk around the dungeon in
            the dark. Unseen hands moved barrels, holes appeared where none had been before and doors that were centuries old suddenly
            disappeared. Witches had lived in the castle for generations, and here, where the early witches had set up their workshops,
            the magic had permeated the walls and still floated about in currents and eddies that smelled like rotting vegetables.

         
         
         My mother, who wasn't a witch, had ordered the dungeon cleaned out and now used it just for storage. But the witches' ghosts
            remained to haunt the old dungeon, and not all of them were friendly. My mother didn't believe in ghosts and kept the salt
            in the room where I now found myself, a long, narrow room that had once been used as the torture chamber. Why had I wanted
            salt for the eggs?

         
         
         The torture chamber had no windows; not even the faintest glimmer disturbed the inky dark. I thought about using magic to
            go back upstairs, but I didn't know any spells that would take me from one place to another. Though I wanted to practice my
            magic, I didn't think I was ready to try to come up with my own spells yet, especially since it was a simple spell that had
            brought me to the dungeon. To get out safely, I needed some sort of light. A tethered witches' light would have to do, even
            though it would be vulnerable to the old magic wafting through the dungeon.

         
         
         
         
         One of the first spells my aunt had taught me was for creating such a light. I'd used it many times, but only when Grassina
            was around. I recited the spell, shaping my hands as if I was holding a ball.

         
         
         
         
         Create a glow to chase the dark.
A light to help me see.
Let neither wind nor rain nor snow
Take it away from me.

         
         
         
         
         The space between my hands began to glow a rosy shade of pink as a ball of gentle light took form. I released the ball, and
            it drifted above my head.

         
         
         
         
         I'd started toward the door when a whisper of sound behind me made me turn to look. A swirling mist glowing a faint blue poured
            through a hole in the wall. As the mist filled the room, a young woman appeared only a few feet away, her long tresses lifting
            in a nonexistent breeze. She gazed at me through shadowed eyes, her lips moving, her hands reaching in a pleading sort of
            gesture. An aura as cold as a winter's night surrounded her, giving me goose bumps as she drew near. Her lips moved again,
            and I strained to hear her words.

         
         
         "I'm sorry," I said, tilting my head so that I might hear her better. "Could you repeat that?"

         
         
         
         
         The ghost sighed and dropped her arms to her sides. "Then listen carefully this time," she yelled. "I hate repeating myself. I said, 'Help, help, save me. The executioner is coming and I've done nothing wrong.'" She spoke in a matter-of-fact
            sort of way, as if reciting lines that she'd repeated too often.

         
         
         
         
         "Too late!" said a voice by the far wall. "I'm already here!" A broad-chested ghost dressed all in black materialized before
            us. His eyes glowed crimson through holes in the hood covering his head. Silently, the executioner wielded an axe, its blade
            dark with blood. The young lady shrieked and started to run. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them, her head lay on the
            floor, gazing up in silent reproach.

         
         
         
         
         "That was pretty good," I said, "although it works better when you delay your entrance, Cranston. It's more effective when
            Margreth convinces me of her innocence first."

         
         
         
         
         "Sorry," said the executioner. "We're both a bit off today. We've had so many visitors lately, stomping around in heavy boots
            and thrusting torches in dark corners."

         
         
         
         
         "Why were they here?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         Cranston shrugged. "Looking for something, I suppose. We're much better with the torture scene. Would you like to see that
            one? It's more realistic."

         
         
         
         
         "No, thanks," I said, never having cared for the gruesome historic reenactments that some of the ghosts enjoyed. "I have too
            much to do this morning."

         
         
         
         
         The ghosts disappeared, leaving me alone once again. I was stepping into the next room when my witches' light dimmed so much
            that I could hardly see. Something scrabbled against the stone floor like scores of metal-hard claws. I took another step,
            hoping to take the light out of the drifting pool of magic that had muted its glow.

