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         One

         
         
         
         
         Atendril brushed my face, tickling me on the nose. I jerked my head back and whacked it on the table leg behind me.
            "Wretched plant!" I said, rubbing my head with one hand as I pushed the vine away with the other.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ever since my aunt had returned to her normal self, she hadn't been able to keep her mind on anything but her beloved Haywood.
            Her magic had suffered for it, becoming muddled and not quite as she'd intended. The flowering vines she'd planted in the
            Great Hall to celebrate their reunion had spread across the walls, engulfed the table legs, and threatened to cover the doors
            and windows. Because they were too tough for an ordinary knife to cut, it was up to me, the Green Witch, to keep them under
            control. Once again I was on my hands and knees, bumping my head and banging my elbows as I used magic clippers to trim the
            ever-growing vines.
         

         
         
         
         
         Being the Green Witch meant that I had a lot of extra responsibilities. Although I was the most powerful witch in Greater
            Greensward, as well as its only princess, most of the things I had to do as its protector were neither glamorous nor exciting.
            At least I didn't have to clean out the moat very often, a job I really hated.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was reaching for the next curling vine when a bright yellow butterfly landed on my finger and fluttered its wings as if
            trying to get my attention. "What do you want?" 1 asked.
         

         
         
         
         
         The butterfly stomped its feet with impatience. I raised my finger to my ear and tried to listen, but couldn't hear anything
            over the usual early morning bustle of the Great Hall. Squires were cleaning their knights' weapons while flirting with passing
            maids. My father's hounds were scuffling over a bone in the corner. The steward was directing the hanging of new banners along
            the walls.
         

         
         
         
         
         I could hardly hear the tiny insect, but then I remembered that their voices were extremely soft. Hearing them requires a
            magic spell, undivided attention, and a very keen ear. I'd had enough practice creating my own spells that coming up with
            one to hear the butterfly was easy.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although I'd never spoken with a butterfly before, I expected its voice to be sweet. Instead it sounded like an old man who
            was hoarse from shouting. "Take your time, lady," said the butterfly. "I don't have anything better to do—just flit from flower
            to flower until I've inspected every one in that garden. It shouldn't take me much longer than, say . . . my entire life!
            So, what's it going to be? Are you going to see the old lady or not?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Who are you talking about?"

         
         
         
         
         "I knew you weren't paying attention. I could be back at work doing something important, but no, I had to carry a message
            to someone who can't even be bothered to listen!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'm sorry. I couldn't hear you. What was your message?"

         
         
         
         
         "I don't have time for this! The old lady with the roses wants me to tell you that she's going to work on her house today.
            She wants to know if you're going to come help. That's it. That's all I know. If you'll answer her question, I'll be on my
            way. I have a lot of flying ahead of me, so if you don't mind .. ."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, I'll be there. You have your answer—now go."

         
         
         
         
         A shadow loomed over me as the butterfly zigzagged across the Great Hall- and up to one of the windows. "What was that all
            about?" demanded my mother, who had slipped up behind me.
         

         
         
         
         
         I sighed and turned around. Although the removal of the family curse had made my grandmother and aunt sweet and kind again,
            it hadn't done a thing for my mother. She hadn't been affected by the curse, so she was the same as she'd always been. It
            didn't matter to her that I was the Green Witch and sixteen years old; she still treated me as if I were five. The only time
            she listened to what I had to say was when I turned into a dragon, and then everyone paid attention to me. Most of the time, she tried to tell me what to do while I tried to avoid her.
         

         
         
         
         
         If I'd been thinking clearly, I might have given her some excuse, but instead I made the mistake of telling her the truth.
            "I told Grandmother to let me know when she was going to work on her cottage. She sent word that she's about to start."
         

