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      “I’m not made of glass.”

      The scolding came from me and was directed at the dragon king who helped me down the stairs of the castle.  He had grasped one of my hands and wrapped his arm around my waist, nearly carrying me over the steps.

      “Your legs are weak from your time in bed.”

      I rolled my eyes.  “Don’t remind me.  Another four days and I would have traded my crown for a handful of dirt I could inhale like a five-year-old.”

      Luca watched my feet like a hawk watches its next meal.  “The doctors thought it best.”

      My good humor faltered a little as I looked down at my stomach.  It was covered by a new set of clothes made especially for me by my bird friend, Pennae, but the cloth couldn’t block out my mental image of the curse markings that tainted my front.  Those damned markings kept me from fulfilling my queenly duties to this handsome dragon man at my side.

      I shook off my black thoughts and looked up at him with a raised eyebrow.  “Where are we going again?”

      “To the museum,” Luca reminded me as we made it down the first flight of stairs.  “Sfetnic has some information he personally wishes to convey to us.”

      A familiar face in the form of Cassius appeared at the bottom of the stairs.  He paused with his foot on the bottom step and smiled up at us.  “There you are.  I was just seeing if you needed some help with your beautiful bride.”

      I snorted as I tried to wriggle free of one of Luca’s helpful hands.  “I have a little too much help already.”

      Cassius stepped to one side to allow us to pass.  “Tybalt is waiting for you in the courtyard, and a contingency of his guards will follow you to the museum.”

      Luca glanced at our friend as we passed him by.  “What have your searches of the castle library found?”

      Cassius followed behind us and shook his head.  “Nothing, I’m afraid.  Outside of physical and magic binding spells, black magic with the ability to bind such an innate ability as childbearing was completely unknown to our ancestors.”

      Luca pursed his lips.  “Then we’ll have to rely on Sfetnic for good news.”

      Cassius stopped at the bottom of the next flight of stairs and bowed his head.  “Know that I won’t give up, good cousin.  We will find the source of this curse and the culprit, and deal with both of them.  If you will excuse me, I will continue my search among the personal libraries in the city.”  He bowed again before he hurried off.

      As I watched his retreating back, I couldn’t help but wonder about something.  “Does Cassius have wings, too?”

      Luca nodded.  “Yes, though because he is of the third descent from the main branch, they are weak and incapable of bearing his weight.”

      My face fell.  “That must be frustrating.”

      Luca shook his head.  “He finds solace in his magic, which admittedly is far more than I could ever hope to do.”

      “So how does that work?” I asked him as we made our way down the last flight of stairs.  “Your line gets wings, and he gets magic?”

      “In essence, yes.  Magicians have surmised that the blood of the lesser branches, rather than reproduction, focus its strength on enhancing the magic within them so that they at least have a way to survive the harsh world until their line falters on the third generation.”

      I winced.  “Can’t he get a bride from my world?”

      We reached the entrance hall and Luca sighed.  “Unfortunately, the Glass of Caelum won’t allow any but those of the first branch down to the nephews of the lesser branches to pass through its portal. “

      My face fell.   “Damn…”

      Luca gazed down at me with a soft smile.  “You have a big heart, my mate.”

      I blushed at the term of endearment.  “Flattery will get you a lot of places, but I’d like it to get us to the museum at a quicker pace than you are leading me like I’m about to turn into a puddle of bones and skin.”

      He chuckled as he looked ahead of us as the front doors were opened out into the courtyard.  “Tybalt will give us a quick escort.”

      Tybalt stood at the head of a group of a dozen other guards with one hand on the top of the hilt of his sword.  An elegant carriage was parked behind them, with four white horses and a white-clad coachman atop the box.  The family crest featuring the dragon, figured prominently on the doors.

      Tybalt bowed low to us as we approached.  “Good morning, Your Highnesses.  We are ready to leave whenever you desire.”

      Luca lifted his gaze to the sky and frowned.  “Has anything been seen of the masked people?”

      Tybalt shook his head.  “No, Your Highness, nor has anyone taken responsibility for…” His eyes settled on my stomach.

      Luca nodded.  “Understood.  Now if you would escort us to the museum.”

      Tybalt bowed his head and swept an arm toward the carriage.  “It would be our pleasure.”

      We had a flashy escort in the form of the armored guards atop their horses.  This was the first time I’d seen the city in four days, and I continued to marvel at the many different styles of buildings and different people who called the metropolis home.  Avius and other changeling species walked past, chatting away with each other and normal humans.  Carts rolled by hauling lumber, crates, and fruit, most of which I couldn’t identify.