         
         
         
         
         A large shape loomed out of the dark, its glowing red eyes unblinking. If I hadn't encountered the creature before, I would
            have been terrified, but Grassina had shown me how to deal with it on one of our early visits. It was a shadow monster left
            behind by one of my ancestors and could be deadly to anyone who didn't know its weakness. I took one more step into the room,
            and the creature charged. It was almost upon me when I danced aside, rapping it between the eyes with my clenched fist. As
            the eyes were its only vulnerable spot, the shadow beast whined and fled into the old torture chamber.

         
         
         
         
         I took another tentative step, not caring to fall into a bottomless pit or tread on a magic serpent created by an old spell.
            My witches' light grew brighter, lighting the darkened niches. I was halfway across the floor when a pale glow played around
            the edge of a door, outlining it in an eerie blue light. The light pulsed and wavered, seeming to seep through the door itself.
            It grew stronger the closer it came, finally taking on the shape of a man, taller than most, with shoulder-length white hair
            and finely chiseled features. Although the image remained translucent, I recognized him right away.

         
         
         
         
         "Grandfather, you're back! I thought you were still away on ghostly business." I smiled up at the holes where his eyes should
            have been.

         
         
         
         
         Clammy fingers touched my hand; the scent of old leather grew strong. "My darling Emma!" he answered, a chilly puff of air
            caressing my cheek. "I'm sorry I was away for so long. The meeting of the Council of Ghosts seems to last longer every year.
            I hear that you were away as well. Grassina told me something about a frog and a prince. You remind me of your grandmother.
            She was always doing the unexpected, too. Still is, from what I hear. You even look like her in a way."

         
         
         
         
         "What?" I was horrified at the thought of resembling my grandmother in even the smallest detail. Although I had my father's
            large nose, I'd been told that with my taller-than-average height, auburn hair and green eyes I looked like my aunt Grassina.
            This was the first time anyone had ever compared me to my grandmother. Her long hooked nose, pointed chin, beady eyes, warts
            and straggly white hair were enough to frighten me, so I couldn't imagine that anyone would want to look like her. At least no one had ever accused me of acting like my grandmother.

         
         
         
         
         "Olivene wasn't always like she is now. She was quite lovely when I married her, and was the sweetest and gentlest woman.
            It wasn't until your mother and your aunt Grassina were nearly grown that your grandmother changed."

         
         
         
         
         "You're talking about the family curse, aren't you?"

         
         
         
         
         "So you've heard about how the first Green Witch, Hazel, insulted a fairy?"

         
         
         
         
         I had. It was Hazel's sixteenth birthday, and she didn't have enough everlasting bouquets to give one to the fairy. The fairy
            got angry and cursed Hazel: if she ever touched a flower, she'd end up nasty, like my grandmother was now. Aunt Grassina told
            me that the curse was still strong and that any female in our family who touched a flower after she turned sixteen would become
            a nasty hag.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, yes," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "And you believe it?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, of course. Why wouldn't I?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Because your grandmother didn't, at least not until it happened. Her mother had avoided flowers her entire life, but Olivene
            thought her mother was crazy, so she didn't believe her stories about the curse. After the curse changed her, your grandmother
            didn't care enough to do anything about it except send me to the dungeons."

         
         
         
         
         "Is that how you ended up down here?"

         
         
         
         
         A ghostly sigh brushed my ear. "Before the change, Olivene complained that I never took her to tournaments or balls at neighboring
            kingdoms anymore. I didn't know she wanted to go! I thought she was happy raising our girls and running the castle. She was
            always so busy with her magic. When your grandmother said that if I loved her I'd be more attentive and bring her little gifts,
            I tried to please her."

         
         
         
         
         "You mean you're the one who gave her the flowers that turned her into—"

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, I was the one. I had never heard of the curse, but ignorance is no excuse. After I gave her the flowers and she changed,
            she used her magic to send me to the dungeon for a few days. I could have left anytime after that, but I liked the peace and
            quiet."