         
         
         
         
         "So you're going to the Old Witches' Retirement Community? Then we can ride in my carriage together. I was planning to go
            see her today anyway."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Ride?" I said, adding the vine clippings to the pile I'd already started. I hadn't ridden in a carriage for months, because
            I hated the jostling and bumping and now had other ways to get around. As the Green Witch I toured Greater Greensward on my
            magic carpet every few weeks. When I wasn't using the carpet, I generally flew another way, as a bird, a bat, or a dragon,
            although being a dragon was the most fun.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I was just about to leave," I said. "If you have something to do first, you can come when you're ready." I was still hoping
            that I could go by myself. The Old Witches' Retirement Community was only a few minutes away if I went as a dragon, leaving
            me enough time to stretch my wings and soar above the clouds and . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'm ready now," said Mother. "You won't get out of it that easily."

         
         
         
         
         It had been almost two months since I'd learned how to turn myself into a dragon. I'd done it out of necessity at the end
            of the tournament held to celebrate my sixteenth birthday. My grandmother and aunt had gotten into a magical argument, and
            I'd had to turn myself into the biggest, fiercest creature that I could think of to get them to listen. Since then I'd taken
            to saying the spell so often that the people of Greater Greensward had grown used to seeing a green dragon soaring overhead.
            I liked being a dragon because it made me feel stronger and freer than I'd ever felt before. As a dragon, I could also fly
            farther and faster than in any other form I'd ever tried.
         

         
         
         
         
         Unfortunately, traveling with my mother meant that I wasn't going to get a chance to be anything but my human self. She never
            had wanted me to do magic, although she had gotten used to it after I proved that I had the talent. Recently, we'd formed
            a sort of unspoken truce; she wouldn't tell me how awful magic was and I wouldn't use it around her unless it was absolutely
            necessary, but there was always the chance that one of us might forget and slip. Because this made our relationship even more
            strained and uncomfortable than it had been already, being in a confined space with her for any length of time was one of
            the last things I wanted to do.
         

         
         
         
         
         The ride was worse than I'd feared; a heavy rain the night before had scoured large ruts in the roads, and of course my mother
            refused to let me use my magic to do anything about them. She and I both knew that I would eventually be the one to fix them,
            just not while she was there. We were well inside the enchanted forest on the road to Grandmother's cottage when we hit a
            bad bump and I thumped my head against the side of the carriage.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mother clicked her tongue and said, "I suppose you're going to tell me that you'd rather be flying. Don't bother," she added
            when I opened my mouth to speak. "I know you don't like spending time with me. You never have. You always preferred my sister's
            company over mine, and who could blame you? Her responsibilities were exciting, whereas I had the boring and thankless job
            of supervising the running of a castle. And now that you're safeguarding the kingdom with your magic, you have even less time
            for me."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I didn't know that you . . ."

         
         
         
         
         "Of course you didn't," she snapped. "You never think about how I feel. I just hope that when you have a daughter, she considers
            your feelings more than you have mine and shows you more respect as well. I know you think I'm foolish and don't know what
            I'm talking about, but I'm right far more often than you think I am."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I never . . ."

         
         
         
         
         "It would serve you well to start listening to me. Ah, here we are," she said, leaning forward to peer out the window. "I
            hope your grandmother has the presence of mind to let me choose the candy for those shutters. Oh, dear, is that my father?
            I thought he was still at the castle."
         

         
         
         
         
         "He is moving in with her," I reminded my mother.

         
         
         
         
         She sighed and sat back in her seat. "I know and there isn't a thing I can do about it. It's a very bad idea, if you ask me.
            She'll catch her death of cold if he stays in her cottage, mark my word!"
         

         
         
         
         
         My grandmother's cottage was one of the more traditional styles of candy-decorated gingerbread. Since the curse had ended,
            she often invited the family to visit, and Eadric had grown fond of the icing on her roof. I thought it was only right that
            I help her patch her house, considering how much of it Eadric had eaten.
         

         
         
         
         
         Grandmother was waiting by her gate when the carriage rolled to a stop. "Where's my favorite young man?" she asked, craning
            her neck to look around me as I stepped down. "I made some extra gingerbread for him."
         