      The people gaped at us, but the soldiers stopped any autograph seekers.  We soon arrived at the museum and climbed out.  Mia appeared in the doorway and met us halfway down the steps where her brother sat beneath the warm sun.

      Ethan smiled and tipped his cap at us.  A pile of sketches sat by his side.

      Mia bowed her head.  “It’s a pleasure to entertain both of you once more, Your Highnesses.”

      Luca looked past her and at the open doors.  “Has anything been discovered?”

      Mia pursed her lips.  “That would be better explained by your adviser.  He’s this way.”

      She led us to her office where we found the usual disarray that ran in the family, but no sign of Sfetnic.  For a moment I worried that one of the stacks of books had toppled over his skinny frame and flattened him.  That is, until Mia swept away some paperwork on the floor behind her desk and grabbed a small metal ring with one hand wrapped around a clasp.  She pulled on the metal ring and a secret hatch opened in the floor.  The hatch revealed a set of narrow wooden stairs and air so stale a mummy’s wrappings would be jealous.

      Mia climbed down the stairs and for the first time that day I was glad for Luca’s extra hand as he helped me down the steep decline.  The stairs led ever downward some twenty feet below the floor level of the museum and into a whole new, dark world.  A few torches illuminated enough of the space for me to tell that we stood in a huge room with dividing walls, but with plenty of bookshelves.  Every inch of available crumbling stone wall was covered by the cabinets, and stand-alone bookcases covered the rest of the floor.

      No torches hung from the walls, and the whole place was shrouded in a darkness so deep that I couldn’t see my nose in front of my face.  Mia set the torch in a hanger on the stair wall and took up a covered lamp from an end table beside the steps.  She led us deep into the tall stacks of ancient, musty tomes.

      A soft noise came to my ears, and I realized it was the sound of pages being turned ahead of us.  I strained my eyes to see another light in that direction, but nothing came to my sight.  We rounded the last stand-alone bookcase, and the lamp illuminated an open space where a hefty table stood.

      The light also illuminated Sfetnic.  He sat at the table hunched over a thick tome.

      He also sat in complete darkness.

      At our coming his eyes flickered up, and the light reflected off his great black orbs.  My heart skipped a beat before he returned his attention to his reading.  “My apologies for not standing, Your Highnesses.  The pages on this ancient treatise are fragile, and the longer the spine is strained by its own pages the more likely the whole of the book would fall apart.”

      Luca nodded.  “We understand, but have any of them proven useful?”

      With a speed I could only envy, Sfetnic read through the final four pages and eased the cover shut.  I noticed the cover was of some kind of leather, wrinkled by time and the dry atmosphere.  The binding itself was made of small metal rings the color of hard rust.

      Sfetnic stood and set his bony hand on the cover before he nodded at us.  “Yes, Your Highness.  This tome is a compilation of the knowledge of one… man.  He wrote about a certain spell used to seal away stolen souls.  I believe this is our best lead in finding a cure to Her Highness’ troubles.”

      Luca cast a curious look at the tome and lifted an eyebrow.  “The apparent age of the book doesn’t give us hope that the author is alive.”

      A strange, bittersweet smile slipped onto Sfetnic’s lips.  “The author is still among us, Your Highness, though he hasn’t been alive for over five centuries.”

      Mia frowned.  “Then a vampire?”

      Sfetnic nodded.  “Yes.”

      My eyes widened.  “Vampires are real here?”

      Luca folded his arms over his chest and nodded.  “Yes.  Real, and often very inhospitable to guests, if they can be found at all.”

      Sfetnic turned his face away from us and frowned.  “I know where this vampire resides.”

      Luca’s eyes widened.  “You do?  How?”

      “Because he is my Master.”
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      I blinked at the pale figure who stood before us.  There were the tell-tale signs, of course.  The long fingernails, the extreme pallor, but I didn’t see the sharp fangs or the bloodthirsty red eyes.

      Luca’s comforting arm wrapped around my waist.  “I see.  Is he one who desires visitors?”

      Sfetnic chuckled.  “I fear he might look forward to you, but we had a… falling out a century ago.”

      Mia’s voice joined the conversation.  “Is he in the registrar for vampires?”

      Sfetnic grasped the book in his hands and shook his head.  “No.  The registrar was created after his turning, and he never bothered to include his name in the list.”