         
         
         
         
         I could understand why he'd want to stay in the dungeon. I'd heard from my mother and my aunt how they had fought when they
            were young, and if my grandmother had been as nasty as she was now, the dungeon would have been the nicest place in the castle.

         
         
         
         
         "I haven't seen your grandmother for years, but the funny thing is, I miss her. I saw your mother the other day, though. She
            stopped by to see if you were here. Chartreuse doesn't come down very often, I'm sorry to say. Why was she looking for you
            in the dungeon?"

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe because she couldn't find me anywhere else. I kissed a frog named Eadric in the swamp. Then I became a frog, too. Until
            yesterday, that is. That's when I kissed him again with my charm reversal bracelet on and we both turned back into humans.
            Eadric is a prince and he wants to marry me, but I told him we had to wait and see."

         
         
         
         
         "Do you love him? Your mother says that love isn't essential in a marriage, but it really is, you know. When we were young,
            I loved your grandmother so much."

         
         
         
         
         "I guess I love him in a way," I said. I just didn't know if I loved him enough, not after seeing how much Grassina loved
            her betrothed, Haywood. He'd been missing for years; my grandmother had turned him into an otter. "But I'm not ready for marriage
            yet. I want to study magic first. Last night Aunt Grassina told me that if I work at it hard enough, I might be the Green
            Witch someday!"

         
         
         
         
         "Just like her mother was before her."

         
         
         
         
         "Grandmother was the Green Witch?"

         
         
         
         
         "Before the curse took hold she was the nicest as well as the most powerful witch around. Those are both requirements for
            being the Green Witch." Grandfather floated beside me when I started toward the door. "Now, how did you get down here?" he
            asked.

         
         
         
         
         "We're going to the Old Witches' Retirement Community this morning to see Grandmother and ask her to turn Haywood back into
            a human. She wants more grandchildren and my parents aren't about to have any more, so I think she'll do it. But I wanted
            to make a special breakfast first."

         
         
         
         
         "Are you sure it's wise to ask your grandmother for help? She's a stubborn woman. You're going to have a difficult time changing
            her mind about Haywood."

         
         
         
         
         "Even she has to see how much Grassina and Haywood love each other."

         
         
         
         
         We were passing through a long corridor, and I could see the stairway leading out of the dungeon at the far end.

         
         
         
         
         "OooOooOooO!" wailed a voice. "I smell a maiden with hair of flame—"

         
         
         
         
         "Go on with you! You can't smell the color of her hair!" said an older and less refined voice.

         
         
         
         
         "I was being poetic!" said the first voice. "You should have let me finish!"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, go ahead, then. What else were you going to say?"

         
         
         
         
         "I forget now! And it's a real shame because it was going to be beautiful!" The voice grew fainter.

         
         
         
         
         At the approach of the ghosts, the temperature of the room had dropped even further. "I don't think I've met those ghosts
            before," I began. "They seem ... ah ... ah ... ah-choo!" I knew right away that the sneeze wasn't an ordinary one. The tickling
            that had started in my nose filled my head, then rushed down my neck and into my entire body. I felt myself flash hot, then
            cold. My skin was suddenly sensitive to the air currents wafting through the dungeon, and I could clearly hear the sound of
            rats scurrying behind closed doors.

         
         
         
         
         "Good gracious, child," said my grandfather. "What happened to you?"

         
         
         
         
         "I don't know," I said, reaching for my tickling nose, but to my surprise, my nose wasn't there. "I think I ..." I patted
            my face, then ran my hands over the top of my head, feeling the smooth, moist, hairless skin. "I can't believe this! I've
            turned back into a frog! What's wrong with me, Grandfather? Can't I do anything right? I ... I ... ah-choo!" I sneezed explosively,
            and suddenly I was back to my normal self.

         
         
         
         
         "Are you all right, Emma?"

         
         
         
         
         I patted my hair into place, glad that I had hair again. "Fine, I guess. But why did I change when I sneezed?"

         
         
         
         
         "I can't help you there. I don't understand magic very well."