         
         
         
         
         "If you mean Eadric, he went hunting with Emma's father," Mother declared, appearing in the door of the carriage. My mother
            had long feared that no one would ever ask for my hand, and even though Eadric wanted to marry me, she seemed to resent him,
            perhaps because she hadn't chosen him herself.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'll save it for him then," Grandmother said. "Come see what I've done so far, Emma. I've decided to build an addition. Your
            grandfather should have some space he can call his own. Oh, good. Here he is now."
         

         
         
         
         
         A blue haze drifted toward us from the direction of the rosebushes, taking on the vague outline of a man. As it drew closer,
            it became more distinct until I was able to recognize the ghost of my grandfather King Aldrid. Even so, the sunlight kept
            him from looking as nearly solid as he did when indoors.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Hello, my dears," he said in a whispery voice. "It's a pleasure to see you."

         
         
         
         
         We shivered at his approach. Grandmother pulled her shawl more closely around her shoulders and smiled up at him. "I'll go
            see about the candy," Mother said, backing away. Glancing at her father's ghost, she hurried around the corner.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'm sorry I disturb her so," said Grandfather.

         
         
         
         
         Grandmother shook her head. "It isn't your fault, dearest. Chartreuse was the first to hear about your death from the banshee
            and took it very hard. It was difficult for her to accept that you'd come back as a ghost."
         

         
         
         
         
         Everyone knew that my mother was afraid of ghosts. For years she had claimed that she didn't believe in them, a convenient
            reason for not visiting her own father, who spent most of his time in the dungeon. However, everyone had seen him kiss my
            grandmother, thereby ending the family curse. Mother could no longer pretend that he didn't exist. Even so, she tried to avoid
            his company, claiming that the chill of his ghostly presence gave her the sniffles.
         

         
         
         
         
         Once the curse had ended and Grandmother was once again her sweet self, Mother visited her more often. "Making up for lost
            time," she called it. I wondered if she would still come around after Grandfather moved in.
         

         
         
         
         
         While Grandmother and I fetched the cooled slabs of gingerbread, my mother stayed inside the cottage, collecting the candy.
            One of the community rules stated that the occupants had to repair their cottages themselves without the use of magic or hired
            hands, although they could get friends or relatives to help. This seemed odd in a community where many of the cottages walked
            around on chicken legs and the magic was so thick at times that the air seemed alive with it. I think it was meant to promote
            community spirit, but whatever the reason, it meant that even the older witches residing there remained active.
         

         
         
         
         
         We were setting the first slab of gingerbread in place when Grandfather said, "Has Eadric heard from his parents? They were
            so angry when they left."
         

         
         
         
         
         Grandmother shook her head. "I still can't believe that woman said those things. She had a lot of nerve, calling Emma a horrid
            little witch and all those other awful names. They suited me, not you," she said, glancing in my direction.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Those names don't suit you anymore," I said. "And I hope that isn't how she feels about me now. After his parents left, Eadric
            wrote to her, telling her how much he loves me. She's my future mother-in-law—at least I want her to be."
         

         
         
         
         
         Grandmother gave me a sharp look. "You're not going to let her stand in the way of your marriage, are you? The women in our
            family have more spine than that!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'm still going to marry Eadric. It's just that I'd rather do it with his parents' blessing. I don't think his father hates
            me like his mother does, but he didn't seem too happy that I'm a witch. And didn't you hear Queen Frazzela say that they'd
            pass Eadric over and give his brother, Bradston, the crown if Eadric married me?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Do you really think they'd do that?"

         
         
         
         
         "I don't know, but I'd rather not take the chance. His whole life Eadric has been planning to rule Upper Montevista. I don't
            want to be the one to stand in his way. And can you imagine what an awful king Bradston would make?"
         

         
         
         
         
         My mother had returned carrying a basket of gumdrops, but I noticed that she was careful to stay as far as possible from my
            grandfather. "I told you that taking an interest in magic was a bad idea," she said. "If you hadn't started practicing, she
            wouldn't have had anything to complain about."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Don't be silly, Chartreuse," said Grandmother. "I didn't raise you to be so shortsighted. If Emma hadn't shown an interest
            in magic, your sister, Grassina, and I would still be under the influence of that awful curse and I wouldn't have my Aldrid
            back. Frazzela is just too muzzy-headed to recognize a gem when she sees it. Our little Emma would make anyone proud."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I couldn't agree more," said Grandfather. "Why, I remember when Emma was trying to find Hubert's medallion and . . ."

