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“I’M FREEZING,” Fortuna moaned as another cold gust of wind swirled her hair into her face and plastered wet leaves around her feet. “Why don’t they open the door?”

Kicking the leaves off her shoes, she knocked again—harder than before. Hard enough to frighten a daddy longlegs and splatter flakes of cracked-off paint from the wall, but it seemed not loud enough for two old ladies to hear. Dozing off in a dark corner of the porch, a battered old crow stirred, shook water from its back, and huddled down deeper in the rafters, keeping a wary eye on the young girl making all the commotion.

Peering at the doorway in the dwindling light, Fortuna found a doorbell hidden beneath a thin layer of cobwebs and gingerly poked at it. From deep within the house, chimes echoed on and on. But that was it. No footsteps. No voices. Nothing. Guess they didn’t need her help that badly.

“Okay,” she said loudly. “I’m going.” Fortuna jumped down the front steps as quickly as she could in her slippery shoes and had just about reached the gate separating the Baldwin property from the rest of the world when she heard a voice behind her.

“Girl! Girl! Come back, girl!”

Fortuna groaned and turned around. The Baldwins’ front door was partially open, and a small gray head was poking out. “Girl!” the woman called again, waving to Fortuna with one hand and holding her sweater tight against the wind with the other. “Yoo-hoo!”

Fortuna thought about taking off, pretending she didn’t see Miss Baldwin, telling her mom the crazy old Baldwin sisters didn’t answer the door, but she knew her mother would just make her come back tomorrow. Might as well get it over with.

Ducking her head as another burst of wind blew a sheet of rain in her face, she jogged back to the front porch and stuck out her hand. “Hi.” She tried to smile through her chattering teeth. “I’m Fortuna Dalliance.”

The woman stared at her blankly as if she had no idea who that might be.

“My mother met you yesterday,” Fortuna explained. “She said you needed help with something?” Maybe her mother had it wrong. She’d been known to jump in where she wasn’t exactly needed. Fortuna waited, wondering if she should just sneak back down the porch steps.

Miss Baldwin shook her head and pursed her lips, looking confused and not too pleased. “You’re a bit young for it, aren’t you?” she asked in a querulous voice.

Fortuna’s smile wasn’t holding up too well. “I’m eleven,” she said, not sure how she should answer that. “Almost twelve.” Turning around was looking more and more appealing. “My brother Matthew is thirteen. He could probably come tomorrow.…”

“No, no, no. You’re here now. You’ll have to do.” The old woman opened the door barely wide enough for Fortuna to squeeze through—pushing and prodding until she was inside. Miss Baldwin plucked feebly at Fortuna’s sleeve as she stopped in the entryway to look around. “Come in, come in. Quickly, child. Wipe your coat, hang up your feet, and follow me.”

Fortuna giggled at Miss Baldwin’s mistake, but stopped when a pink smudge of embarrassment traveled across the woman’s wrinkled face, ending in a bright red spot on the tip of her nose.

Miss Baldwin shook a finger in Fortuna’s face. “Take off those wet things and follow me,” she said crossly and, without waiting, trotted off down a long, dark hallway.

“Wait!” Fortuna called, but the old woman would not, quickly disappearing from sight. Fortuna dropped her backpack and coat on the floor, wiped the water spots from her glasses, and raced into the hallway after her absentee hostess. Skidding to a halt, she looked around in dismay. There were halls, stairs, and doorways branching off in all directions. But no Baldwin sisters.

From the corner of her eye, she saw a ripple spread slowly across the floor, as if something had moved below the surface. The floor was black—deepest, darkest black—like the surface of a bottomless lake. She ran over to the rippling spot to get a better look. Bam! She slipped on something in her stiff leather shoes and fell down hard. “Ouch,” she complained, rubbing her backside.

She thought she heard somebody giggle and quickly looked around, but there was nobody there. As she pushed against the floor to stand up, her palms became encrusted with small, hard objects. She picked some of the pointy things off her hands and peered at them closely. Birdseed! No wonder she had fallen. The floor was slippery with little burnt-gold pellets scattered everywhere.

Fortuna wiped her hands on her school skirt and stood up, glancing skyward for the birds that must be eating all this food, but she didn’t see any.

“Girl!” a different woman’s voice called, much stronger than that of the shaky sister who had answered the door. “We’re in here, girl. First hallway to your left. Second door on your right.”