         
         
         
         
         We had reached the end of the corridor and started to climb the stairs when I felt the tickling again. Not wanting to turn
            into a frog, I pinched my nose. When the urge to sneeze faded, I took my hand from my face and said, "I'd better go before
            ... ah-choo!" I'd let go only briefly, but it had been enough. I was a frog once more.

         
         
         
         
         "Perhaps if you sneeze again," said Grandfather, "you might turn yourself back."

         
         
         
         
         It wasn't hard to do. I took a deep breath and felt the tickling sensation in my nose. The sneeze was coming, and it was going
            to be a big one! "Ah-choo!" I shot back up to my normal size and shape, but the tickling wasn't over. "Ah-choo!" My stomach lurched as I turned back into a frog. Too many changes too fast were more than it could take. "Ah-choo!" The instant I turned into a human again, I clapped my hand to my face and squeezed my nose so hard it hurt.

         
         
         
         
         "Here!" said my grandfather, reaching through the door to unlock it. "Go before you change again! I love you no matter what
            shape you're in, but I'd much rather have a human granddaughter than one who's a frog!"
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         Three

         
         
         
         
         
         As I hurried up the winding staircase to Grassina's turret, I tried to think of a way I could use magic to stop my froggy transformations.
            I was stepping onto the landing when I noticed that the door to my aunt's room was open. Inside, I saw Grassina and Haywood
            sitting on the window seat. It was obvious that their love was as strong as ever. For the first time I could remember, my
            aunt's eyes were as happy as her smile.

         
         
         
         
         Grassina turned to look at me when I stepped into the room. "Wherever you went," she said, "it must have been awfully important
            to take you away before breakfast. It smells delicious. Thank you for making it."

         
         
         
         
         "It needs salt," I said. "And I tried to use magic to get it. I pointed at the salt, said 'salt cellar,' and ended up in the
            dungeon."

         
         
         
         
         Haywood winked at me and smiled. "These things happen," he said. "You just need to be more specific." Before turning into
            an otter, he had been a wizard in training and probably knew more about magic than I did.

         
         
         
         
         "You're so wise, precious one," Grassina told the otter, stroking his ears.

         
         
         
         
         "I saw Grandfather," I said before they could forget that I was there. "We had a nice visit, and he helped me find the way
            out. He said that Mother came down to look for me while I was away."

         
         
         
         
         "Mm-hmm," murmured Grassina, leaning down to kiss Haywood's head.

         
         
         
         
         Haywood turned to me. "Your mother must have been worried about you when you disappeared."

         
         
         
         
         The door banged against the wall behind me, and Eadric rushed into the room. "There you are, Emma!" he said. "I've been looking
            for you everywhere. You wouldn't believe what happened while I was getting dressed. I was putting on my shoes when suddenly
            I turned back into a frog! It was so fast, too, not at all like the last time. I couldn't believe it at first, but it lasted
            only a little while, then suddenly I was back to being me. And then it happened again. What's going on? Yesterday when we
            turned back, I thought that everything would be all right."

         
         
         
         
         "It wasn't only you, Eadric. I changed, too—every time I sneezed."

         
         
         
         
         "Ah!" said Haywood. "You sneezed. That explains it!"

         
         
         
         
         "I was afraid something like that might happen," Grassina said. "I was hoping you'd have more control of your magic before
            it did."

         
         
         
         
         Eadric frowned. "I'm glad you understand. Now how about telling us?"

         
         
         
         
         "It's simple, really," said my aunt. "Emma's magic is strong, and she has to learn how to control it. Until she does, whenever
            she stresses her body, that stress is going to snap her back to whatever form she was in last. That means that when she sneezed,
            which is an intense physical reaction, she became a frog. And remember that your spell was linked, so you both had to turn
            back into humans or you both had to remain frogs."

         
         
         
         
         I couldn't believe my ears. I already had enough problems with my magic, and now this! "Why haven't I heard about this before?"