         
         
         
         
         A sparrow darted through the garden, skimming the tops of Grandmother's roses. It landed on the rock-candy sundial and twittered
            a greeting. Herald, Grandmother's orange tabby, licked his lips and wiggled his back end as he prepared to pounce. As the
            sparrow opened his beak, Herald twitched his tail and leaped.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Not so fast," said Grandfather, thrusting out his arm and waving his fingers. A wind sprang up that only the cat could feel,
            blowing him midleap into the rosebushes. Yowling, Herald clawed his way out of the roses and took off across the yard. Grandfather
            chuckled. "I don't think that cat likes me."
         

         
         
         
         
         The sparrow bobbed its head. "Your Highnesses," it said. "Lady Grassina requests the pleasure of your company in the swamp
            behind the castle. She says that Princess Emeralda will know where to go." Having delivered its message, the sparrow took
            off, going back the way it had come. Grassina must have used a spell on the bird to make it speak the human tongue, because
            even my mother had looked as if she could understand what it was saying.
         

         
         
         
         
         Grandmother had been smoothing icing with her hand before attaching the first gumdrop. "What do you suppose she wants?" she
            said, wiping her fingers on her apron.
         

         
         
         
         
         When I saw that they were all looking my way, I shrugged. "I have no idea. She hasn't told me a thing."

         
         
         
         
         "Does she expect us to go now?" asked my mother. "She can't order us around. We're in the middle of this."

         
         
         
         
         "Well, I'm going," announced Grandmother. "I want to see what this is about. Herald, you keep an eye on the house."

         
         
         
         
         An orange-striped tail dangled from the leafy branch of a crab-apple tree at the edge of the yard. The only sign that Herald
            had heard her was the angry twitch of the tip of his tail.
         

         
         
         
         
         My mother dropped the gumdrops she was holding back into the basket. "If you're going, there's no use in the rest of us staying
            here. We'll take my carriage."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I prefer to fly," said Grandmother.

         
         
         
         
         "And leave me to ride by myself? I thought you liked my company, Mother."

         
         
         
         
         Grandmother sighed. "Of course I do, Chartreuse."

         
         
         
         
         "Then that's settled. We'll all take the carriage, except, er, Father, if you don't mind . . ."

         
         
         
         
         "Don't worry, Chartreuse. I know there isn't room for me."
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         Two

         
         
         
         
         The ride to the swamp was only slightly less unpleasant than the ride to the cottage had been. The driver of the coach
            was more familiar with the changes in the road and was able to miss some of the deeper ruts. Although my mother didn't say
            anything at first, I knew that the spots of color on her normally pale cheeks meant that she was angry.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Doesn't it bother you that Grassina is being so inconsiderate?" she finally blurted.

         
         
         
         
         My grandmother had looked composed with her hands folded in her lap as she gazed out the window. When she turned to face us,
            she seemed surprised at the question. "Why, no, not at all. I'm sure that your sister wouldn't have asked us to come on a
            whim. I don't know why she wants us there, but whatever it is, it must be important."
         

         
         
         
         
         The spots on Mother's cheeks flamed as she bit her lip. "You're taking her side, just the way you did when we were girls."

         
         
         
         
         Grandmother nodded. "Yes, I am, but I take your side when you aren't around and your sister questions something that you do.
            I always give my girls the benefit of the doubt. I'm sorry the curse turned me into a horrible mother for all those years."
         

         
         
         
         
         'You take my side, too?" my mother said as if that was all she'd heard.

         
         
         
         
         "Of course," said Grandmother. "You just aren't there to hear it."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh," Mother said. Although she didn't speak again until we reached the swamp, the bright spots faded from her cheeks.