      I looked around at all the shadowed faces about me.  “‘Registrar?’”

      Luca nodded.  “A list on which every vampire who resides in the city is required to place their name.  It encourages them to use magic-enhanced water to satiate their thirst.”  He returned his attention to Sfetnic.  “How soon can you find him?”

      Sfetnic closed his eyes and leaned back his head.  He was as still as a corpse for a long moment before a bittersweet smile slipped onto his pale lips.  “I could find him immediately, but to intrude on his place of rest during the day would give us no answers from him.”

      Luca sighed.  “Then we wait until nightfall, and I ask that you lead us to him.”

      Sfetnic clasped the book against his chest and bowed his head.  “As you wish, Your Highness.”

      Mia lifted her torch to the room around us and wrinkled her nose.  “If our meeting is done, we should leave here.  This place is not healthy for anyone with a working pair of lungs.”

      We ventured out with Sfetnic bringing up the rear.  I couldn’t help but cast a few curious glances over my shoulder at the pale gentleman, but his head was bowed in thought.  At reaching the top of the stairs and stepping out into the brightly lit office, I looked behind us waiting for our pasty friend.  He never came up.

      Mia grabbed the top of the hatch to close it.  I stretched out my arms.  “Wait a sec!  Sfetnic’s still down there!”

      Mia nodded at something behind me.  “He left while you weren’t looking.”

      I turned to face the door and found the formerly closed entrance slightly ajar.  Luca had a teasing smile on his face as he looped his arm back around my waist.  “Sfetnic does that disappearing act to amuse himself, but we should be going.  Tybalt is a patient man, but he is no doubt not enjoying all the attention from the museum visitors.”

      We bid farewell to Mia and stepped outside into the bright light of the midmorning sun.  I lifted my hand above my face as I blinked against the dazzling brilliance.

      “Your Highnesses.”  The low voice made me look down at the steps.  Ethan still sat in his customary place with his sketches at his side.  I noticed that there weren’t as many papers as usual.  He stood and his eyes darted to the museum doors.

      Luca led me over to our friend and his eyes, like mine, studied the short stack of sketches.  Some of them were even only half finished.  “A good day for drawing, but you don’t seem to agree.”

      Ethan pursed his lips as he returned his attention to us.  “Did you meet with Mia?”

      I nodded.  “Yes, why?”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.  “It’s just… did you notice anything strange about her?”

      Luca shook his head.  “Not at all, but you have a different opinion.”

      Ethan shrugged.  “I don’t know what I have, but I do know that she hasn’t been easy to get a hold of lately.  Sometimes even the staff have a hard time finding her.  That’s just… it’s just not like her.”

      I furrowed my brow.  “Have you tried talking to her about it?”

      He shook his head.  “No.  At least, whenever I bring it up, she changes the subject.”

      Luca set a hand on our friend’s shoulder.  “I’m sure she’s just preoccupied with increasing security.”

      Ethan nodded, but he didn’t look convinced.  We said our goodbyes and continued down the steps.  The sun cast our shadows across the ground at our sides, and that brought a strange thought to my mind as we joined the awaiting guard, who was indeed being gawked at by the visitors.

      I looked up at Luca.  “So, if Sfetnic is a vampire how can he be walking around during the day?  Or are vampire rules different in this world?”

      Luca smiled down at me.  “That would depend on the rules in your world.”

      I lifted a hand and counted up.  “Aversion to garlic, hates mirrors-” That got a lift of Luca’s eyebrows.  “What?”

      “Are the vampires in your world frightened of their own reflection?”

      I snorted.  “No, it’s because they don’t have a reflection and don’t want anyone else to know about it, either.”  I paused and furrowed my brow as we were escorted back to the castle.  “Now what else… oh yeah, doesn’t like holy images like a cross, can’t cross running water, and burns to ash if touched by sunlight.”

      There was that curious look from Luca again.  “Running water?”

      I shrugged.  “Yeah, I don’t really get that one, either.  Maybe because it’s considered pure?  Anyway, what are the rules for your vampires?”

      “Vampires do have an aversion to strong odors due to their strong sense of smell, and they do abhor the sunlight.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “But not enough to be turned into fertilizer?”

      He smiled and shook his head.  “Not quite.  The younger ones will be burned, but older vampires develop a thick skin of magic that protects them from harm.”

      “And do they ever sleep?”