         
         
         
         
         Haywood explained that it didn't happen often. Changing to another shape was generally discouraged among witches until they
            could exercise greater control, but in my case it wasn't a matter of choice.

         
         
         
         
         "This could happen again?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         Grassina nodded. "I'm afraid so. You'll need to work on your magic as much as possible. It's controlling you now, and that's
            not a good way to live. I know you wanted to go with us to see your grandmother, but perhaps you should stay here."

         
         
         
         
         I didn't like that idea at all. Sitting around the castle worrying that I might turn back into a frog was the last thing I
            wanted to do. "I'd still like to go with you," I said. "I haven't visited Grandmother for a while, and Eadric wants to meet
            her before he returns to his parents' castle."

         
         
         
         
         "What's that I smell?" Eadric asked. "Did someone make breakfast?"

         
         
         
         
         "I did," I said. "Why don't you—"

         
         
         
         
         Eadric hadn't waited to be asked. Grabbing a plate of eggs, he carried it to a bench by the wall. After popping a bite in
            his mouth, he said, "These eggs are delicious, but they could have used a little salt."

         
         
         
         
         I rolled my eyes.

         
         
         
         
         "I've met Emma's other relatives, and I've heard so much about her grandmother," Eadric said. "I'd like to meet her, too.
            Emma, you should have seen it!" he continued, turning to me. "Grassina sent a message to my parents saying that I'm all right.
            They can stop worrying now, and I can stay a while longer. I have to wait a few days for Bright Country, anyway. He still
            hasn't recovered from being turned back into a horse."

         
         
         
         
         Haywood twitched his whiskers. "Do you know what you're getting into? Emma's grandmother has a nasty way with suitors."

         
         
         
         
         "I'll tell her that we're friends," Eadric said. "She can't object to that. Hey!" he shouted, jumping to his feet. "Something
            pinched me!" Setting the plate on the bench, he rubbed his backside with one hand and thrust the other into the space between
            the bench and the wall, pulling out something small and golden brown. "Here's the culprit!" he said, waving it in the air.

         
         
         
         
         "It looks like one of my crab-apple dumplings," I said. I had had enough experience with the nasty little things to recognize
            them even from across the room. Their flaky pastry had turned out well, but the claws they'd grown after my magic went awry
            could deliver a painful pinch. "I wouldn't eat it now. It's probably stale."

         
         
         
         
         Freshness didn't matter to Eadric. After inspecting the golden brown crust and the squirmy, kicking legs, Eadric shoved the
            whole thing in his mouth and bit down. "Pretty good," he said through a mouthful of pastry. "Are there any more?"

         
         
         
         
         "I hope not," I said, shaking my head. "But then, I thought we'd found them all weeks ago. Maybe the rest of us should have
            some eggs, too. Who knows when we'll get to eat again."

         
         
         
         
         "I've already had my breakfast," said Haywood. "Fish, fresh from the pond. Best way I know to start the day."

         
         
         
         
         It took less time to eat the eggs than it had to cook them. When she was finished, Grassina set her plate aside, and began
            to scratch Haywood behind his ears. Snuggling closer, he tilted his head from one side to the other. "That feels great," he
            murmured. "That's the spot!"

         
         
         
         
         I grimaced and bit my lip. My normally calm, controlled aunt had not been herself since she found Haywood.

         
         
         
         
         Grassina smiled and looked up at me. "Emma, you and Eadric are welcome to come with us if you want to, but there's no telling
            what might happen when your grandmother is involved. I'm not even sure if we should attempt this. Your grandmother can be
            quite hateful and—"

         
         
         
         
         "Of course we should!" I said. "I'll talk to Grandmother. I'm sure she'll do it."

         
         
         
         
         Grassina sighed. "No, I'll talk to her myself. She is my mother, after all. And perhaps she will turn him back. Even if she refuses, what more can she do? She's already turned him into an otter."