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115509]

         
         
         I understood why Grassina had said that I would know the place she meant. My aunt and I were the only people from the castle
            who visited the swamp, and we'd been exploring it for years. But if this was as important as her summons made it seem, there
            was only one place we'd find her. She'd be at the pond where I'd first met Eadric and where she had changed Haywood from an
            otter back into a human.
         

         
         
         
         
         We left the coach at the road as close as we could get to the swamp and walked the rest of the way. My mother was horrified,
            of course, because it meant getting her shoes dirty. She tried to keep her hem out of the muck when we reached soggier ground,
            but she didn't have much luck and finally gave up altogether, letting her hem drag wherever it would.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was pleased to see that I was right about Grassina's choice. She was waiting where I'd thought she'd be, with Haywood at
            her side. Eadric and my father were there, as well as another man I'd never seen before. It wasn't until I saw that he was
            wearing priest's robes that I began to understand why we'd been summoned.
         

         
         
         
         
         The ceremony was lovely. Grassina and Haywood stood before Father Alphonse at the edge of the water while the rest of us watched
            from farther up the bank. Although she wore one of her ordinary moss-green gowns, had a simple wreath of ivy in her hair,
            and carried a plain bouquet of daisies, the glow of happiness that lit Grassina's face made her as lovely as any bride had
            ever looked. Haywood was wearing one of the tunics my aunt had embroidered for him. It was decorated with oak leaves and acorns
            in dark greens and warm browns that seemed remarkably lifelike. He looked proud and happy standing beside Grassina, reminding
            me of the expression he'd worn when he was an enchanted otter and they had just found each other again.
         

         
         
         
         
         As far as I was concerned, only one thing marred the ceremony: my mother wouldn't stop complaining. Although she stood on
            the other side of Eadric and my grandparents, I could hear every word she said, and none of it was nice. I glanced at the
            rest of my family. From their expressions, my father seemed to be the only other person who could hear my mother's tirade.
            Unfortunately, I could hear her as clearly as the grasshoppers chirping in the field behind us, the birds calling in the trees
            across the river, the fish burbling in the river, and . . . It occurred to me that I hadn't undone the spell allowing me to
            hear the butterfly. Maybe that was why everything seemed so loud.
         

         
         
         
         
         "She's so inconsiderate—having her wedding in a swamp!" said my mother as the priest talked about love and marriage. "What
            a deplorable site for a wedding ceremony! Demanding we go to this godforsaken place just because . . . Do you smell that?
            I just know this is a breeding ground for the plague. What is that on my shoe? Ooh, I think it's moving!"
         

         
         
         
         
         I saw my father lower his head toward hers. "It's a slug, my dear. It won't hurt you."

         
         
         
         
         "And do you, Haywood, take Grassina as your lawfully wedded wife?" said Father Alphonse.

         
         
         
         
         "And calling us here at the very last minute! She had to have known how much planning her wedding would have meant to me.
            If she'd given me fair warning, I could have had a dress made for her and a feast prepared. I could have sent out invitations,
            had the castle cleaned, gotten her a gift. . . . It's her fault that no one will have presents for her. If she'd waited a
            few days, although a week or two would have been better . . ."
         

         
         
         
         
         "There, there, Chartreuse," said my father. "I'm sure she'll understand."

         
         
         
         
         ". . . as long as you both shall live," said the priest.

         
         
         
         
         Glancing pointedly at Queen Olivene and the ghost of my grandfather, my mother added, "And after they die, too, if they're
            anything like my parents."
         

         
         
         
         
         At least they have a good marriage, I thought, remembering how often my parents had refused to talk to each other when I was growing up.
         

         
         
         
         
         Eadric squeezed my hand. "What a great wedding," he whispered to me as Grassina and Haywood exchanged rings. "I'd like a simple
            wedding like this. I could talk to the priest after the ceremony and ask him to stick around to do ours. We could even have
            it here in the swamp, if that's what you really want."
         

         
         
         
         
         "We can't," I said, although I would have liked nothing better. "I want to get your parents' blessing first. If we're going
            to get married, I want to do it right."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I don't think they're going to give it," said Eadric.