Fortuna was used to people getting her name wrong, but they didn’t usually call her girl! Feeling more and more like she’d rather forget this whole thing, she reluctantly entered the second doorway on her right. Just inside the door was a tall, thin woman. The other Baldwin sister, Fortuna assumed, trying not to stare. With her long, whiter-than-white hair and slightly crossed blue-gray eyes, she resembled a Siamese cat. Not a nice cat, either, thought Fortuna. She looked like she’d bite.

“Fortuna,” the woman said, “we are so glad you could join us. Please, please come in. I am Selena Baldwin, and that”—she extended her hand regally—“is my sister, Miss Ellie Baldwin. I believe you’ve met.”

Miss Ellie gave Fortuna a brief glance and a nod and pointed her toward an empty chair. With her fuzzy hair and red-rimmed eyes, she reminded Fortuna of a ruffled owl. It was hard to believe the two were sisters.

“Tea’s getting cold, Selena,” Miss Ellie said, placing four cups and four plates on the table. “Come sit down.”

“I’d love to—if only we could find Martin. Our nephew Martin,” Selena confided, bending close so she could speak in Fortuna’s ear, “has taken himself off somewhere. Jaggin!” she called, so suddenly that Fortuna jumped. “Find Martin!”

From beneath the table, a large, snow-white cat emerged, stretched lazily, and sat down to wash himself. “Find Martin,” Selena commanded again. Jaggin blinked his yellow-green eyes, sprang into one of the empty chairs, and rubbed his shoulder lovingly against the wicker back.

“I know where Martin’s chair is,” Selena replied impatiently, shoving him onto the floor. “We are looking for Martin—not his chair!”

The cat stared at her rather insolently. With his tail held high in the air, he stalked across to the far corner of the room, sat down on his haunches, and began kneading the heavy draperies up and down, up and down, as far as he could reach, his claws popping in and out of the dense cloth.

“Ow!” came a muffled protest. And “Help!” could be heard as Jaggin continued his attack on the drapes. Fortuna watched as a small, thin boy, hair on end, clothes mismatched and several sizes too large, dashed out from behind the curtains. He made a brief, swooping gesture at the cat, who quickly backed off, hissing and spitting. Startled, the boy also jumped back.

Fortuna smiled. She’d never seen a boy afraid of a cat before.

“Martin,” clucked Miss Ellie, “your tea—and ours—is quite cold by now. We have been waiting for you, my boy. We have a guest.”

Martin remained at the far end of the room, plastered against the back wall, hopping and flinching nervously. His bright black eyes were fixed upon the cat, who had turned away and was giving himself a bath. Fortuna watched the cat’s ropelike tail twitching with every move the boy made. Even with his back turned, this cat was stalking his prey.

Fortuna was amazed at the aunts’ reaction. It was obvious the boy was terrified of cats—or at least of this cat—but they were doing nothing to help him. Selena had taken her seat, and they were busily passing around cups and arguing over the temperature of the tea. Meanwhile, Jaggin had finished his bath and was creeping back toward Martin.

“Sit, Fortuna,” commanded Selena, without looking up. “Here, where it’s warm, by the fire. Martin,” she sang out, “we’re waiting!”

“Excuse me,” Fortuna said, moving forward slowly, keeping a watchful eye on Martin and Jaggin. “That cat seems to be bothering your nephew.”

The sisters turned surprised eyes on Fortuna before staring at poor, jumpy Martin.

“Jaggin!” Selena barked out. “Stop that and leave him alone at once!”

Jaggin stopped dead in his tracks, flicked his tail one last time, and sauntered out of the room, as if it were his idea. Fortuna sighed and took her place at the table. Martin came toward the party with quick, hopping steps, starting and stopping, until one last rush brought him skidding to a stop right into his chair.

“Tea?” Selena asked Martin a little too sweetly, ignoring his peculiar entrance.

Martin shook his head, his hair splaying out into a spiky brown halo around his head. He snatched two biscuits and settled back into the deep recesses of the chair, pecking greedily at his food.

He’s like a wild creature, thought Fortuna in amazement.

“Milk or honey in your tea?” Selena turned suddenly to Fortuna, who had also sunk uncomfortably into her own bucketlike chair.

“I’ll just have milk, please,” she said, trying to sit up straighter. “Without the tea.”

“Well,” sighed Miss Ellie sorrowfully to Fortuna, after passing around a teacup of milk and a plate of large, heavy-looking scones and insisting she try one, “what do you make of our poor, dear nephew?”