         
         
         
         
         "I see the rumors are right, Grassina," said a voice from the doorway, and we all turned our heads at once. I was surprised
            to see my mother standing there. It had been years since she'd last visited her sister's chambers. Mother's lips were tight
            with disapproval as her gaze swept over us. "You do have an otter in your room. Why would you bring a creature like that into
            the castle?"

         
         
         
         
         "He isn't a creature, Mother. At least that's not all he is," I said. "That's Haywood, the man that Grandmother didn't want
            Grassina to marry. Grassina discovered him by the river when she was helping us. Isn't it exciting that they finally found
            each other?"

         
         
         
         
         "So, sister, our mother turned him into an otter and not a frog, as you believed. When I heard that an otter was up here,
            I was afraid that Emeralda had changed into another horrid animal since I last spoke with her. How are you, Haywood?"

         
         
         
         
         "Just fine, Chartreuse. And I see you're still your same sweet self."

         
         
         
         
         My mother frowned at the otter, then glanced at the wall behind him. A tapestry hung there, just as it had for years. It showed
            the image of a woman, her long auburn hair streaming behind her. She stood on the parapet of a castle with her arms upraised,
            and in each hand she held a glowing ball of green light. On the ground far below, the remnants of an army were in full retreat.

         
         
         
         
         "Ah," said my mother. "The tapestry of the Green Witch. I remember the day you got this, Grassina. When we were little girls,
            who would have thought that you would end up with the title?"

         
         
         "I know you thought it would be you, Chartreuse," Grassina said before turning to me. "When we were young, we'd often play
            at being witches, and your mother always insisted on being the Green Witch. She was devastated when we learned that I had
            the talent for magic and she didn't. But then, magic chooses its own, doesn't it, Chartreuse?"

         
         
         
         
         My mother's eyes were cold, but she didn't say a word.

         
         
         
         
         Haywood shoved his head into the palm of Grassina's hand, and my aunt bent down to scratch his ears. Mother groaned. "I have
            a bad feeling about this," she said to me in a quiet voice. "After they got engaged, Grassina couldn't think about anything
            but Haywood, whether he was around or not. It didn't matter so much then, but that was before she was the Green Witch. It
            isn't an empty title, you know, Emeralda. On the same day that Hazel, the first Green Witch, was given that tapestry, she
            received the ring Grassina wears now."

         
         
         
         
         I glanced at my aunt, but I already knew which ring my mother meant. Carved from a single pale green gem, it looked like a
            band of tiny, overlapping leaves. She'd worn the ring for as long as I'd known her.

         
         
         
         
         "Every Green Witch since Hazel has worn it. Both the ring and the tapestry symbolize the power wielded by the Green Witch.
            It's her power that protects this kingdom. Without a Green Witch in Greater Greensward, the kingdom would be vulnerable to
            attack."

         
         
         
         
         Eadric had crossed the room to join us. "Are you talking about trolls and werewolves? Trolls invade my father's kingdom a
            couple of times a year, and the werewolves attack every winter."

         
         
         
         
         "Really? We've never had any problems like that," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "Most kingdoms aren't as fortunate as ours," said my mother. "Flocks of harpies, marauding goblins or packs of werewolves
            are drawn to kingdoms without a powerful witch or wizard to protect them. Just knowing that the Green Witch is here is enough
            of a deterrent for some, although she's forced to demonstrate her power occasionally."

         
         
         
         
         "I've never seen Grassina fight anyone," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "She hasn't had to for many years now. Her reputation is well known."

         
         
         
         
         I didn't understand. I'd lived with my aunt my whole life, but this was all new to me. "I always thought it was Father and
            his knights who kept invaders away."

         
         
         
         
         "Your father is a good man and terribly brave, but that means little to an army of trolls or a flock of harpies."

         
         
         
         
         "Why didn't anyone ever tell me about this?"

         
         
         
         
         "Because you never needed to know about it before," said my mother.

         
         
         
         
         I heard a thud and turned in time to see Haywood scurry across a small table and peer into a bowl of water. A miniature castle
            rested in the bowl, but otherwise the water appeared to be empty. Licking his lips, Haywood stuck his muzzle in the water,
            then sat back on his haunches, making an awful face. "Ugh!" he said. "It's salty!"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, no, my heart's delight," exclaimed Grassina.