         
         
         
         
         "You know what they were like when they left, and they never did reply to my letter."

         
         
         
         
         "That's why I want to get their blessing. I don't want to cause a rift between you and your parents."

         
         
         
         
         "If there's any rift, they were the ones who made it."

         
         
         
         
         "Eadric, I mean it. Blessing first, then the wedding."

         
         
         
         
         "All right, if we have to," he said, but he didn't look happy about it. "We'll go see them as soon as we can. I don't want
            to put off our wedding any longer."
         

         
         
         
         
         ". . . man and wife," said Father Alphonse.

         
         
         
         
         Grassina and Haywood kissed and everyone watched in silence. When they pulled away to look into each other's eyes, someone
            sobbed softly. I realized that my mother was crying.
         

         
         
         
         
         We were starting to line up to congratulate the bride and groom when I heard splashing behind us in the swamp. Whoever it
            was seemed to be having a terrible time, tripping and falling, then swearing when he tried to get up. When I turned to see
            who it was, Eadric's eyes followed mine and his hand immediately flew to Ferdy, his singing sword. It was one of my father's
            guards slogging through the taller grass with his sodden hat in one hand and a mud-covered shoe in the other. He was pouring
            water out of the shoe when he stopped in front of my father, but he must have forgotten about it because he slapped himself
            in the face with it when he tried to salute. Sputtering, he used his sleeve to wipe muddy water from his eyes, then said,
            "Your Majesty, I've come to report that Prince Jorge has escaped from the dungeon. He was there when the guard last checked,
            but he's gone now and the door is still locked from the outside. I was stationed by the dungeon door, and I swear no one got
            past me."
         

         
         
         
         
         "He must have bribed someone in the castle to let him out," growled my father. "When I find out who it was, I'll. . ."

         
         
         
         
         "Actually, he could have gotten out any number of ways," said my grandmother. "And before you start threatening to lop off
            someone's head, why don't you let Emma and me take a look. I'm sure that between the two of us we can learn what actually
            happened."
         

         
         
         
         
         Father nodded, aware of how useful a little magic might be, but from the look in his eyes I knew that if we couldn't find
            the answer, someone was bound to pay the price.
         

         
         
         
         
         Eadric, too, looked grim. It was because of him that Jorge was in the dungeon. The prince hadn't been pleased that I'd preferred
            to be in the swamp rather than with him. Because I wouldn't marry Jorge, his father, King Beltran, had led his army into war
            against Greater Greensward. With Eadric's help, I'd used my magic to end the war, but Jorge still wasn't satisfied. When my
            father held the tournament for my sixteenth birthday, the prince had shown up disguised as one of the contestants and had
            done his best to kill Eadric. Fortunately, a health and safety spell had foiled his plan, and Jorge had been thrown into my
            father's dungeon.
         

         
         
         
         
         Of course, the dungeon wasn't quite like it used to be. My mother had had it cleaned out when she married my father and had
            used it for storage since then. The guards had scrambled to get a cell ready for a prisoner, finally settling on one with
            a tiny window. The cell had been used to house old furniture in need of repair and was cluttered, but dry and relatively clean.
            Rather than make him wait while they emptied it completely, they'd left a few pieces behind. A cracked washtub, a rickety
            table, and my old bed with the broken leg weren't much, but they were more than most prisoners had.
         

         
         
         
         
         We'd never intended to keep him there for long because custom decreed that the prince be released as soon as his ransom was
            paid. Although my father sent word to King Beltran that his son was in our dungeon, the old king was too stingy to send his
            ransom. Two months later the prince was still in the cell, gaining weight from Cook's good food and taunting the ghosts who
            dared stop in.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although Father and Eadric both looked upset, I almost welcomed the news that Jorge had escaped. I'd been avoiding the dungeon
            for as long as he was in residence, and I missed my forays down there to visit my ghostly friends. Unfortunately, I knew that
            if Jorge were loose, he'd be up to no good as soon as he got the chance.
         