Martin, covered in crumbs, was now slurping water from a saucer, making an enormous amount of noise and dripping water from his mouth like a thirsty puppy.

“Martin—that’s enough!” Selena exploded before Fortuna could say a word. “Ellie, please give him a napkin.”

“My dear sister,” Ellie trilled, jumping up and dabbing furiously at Martin with an enormous white cloth, “you mustn’t speak so harshly to the lad. It’s the only way he knows how to drink.” With a sideways glance at Fortuna, Miss Ellie explained in a loud whisper, “I don’t believe he was raised properly.” She raised her eyebrows knowingly, but no other explanation was offered.

Selena looked sulky, watching Martin push away Ellie’s ineffective attempts to clean him up. He remained where he was, deep within his chair, his dark eyes flashing back and forth between his aunts as they finished their tea.

Miss Ellie sat back, crossed her thin ankles, and primly wiped her mouth. “So good of you to come, Formica,” she said, a little louder than usual, flashing a shy smile.

Selena burst out laughing. “Formica!” she guffawed. “Her name is Fortuna, Ellie—not Formica!”

Miss Ellie turned bright pink again, looking so miserable that Fortuna quickly took another bite of her never-ending scone to make her feel better. “That’s okay,” she said with her mouth full. “A lot of people get my name wrong. Mother says an unusual name brings unusual results. Fortuna was the Roman goddess of fortune. She’s supposed to bring good luck.” She gave Miss Ellie a forgiving kind of smile before taking another gulp of milk.

“It’s a perfectly wonderful name,” whispered Miss Ellie. “It’s me. I’m so sorry. I’m forever getting things wrong.”

“Which is why we’re all here,” said Selena briskly. “Why we asked you here today.”

Both women nodded vigorously. Martin remained silent, absently weaving loose wicker threads back into the chair. Fortuna looked from one woman to the other, waiting for someone to say something. “My mother told me you needed some help?” she asked encouragingly.

“Ah, such a kind woman, your mother,” Selena said. “It was such a pleasure to meet her. So kind of her to return our naughty Jaggin. And so good of her to send you.” She winked at Fortuna, but said nothing further.

“So,” Fortuna said, a little too loudly, “is there something you wanted me to do for you?”

“Oh, no. Not for us. We’re fine. Good as gold, aren’t we, sister? No, indeed, we don’t need your help, do we, sister?” Selena purred and smiled wickedly.

Ellie nodded happily, as if pleased to be included.

“Nothing?” Fortuna asked. “Well…I guess I better get going.” She stood up and pushed her chair back, relieved to end the peculiar visit. “Thank you for the milk. I’m sure Mother will have you over soon,” although everyone knew the Baldwin sisters were not sociable and rarely left their home.

“No, indeed,” Selena continued softly, firmly, as if Fortuna hadn’t spoken. “We’re just fine. We don’t need any help.” Suddenly, with the speed and strength of an athlete, she jumped up and grabbed Fortuna’s arm as she passed.

“It’s Martin,” Selena said loudly, staring into Fortuna’s face. Fortuna found herself unable to look away. Selena’s tone changed. She softened her grip on Fortuna’s arm and murmured, “Martin is not quite himself these days. He needs help—your help, Fortuna—to get back to the way he was.”

Fortuna’s eyes were stuck on Selena’s face. She felt herself falling into the black bottomless pit of her enormous pupils. Like in a terrifying dream she’d had as a child, Fortuna spiraled deeper and deeper, lower and lower, into an awful chasm. She was helpless, overcome with fear and the certainty that she was falling.

With all her strength, Fortuna squeezed her eyes tight, opened her mouth, and yelled. The noise of it roared against her ears, loud as a freight train, rattling the windows, big enough to break every piece of china and crystal in the house. Her scream went on and on and on. Her throat ached, her head hurt. She didn’t know why she was yelling, but she couldn’t seem to stop.

“Shut your mouth!” The roaring in her ear suddenly turned into words. “Shut your mouth!”

With a surprised little “Oh!” Fortuna snapped her mouth shut. The noise stopped—completely. Fortuna staggered and crumpled in a heap on the floor. She sat there for a minute, catching her breath and thinking over and over how wrong her mother was. The Baldwin sisters were not sweet little old ladies! 








[image: ]




“TERRIFIC!” BEAMED SELENA. “Good job! You did it! You passed the test!”