         
         
         
         
         "You mustn't drink that!"

         
         
         
         
         Mother crinkled her lip in disgust. " 'Heart's delight' is what she called him when they were young," she whispered. "We may
            have a problem if she's as besotted with Haywood as she used to be. She couldn't focus on anything that didn't concern him,
            and the rest of her life suffered from it. Our kingdom is in jeopardy if she's weak, no matter what the reason. Even now,
            trouble isn't far away. Your father should arrive home in a few hours, but he sent a courier on ahead. His men had discovered
            two spies at a local tavern. They escaped during the interrogation."

         
         
         
         
         Eadric frowned. "Spies in Greater Greensward?"

         
         
         
         
         Mother nodded. "We have to help Grassina come to her senses. She has to forget about Haywood and take care of her responsibilities
            here."

         
         
         
         
         "No matter what form he's in, I don't think she'd ever forget about Haywood," I said. "But he may not be an otter for much
            longer. We're going to visit Grandmother today to ask her to turn him into a man."

         
         
         
         
         "Grassina wants to ask her for help? Maybe my sister really is unbalanced."

         
         
         
         
         "It was my idea," I said. "Grandmother turned him into an otter in the first place, so she's the one who has to turn him back."

         
         
         
         
         Mother made a face as if she smelled something awful. "I've never known you to be so meddlesome before. Someone must have
            been a bad influence on you." She turned her glare on Eadric. "Whoever thought of it, the suggestion is ill-considered. My
            mother has never helped anyone except herself."

         
         
         
         
         "If you can think of a better idea—" I began.

         
         
         
         
         "Get rid of the otter. Haywood has complicated Grassina's life long enough."

         
         
         
         
         "But she loves Haywood! She'd be miserable without him."

         
         
         
         
         "Then get your grandmother to turn him back, but do it quickly." My mother shook her head when she glanced at Grassina and
            Haywood. "I have to prepare for your father's return. I must let him know what's happened here."

         
         
         
         
         I walked with Mother to the door, hoping to hurry her out. "When I sent a message to your father telling him that you were
            home, I didn't mention your refusal to marry Prince Jorge," she said, pausing at the threshold. "I don't know how I'll break
            the news to him."

         
         
         
         
         "I could tell him myself."

         
         
         
         
         "Perhaps it isn't necessary. I've been considering the problem, and it's obvious to me that you haven't thought this through.
            If we keep your little frog-kissing adventure to ourselves, you can still marry Jorge." Mother's voice dropped to a whisper
            as she glanced at Eadric, who was eating again on the other side of the room. "No one need know that you've been a frog or
            disgraced yourself with that young man."

         
         
         
         
         "What are you talking about, Mother?" I asked, trying to keep my voice down as well. "Prince Eadric is a gentleman! We didn't
            do anything wrong."

         
         
         
         
         "They're all gentlemen, until they have you alone."

         
         
         
         
         "We were frogs!" I said. "We were trying to turn back into humans. What could—"

         
         
         
         
         "It doesn't matter what you actually did. You were alone with a young man who wasn't related to you. That's all people need
            to hear. You know, of course, that's the worst thing that could have happened. Without beauty or grace, all you really had
            was your good reputation, and if your story gets out, you will no longer have that. But all may not be lost yet. If I hurry
            the wedding plans and you don't say a word to Jorge—"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not going to lie to him, Mother." I was sure that Jorge would hear about it eventually. Everyone in our castle probably
            already knew what had happened. It was nearly impossible to keep a secret with so many ears around.

         
         
         
         
         My mother pursed her lips. "Then tell your tale as often as you'd like, but you've made a grave mistake. I don't know what
            your father and I will do with you now. I doubt that even a convent will take you."

         
         
         
         
         "I shouldn't have bothered to come back at all!" I said.