      Luca nodded.  “Yes.  Even their unnatural life must find rest, though as with the sun, older vampires require less sleep than younger ones.  For convenience they sleep during the day when the sun is brightest, and they are at their most vulnerable.”

      I stared ahead and shook my head.  “Dragon men, bird people, dwarves, and now vampires.  What don’t you have in this city?”

      He grinned down at me.  “My city was missing a queen, but that position has been admirably filled.”

      A slight blush tinged my cheeks, and I swatted his arm.  That got a laugh from a couple of locals who stood in front of a shop.  One of them, a burly gentleman with an apron over the front of his body, cupped a hand over his mouth.  “She’ll be ruling the city in no time, Your Highness!”

      One of the women beside him scoffed.  “Not without an heir.”

      My face fell at the abrupt reminder of my failure in my queenly duty, and my hand flew to my cursed stomach.  Luca gave my waist a squeeze with his hand but kept a smile on his face as he bowed his head to his citizens.  “A minor difficulty that will soon be remedied.”

      “Good luck to you both!” the man called after us as we swept by at a quicker pace.

      I stared at the ground as a tense silence fell between us.  “So, everyone in the city knows what happened?”

      He nodded.  “Yes.  The public attack couldn’t be hidden, and so I decided to tell my people the truth.”  His face fell and his sorrowful eyes fell on me.  “I’m sorry.”

      After a moment I swallowed the lump in my throat and lifted my chin.  “Nothing to apologize about.  That’s the best choice you could have made, and they deserve to know the truth.  I mean, the future of the city is at stake with your line, right?”

      I had a hard time avoiding Luca’s gaze.  “Yes, and no doubt whoever created the curse designed it for the public display to create such sentiments.”

      “Well, we’ll just have to show them they can’t beat us by lifting the curse,” I insisted as we neared the castle.  I lifted my eyes up to him and managed a smile.  “And all we have to do is go ask a creepy old vampire about his magic.  Easy, right?”

      Luca drew me closer against his side and a sly smile appeared on his lips.  “Provided he doesn’t eat us.”

      My heart fell into my stomach and a little bit of color drained from my face.  “Eat us?  Your vampires don’t actually EAT people, do they?”

      He laughed and shook his head.  “There’s nothing recorded, but my old maid used to warn me that if I didn’t behave a vampire would climb the castle walls and slip into my room to eat me.”

      I snorted.  “I knew I’d like Maira the first time I met her.”

      And speaking of the devil, as we neared the gate the short figure of Luca’s wizened old nurse stood beside the massive wood barriers.  They were closed, and she was in a heated discussion with a gate guard.  Another guard stood just behind his compatriot with a bemused smile on his face as he watched his commanding office spar with the spitfire.

      “Miss Maira, everyone knows who you are, but you still haven’t received permission to enter the castle.”

      She glared at him.  “Since when do I need permission to enter the castle?”

      He sighed.  “The castle isn’t allowing visitors since Her Highness was attacked unless the king has called for them.”

      Maira set her hands on her hips.  “Now you listen here, young Johnny.  I’ve spanked you before and I ain’t afraid of spanking you again.”

      That got a hardy guffaw from the other soldier before his presiding officer shut him up with a look of warning.  The lead guard returned his attention to Maira, and at that moment he caught sight of our procession.  Relief filled his face as he bowed his head to us.  “Your Highness, it’s good to see you back!”  I detected a ton more sincerity in the greeting, especially as he waved at his fellow guard to open the gates.

      Luca and I stopped before the dueling pair and Luca took a step forward and smiled down at his old nurse.  “To what do we owe this visit, dear Maira?”

      Maira crossed her arms over her full bosom and glared at him.  “You think you can put me off?”

      Luca blinked at her.  “Put you off?”

      She stabbed a finger at me.  “By leaving me out of your pretty queen having a baby, and not even a whisper to your old nurse looking for help!  I only just got the news from my girls, too!  You should have sent for me immediately!”

      Luca had to stifle a grin as he solemnly bowed his head.  “My sincerest apologies, Maira.  I had meant to inform you myself that she was with child-”

      “Oh, I’m sure you did,” Maira retorted as she pushed behind him and grasped my hands in hers.  She beamed up at me and her eyes twinkled with tears.  “I heard about everything, my dear, and don’t you dare be letting it get you down, especially now that I’m here.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at her kind words.  “Thank you.  Really.”