She helped Fortuna to her feet while Miss Ellie applauded silently with her small, thin hands. “I knew you could do it,” Selena added, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to fall into someone’s eyes and escape by roaring like a freight train. “Don’t worry, no points taken off for that fall you took at the end. You did just fine.”

Fortuna didn’t care how well she had done. She was shaky and scared, and all she wanted to do was go home. She began inching backward, keeping her eyes on the sisters the whole way. At last, bumping up against the door, she was just about to bolt when Selena drawled, “Leaving so soon?”

Fortuna stopped at the challenge in Selena’s voice. She cleared her parched throat and tried to stare boldly at Selena. “What was that?” she squeaked out. “What did you do to me?”

Selena smiled. She seemed to be amused by Fortuna’s discomfort. “My goodness, there’s nothing to be afraid of. That was just a little show of what we can do and a test to see if you can overcome your fears. We needed to see if you are courageous enough for our little project with Martin. The good news is that you passed. You did not fall into the abyss. The bad news? You’re a bit noisy. Might want to work on that. Here, have something to drink. Your throat must be sore from all that hollering.”

A glass of water materialized from nowhere and hovered in front of Fortuna. She yelped and jumped backward.

Selena laughed. “Drink,” she commanded, nodding at the glass. “Trust me. It’s just water.”

Fortuna did not trust her, but she had no choice. Her throat was so rough she could barely swallow. Cautiously, she stretched out her hand. The glass floated into her grasp. She took a small, hesitant sip. It felt and tasted delicious, the clearest, coolest water she’d ever had. She waited a minute. Nothing happened.

Selena nodded again. “See? Water.”

Despite her fears, Fortuna could not resist that delicious water and recklessly gulped down the whole glass. As suddenly as it had appeared, the empty glass now disappeared. Fortuna jumped back in fright for the second time and scowled at the mocking smile on Selena’s face. “Who are you?” she demanded, her voice still a little rough. “What are you?”

“Oh, my,” Miss Ellie blurted out. “What, indeed?” She tried to lower her quavery voice, but Fortuna heard every word. “What shall we tell her, sister?”

“Why, the truth, of course!” Selena tossed her hair back and squared her broad shoulders. “We are witches, my good child. Women of the night, sorcerers, wizards of magic.”

Fortuna almost fell down. In spite of all the weird things she’d seen in this household, she still could not believe the Baldwin sisters were really…“Witches? Here? In Wheatfield?”

Selena nodded solemnly but with a gleam in her eye. “Of course in Wheatfield. In Boston, Chicago, Shanghai, Auckland—we’re in cities and towns all over the world. Most humans will never know we still exist.” She winked. “We don’t let you know it. But you, you’re lucky. We’re letting you in on our secret.”

Fortuna looked from one sister to the other speechlessly. They gazed back calmly, waiting for her to regroup and go on. She took a deep breath. “Why me?” she finally asked. “Why are you telling me?”

“Because we need a child, a human child, a human child familiar with birds, to help us with our little problem with Martin. Since we live in Wheatfield and your mother is something of a bird expert around here, we thought her child would be just perfect.” Selena smiled as if she’d just made everything as clear as glass.

“My mother…” Fortuna said slowly. “Does my mother know about you?”

“Of course not,” snapped Selena. “There was no reason to tell her—and you mustn’t, either. Anyway, she wouldn’t believe you if you tried. Adult mortals rarely believe what’s in front of their noses if it goes against what they call common sense.”

Mortals? Fortuna gulped. “What exactly did you want help with?”

Selena beckoned Fortuna and Ellie into a tight circle in the middle of the room. Martin had scurried into a chair by the window when Fortuna started bellowing.

“As we told you earlier, our problem lies with Martin,” Selena began. All three looked over at the small, slight figure perched on the arm of his chair.

Fortuna turned back to Selena, more confused than ever. “I still don’t understand. Did Martin do something to a bird?” She glanced over at him again, huddled up so quietly that he might have been sleeping. “I really don’t know that much about birds,” she added.

“Oh?” Selena seemed disappointed. She paused and asked thoughtfully, “But you do know something about boys? How to talk to boys?”

Fortuna laughed. “Sure. I have two older brothers. But we usually do more fighting than talking,” she admitted.

“Humph.” Ellie pursed her lips. “That’s not very helpful,” she said to her sister in a loud whisper. “Perhaps we should wait for her brother after all.”