         
         
         
         
         "Perhaps you shouldn't have," Mother answered.

         
         
         
         
         As soon as my mother was gone, Haywood spoke up. "Don't let your mother upset you, Emma, although if you want, I could take
            care of her for you. I was only a beginning wizard when Olivene transformed me, and not a very good one at that, but I remember
            some basic spells. It would be easy to turn Chartreuse into a magpie or squirrel. They all like to hear themselves chatter."

         
         
         
         
         I laughed and shook my head. "Your offer is tempting, but I'd better not accept."

         
         
         
         
         "If we're going to talk to my mother, we should leave soon," said Grassina. "Emma, why don't you and Eadric get the carpet from the storage room? The day
            is too beautiful to spend cooped up in a carriage, and Haywood would have difficulty staying on a horse. Ask Li'l where you
            can find the carpet."

         
         
         
         
         It was dark inside the storage room, the only light coming through a window as narrow as an arrow slit. Eadric followed me
            through the door, stopping just inside when he saw the clutter. Something rustled in the rafters overhead, and I looked up.
            Li'l was hanging by her feet amid dangling bunches of herbs.

         
         
         
         
         "Li'l!" I said. "It's me, Emma!"

         
         
         
         
         "It's about time," the little bat squeaked. "Where did you go? One minute you were making breakfast, the next you were gone—poof!"

         
         
         
         
         "I had a problem with my magic. I went to the dungeon by mistake."

         
         
         
         
         "Those things happen," said Li'l, "especially when you're new at it."

         
         
         
         
         "Do you know where my aunt put the carpet?" I peered into the darkened corners, where I could only make out vague shapes.

         
         
         
         
         "Sure do! I know where everything is. Your aunt's put me in charge of inventory. The carpet's over there, behind that old
            mirror. Move the mirror aside ... watch out, it tilts ... that's it! There's the carpet."

         
         
         
         
         The carpet was rolled up into a long tube, set on end so that it leaned against the wall. Eadric took one end and I took the
            other. It was heavy and awkward, but we'd soon wrestled it through the door and back into Grassina's sun-filled room.

         
         
         
         
         Although the carpet was grimy on the outside, the colors were brilliant when we finally spread it in front of the window.
            Threads of scarlet, gold, navy blue, dark green and cream shone in the sunlight in a repeating pattern of flowers and abstract
            designs. A wide rug, it would hold the four of us easily.

         
         
         
         
         Eadric stepped back to look. "It's very nice, but what does it have to do with going to your grandmother's?"

         
         
         
         
         "This isn't an ordinary rug, Eadric. It's a magic carpet," said Grassina. "It will carry us wherever we want to go. It's a
            very comfortable way to travel as long as the weather is good."

         
         
         
         
         Eadric turned to me. "Have you ever ridden on a magic carpet?"

         
         
         
         
         "Never," I said, "but it looks like fun!"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not sure I want to trust anything involving magic yet," he said.

         
         
         
         
         "You just ate a magic breakfast," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "Here, Emma," said my aunt, holding out her hand. "Put these in your pouch. You never know when you might need them."

         
         
         
         
         I did as she directed, tucking away an odd assortment of objects: a length of string, a small square of cloth and a candle
            stub. When everyone was ready, Eadric and I took our places on the magic carpet behind Grassina and Haywood. With a few softly
            spoken words, Grassina made the rug rise into the air. It moved in fits and starts, as if it wasn't quite sure what to do.

         
         
         
         
         "I haven't used it for a while," my aunt said over her shoulder. "The ride should improve once the rug gets a good airing.
            Just stay seated and hold on."

         
         
         
         
         "What about the window?" asked Eadric, his eyes enormous as the rug jerked toward the narrow opening. We were only inches
            away when the sides of the window stretched like a smiling mouth, allowing us to slip through easily. Once we were through,
            the window snapped back into place with a loud twang.

         
         
         
         
         Grassina chuckled. "Don't worry, Eadric. This isn't the first time I've done this."
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