         
         
         
         
         While my parents stayed to talk to the newlyweds, Grandmother and I went to the dungeon. Eadric and my grandfather insisted
            on going, too, which was just as well, because some of the shyer ghosts wouldn't talk to anyone except another ghost. We found
            the dungeon just as the guard had described. The door was locked from the outside, the straw mattress rumpled but unoccupied.
            While Eadric checked under the bed and in the washtub to make sure that Jorge wasn't hiding, I looked around for magical clues.
            Like most other things, magic leaves a kind of residue for those who know how to find it. Holding my hand out to feel for
            the energy, I wasn't surprised to find that magic had been used there in the very recent past.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I found someone to talk to us," said my grandfather, floating back through the door.

         
         
         
         
         Two ghosts followed him into the cell, making the space unbearably cold. I shivered and moved closer to Eadric's warmth while
            my grandmother pulled her wrap tight around her shoulders. I recognized both of the ghosts as acquaintances of my grandfather's
            to whom he had introduced me before. One was Hubert, the ghost of an elderly servant who had been thrown into the oubliette
            to die. He still wore the ghostly chain around his neck, less tarnished than the real one that had been buried along with
            his bones after the skeletons in the dungeon helped us. His companion was Sir Jarvis, a gentleman of the court from some century
            past whose noble bearing offset Hubert's aged stoop. The difference in their status would have kept them apart when they were
            alive, but as ghosts they had become the closest of friends.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Do I know you?" Hubert said, peering up at me through his straggly hair.

         
         
         
         
         "Of course you do, old man," said Sir Jarvis, patting Hubert's arm. "It's King Aldrid's granddaughter, Princess Emma. You
            met her a few months back, don't you remember?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "No!" snapped Hubert. "Never met her before. Nor any of these other people. Although I'd like to meet this one," he said,
            winking at my white-haired grandmother.
         

         
         
         
         
         My grandfather's outline seemed to grow until his head looked like it was about to touch the ceiling. "That is my wife, Queen
            Olivene!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Beg pardon, sir," said Hubert, cowering as he probably had when he was alive. "Didn't mean to offend."

         
         
         
         
         "And no offense will be taken as long as you can provide us with some answers," said my grandmother. "Tell us, were either
            of you near this cell earlier today?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "I wasn't, Your Majesty," said Sir Jarvis, "but Hubert might have been."

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe I was," Hubert said, suddenly shifty-eyed. "Why do you want to know?"

         
         
         
         
         Grandfather loomed over Hubert, making the servant's ghost shrink back. "The prisoner in this cell escaped a short time ago.
            We want to find out how he did it."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Don't know anything about that," Hubert said, sounding defensive. "Didn't see any man leave."

         
         
         
         
         "This isn't getting us anywhere," said Eadric.

         
         
         
         
         "Just what did you see?" I asked the ghost.

         
         
         
         
         Hubert shrugged. "Saw one man arrive in a puff of smoke, he did. A bit later two birds flew out the window, fft, right between the bars like that!" he said, brushing his hands together.
         

         
         
         
         
         "And did you hear what they said?" asked my grandfather.

         
         
         
         
         "I don't know! I guess they chirped like most birds do. What kind of question is that? I want to go now. Asking questions
            about chirping birds!" Muttering to himself, Hubert drifted from the room, leaving Sir Jarvis to apologize.
         

         
         
         
         
         "So they left as birds," said Eadric. "At least that's something."

         
         
         
         
         I nodded. "I just wish we knew who came to help Jorge."

         
         
         
         
         "There's a hamster," said Grandfather, pointing at a furry little creature scurrying along a narrow ledge. "Maybe it knows
            what happened."
         