      Maira sniffed a little and stuck up her chin.  “Well now, let’s not be standing here all day blocking the road!”  She grasped one of my hands tighter and pulled me into the courtyard.  “Now let’s get you a big bowl of my special soup and see to the baby clothes!”

      I was all smiles as the tiny woman led me into the castle with the bemused Luca following close behind us.  Her funny kindness had made my week.
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      That is, until the bowl of soup was plopped down in front of me.  Luca and I sat at the small dining table reserved for private eating in a nook nestled close to the warm kitchen.  Sun streamed in through the elegant bay windows behind me as I stared at the steaming bowl Maira had set before me.

      She beamed brighter than the sun as she took a step back and wiped her hands on a white apron she’d swiped from the kitchen.  “There you go.  Nothing makes a mother stronger than my soup.”

      I picked up my spoon and dug around the floating contents.  There was a mix of browns, reds, and off-whites, none of which I recognized.  I couldn’t even tell if I was spooning meat or vegetables.  The broth was the color of mud water and a strange odor that reminded me of cough medicine wafted up from the bowl.

      Luca sat nearby with his chin resting on one hand and a sly twinkle in his eyes.  “It looks delicious, Maira.  What’s in it?”

      Maira swatted his arm with her wooden spoon.  “It’s rude to go asking anyone for their special recipes.”  She turned to me with a sweet smile as Luca rubbed his arm.  “You go ahead and eat the whole bowl.  It’ll help both of you.”

      I winced and my hand unbidden went to my stomach.  “I… I don’t know if you heard, but I can’t give birth to the child with the curse on me.”

      “Of course, I know that, but that’s no reason why you can’t keep the babe healthy until you deliver,” she scolded me as she used her spoon to scoot the bowl closer to me.  “Now eat up.”

      With Luca’s dancing eyes on me I scooped up a spoonful and lifted the utensil to my lips.  The steam floated in front of my eyes before I shut them and shoved the spoon into my mouth.

      A mixture of sweetness and spiciness filled my mouth, and I found myself eagerly swallowing the soup.  The heat warmed my stomach and soothed my tense muscles.  In a word, I oozed.

      I slumped back in my chair and a goofy grin spread across my face.  “Wow.”

      Maira puffed out her chest and gave a nod at the surprised look on Luca’s face.  “See?  Your mother did the same thing.  Just goes to show that you don’t read a manuscript by its cover.”

      Luca smiled as he picked up his spoon and reached across the table.  “So it would seem-ouch!”

      Maira had given his hand a healthy whack with her spoon, and she now wagged the weapon at him.  “Don’t you dare!  It’s only for the expectant mother!”  She crossed her arms over her chest and shot him an evil glare out of the corner of her eyes.  “Besides that, you dragon men have an acute sense of taste.  You might guess my secret ingredient.”

      He flashed her a wicked grin.  “My father did tell me about the time he sneaked a bite of your famous bird-in-the-nest pie.”

      She leaned toward him and narrowed her eyes.  “And that secret better have gone to the grave with him.”

      Luca held up his hands in front of himself.  “Your secret is safe with me.”

      Maira glared at him a moment longer before she returned her attention to me.  I had wolfed down a few more spoonfuls, and her expression brightened.  “Eat every drop and then I’ll give it to the kitchen staff.  They’ll know what to do with the bowl.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Incinerate it?”

      She laughed and shook her head.  “Of course not.  They’ll give it to the dogs.”

      Luca cupped his cheek in one palm and leaned against his bent arm.  “Those lucky dogs.”

      I nearly spit out the spoonful of soup in my mouth, and now the two of us glared at him.  He leaned back and folded his arms over his chest.  “I make no apologies.”

      Maira shook her head.  “Just like his father…”

      I finished my meal and pushed the bowl away from me.  The food had filled me with a soothing warmth, and my muscles felt rejuvenated, so much so that I almost sprang from my chair as Luca stood.

      Maira picked up the bowl between both hands and smiled at me.  “Now we’ll have you take this once a day for a couple of weeks and see how you’re doing.”

      My good humor faltered a little as I set my hand over my stomach.  Maira lay her hand over mine and shook her head.  “Don’t go thinking that’ll stop you.  You have the son of the dragon king inside of you, after all.”  She leaned toward me and gave me a wink.  “And if he’s half as rambunctious as his father then he might figure out a way of getting you out of this mess himself.”

      Luca slipped an arm around me and smiled at his old nursemaid.  “Thank you for the soup, and for the lifted spirits.”