         
         
         
         
         The dungeon was overrun with hamsters that had been spiders until Grassina cast a spell to change every one of them. They
            were shy and skittish, so I didn't hold much hope that the hamster would talk to me. When I bent down to talk to this one,
            it gave a high-pitched squeal and fell off the ledge. Thinking that it might be hurt, I reached down to pick it up, but it
            limped away before I could catch it.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'd leave it alone if I were you," said my grandmother from the doorway. "You'll only frighten it more. Look who I found,"
            she said, holding out her cupped hands and opening them to reveal a fuzzy rat. It was Blister, Grassina's rat from when she'd
            made her home in the dungeon. My aunt's magic dust had made its fur grow long and silky. My suggestion along with one of her
            spells had made it unable to speak unless it had something nice to say. The rat didn't usually say much anymore.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, you found him" I said.
         

         
         
         
         
         Blister turned his head my way only after hearing my voice. "You would be here, wouldn't you?" he muttered.

         
         
         
         
         "We want to ask you a question," I said. "Did you see what happened in this cell today?"

         
         
         
         
         'You're asking me?" said the rat. "I can't see a thing through all this hair. And it's your fault. If you weren't such a .
            . ." Blister stopped talking.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Don't bother with him," I told Grandmother when she glared at the rat. "He wouldn't help us even if he could. I wish there
            were someone else we could ask. I'd love to know what Jorge said."
         

         
         
         
         
         "If only walls had ears," said Eadric to himself.

         
         
         
         
         He grunted when I turned and flung my arms around him. "That's it!" I said. "You are so brilliant! You've given me the best
            idea. How about this . . ."


         

         
         
         
         
         If walls had ears to hear,

         
         
         And also mouths to speak,

         
         
         Imagine what they'd say

         
         
         If they weren't quite so meek.

         
         
         Please give this wall a chance

         
         
         To tell us what it heard

         
         
         When lorge left this room.

         
         
         (We know he was a bird.)



         
         
         
         
         We all waited, half expecting the wall to say something profound. When it didn't say anything at all, I tapped it with my
            finger and said, "Well, don't you have anything to say?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "No," said the wall. "Leave me alone."

         
         
         
         
         I couldn't have been more surprised. "Really? You finally have the opportunity to talk and you don't want to?"

         
         
         
         
         "That's right," it said. "Now go away."

         
         
         
         
         "All right," I said. "We will, just as soon as you answer our questions."

         
         
         
         
         "What if I don't want to?"

         
         
         
         
         "Then we'll stay right here until you do."

         
         
         
         
         "What do you want to know?" it asked in a grudging kind of voice.

         
         
         
         
         "We want to know who you saw in this room today," said Eadric.

         
         
         
         
         "That's easy. I saw a human with yellow hair and blue eyes. He was here most of the d a y . . . . He has been every day since
            I first saw him. Then there was this funny crackling sound, and a shorter human appeared with lots of hair on his face and
            none on the top of his head. The first human shouted at him, 'It took you long enough.' Then the hairy-faced human said, 'I'm
            sorry, Your Majesty. I just got off the island. I came here as soon as I heard what had happened.' The yellow-haired human
            stomped his foot and shouted, 'Well, don't just stand there, fool. Get me out of this dung heap!' Then the hairy-faced man
            waved his hand and they both turned into birds."
         

         
         
         
         
         Eadric turned to look at me. "It was Olebald, wasn't it?"

         
         
         
         
         "It must have been," I said. "That means he finally got off the island where I sent him. This can't be good."

         
         
         
         
         "They were interesting," said the wall, "but not nearly as much fun to watch as the man who thought he was a bat. He was here
            for years before he got the idea that he could hang upside down from the ceiling. I don't know how many times he landed on
            his head."
         

         
         
         
         
         Eadric's eyes looked grim and his jaw had tightened the way it does when he's really angry. "If Jorge's loose, we're leaving
            tomorrow morning for Upper Montevista. We'll go see my parents and get their blessing so we can get married before Jorge can
            do anything else. If I know him, all he can think about now is what rotten thing he can do to prevent our wedding."
         

         
         
         
         
         "You can't leave now!" said the wall. "I have so much I want to tell you. Why just the other year . .."

         
         
         
         
         Grabbing my arm, Eadric hustled me out of the cell. We could still hear the wall talking as we left the dungeon. I considered
            staying behind to undo the spell, but I didn't quite have the heart.
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