      Maira’s smile stretched into a broad grin, and she nodded.  “You’re always welcome, little one, now off with you two!  Shoo!”

      She shooed us out of the small dining room, and we strolled through the various apartments, with me admiring every unfamiliar thing and Luca admiring me.  He didn’t once take his eyes off me as we reached the piano.  I had so admired it on our first trip through the rooms.

      I stopped us and looked up at him.  “Can you play?”

      He grinned.  “A little, but I haven’t played for a long time.”

      I snorted and stretched out my hand toward the instrument.  “Then let me hear you, maestro.”

      Luca slipped onto the wooden, cushioned bench and opened the lid that covered the keys.  He stretched his fingers before setting them on the ivories.  That was the last I saw of his fingers as they flew across the keyboard.  A haunting melody arose from them and drifted about me.  I shivered from both the eeriness and the perfect performance.

      Luca stared ahead without a single glance at the keys, and there was a pensive look on his face.  “My father’s favorite.  He was always fond of the mysterious places in the world and was often away from the castle.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “So, who was in charge?”

      “Sfetnic and my mother shared the duties, as was customary,” he admitted as he drew into a crescendo.  “That was the custom of past times.”

      I blinked at him.  “A lot of you dragon kings wander off searching for treasure?”

      He nodded.  “It’s a trait many of my ancestors shared.  The theory goes that treasure calls to our blood.”

      I snorted.  “So, I guess it’s true that dragons love their hoard.”

      He finished the haunting song and swept into a soft lullaby.  I found myself rocking to the sweet, low tune.  “Your mother’s favorite?”

      Luca stared down at the keys as he nodded, and I detected a hint of melancholy in his voice.  “Yes.”

      I plopped myself on the bench by his side and swung my legs a little.  “What was she like?”

      He lifted his gaze to the ceiling and a bittersweet smile slipped onto his lips.  “A beautiful woman with golden-brown hair and a smile that made the sun jealous.”  He swept his eyes over the room and sighed.  “She had a life that filled these rooms, and such determination.”  He closed his eyes and shook his head.  “Even in the end.”

      My heart fell, and I set a hand on his shoulder.  “What happened?”

      “Illness,” he revealed as he stopped playing and the tune slowly drifted away.  “The doctors could do nothing for her.  My father was devastated.  He was never the same after that and passed away a few years later.”  He turned a bittersweet smile on me.  “That’s the fate of all the dragon kings.”

      I blinked at him.  “What is?”

      He set his hand on my chest over where my heart beat.  “We are bound to our queens as they are bound to us.  Our death is yours, but your death is… a slow one for us.”

      My eyes widened.  “You… you guys just die slowly, don’t you?”

      He nodded.  “Yes.  Our bodies are stronger and withstand the wounding of the severed heart, but not for long.  Five years, at the most.”

      I winced.  “I’m sorry.”

      Luca cupped my cheek in his palm and shook his head.  “Don’t be.  We never are.”

      I leaned into his touch and smiled up at him.  “Was your father this much of a flatterer?”

      He grinned.  “So my mother told me.  Now then,” He stood and offered me his hand.  “Shall we take a stroll?”

      I laughed and accepted his hand.  “Let’s.”
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      I rose to my feet, and we strolled back through the majestic rooms.  A few servants flitted to and fro, keeping clean the history of the place, but otherwise it was just the two of us arm-in-arm.  A few of the servants cast sly smiles at us as we passed by, and Luca bowed his head to each of them.

      At the last one I lifted my eyes up to him.  “Your castle doesn’t have high turnover, does it?”  He blinked at me, and I snorted.  “Your servants stay with you a long time, don’t they?”

      He nodded.  “From birth to death, and there are rumors that some stay on even longer than that.”

      A little color left my face.  “You mean ghosts?”

      He grinned.  “There are stories about hauntings in the castle, though admittedly it’s hard to tell the spooks from the spells.  So much magic has been cast that one isn’t sure whether they’re ghostly spirits or, potion spirits.”

      I winced.  “Any ghost I need to stay away from?”

      He furrowed his brow.  “None in particular, though the Lady of the White is rumored to be dangerous for the queen of the castle to see.”

      I tilted my head to one side.  “Lady of the White?  I’m guessing she isn’t decked out in a blood-red dress.”

      He smiled as he shook his head.  “No.  She’s rumored to wear a dress of the purest snow and has an aura about her
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