“No!” Fortuna cried, not ready to hand this over to anyone else—especially her brother! “My best friend is a boy. Peter and I do all kinds of things together. We talk all the time.” She stopped, her face reddening. That wasn’t exactly true anymore. Since school started, Peter hadn’t done much of anything with her. He wouldn’t even come to the Baldwins’ house today—where they’d always wanted to go.

The sisters continued looking at her expectantly, not completely convinced.

“I know plenty about boys,” Fortuna said firmly. “I can help!”

“Excellent!” Selena cried, happy again. “Very good. Now, our problem here is quite simple. It’s something of a bird-boy problem.” She turned toward the window and clapped her hands twice. “Martin!” she called.

Martin jumped, peeked over at them, and quickly turned away. Selena looked a little pained. “Martin over there, who appears to be a young boy, is really a bird. He was accidentally transformed from a bird to a boy. Yesterday he was a bird. Today he’s a boy. Our problem is that he must be changed back to a bird as soon as possible. We’re having a little trouble making him understand that.” She made a face at the small boy. “That’s where you come in,” she added, smiling at Fortuna.

Fortuna looked in amazement at the boy sitting on his haunches on the arm of the chair, intently watching the progress of a bluebottle fly meandering across the windowsill.

“He’s a bird?” Fortuna repeated, dumbfounded, looking from one sister to the other for confirmation. “Your nephew’s a bird?”

Miss Ellie nodded, nervously clenching and unclenching her hands. “Yes, our Martin is actually a swallow,” she said, “named after my great-great-grandfather Martinolius, who was a great bird-watcher.”

“Of course he’s not really our nephew,” Selena added. “That just jumped out of Ellie’s mouth when Mrs. Frankle down the street saw him yesterday and started asking questions. A nephew seemed less remarkable than, say, a grandchild, and we’re too old for a long-lost son, don’t you think?” She tapped her long neon-green fingernails one, two, three times. A small rubber ball appeared, which she promptly threw at the back of Martin’s head, presumably to get his attention away from the fly.

“Ugh” was all Fortuna could say as Martin and the fly finished their game of cat and mouse, which Martin, the bird, won. He chewed a bit and spat the fly out. Fortuna shuddered.

“No, Martin, nasty,” scolded Miss Ellie. “Nasty, nasty, nasty.”

Martin turned his back on them all.

Pushing her glasses up, Fortuna marched over to study Martin further. “He doesn’t look a thing like a bird. He doesn’t act like a bird. Okay, so he swallowed a fly. But where are his feathers?” she asked, stretching out her hand toward his shirt. Martin quickly moved away. “And his beak? Where’s his beak?”

Martin opened his mouth as if to answer, closed it, and turned his head away.

“Can he hear?” Fortuna asked loudly. “I mean, can he understand what I say? Can he talk?” She tried to remember if she’d heard him say anything yet.

“’Course I can talk!” squawked Martin. “I’m not deef and dumb, you know!”

Fortuna laughed at his mispronunciation. “Deef?” she couldn’t help but repeat. “Deef?”

Martin scowled at Fortuna and moved deeper into his chair.

Selena and Miss Ellie looked at her reproachfully. “If you’re not going to take this seriously…” Selena started to say.

“No, no, I will,” Fortuna broke in hurriedly, turning to the sisters. “But you’ve got to explain. How can a boy be a bird? Is he a boy or a bird, really?” For some reason, having tea with a bird-boy no longer seemed so unlikely in a house of witches.

“He’s a bird,” said Selena briskly. “A bird that was accidentally transformed into a boy. So you see, he’s not really a boy. And he must be turned back. To a bird. The sooner the better.”

“Oh, yes,” cried Miss Ellie. “He must be changed back. Someone’s got to make him. Someone’s got to tell him. He simply has got to go back!”

“Why? What do you mean?” asked Fortuna. “Doesn’t he want to be changed back? He’d rather be a boy than a bird?” And give up flying? Fortuna was amazed. For as long as she could remember, she had wanted to fly. Not in a balloon or a parachute, but on her own. She’d imagined it so many times she knew exactly how it would feel. How strange that Martin might give that up to be a plain, ordinary, grounded boy. She stared at his thin face and the way he startled at everything. Maybe other than flying, life as a bird wasn’t so great.

“Can he stay a boy if he wants to?” she wondered. “Does he have to be a bird?”

“Oh my goodness, yes!” Miss Ellie was beside herself. “Bird, yes. Boy, no. Oh, no, no, no, no, no! It just wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all. Why, if he doesn’t go back, we’ll be through. We’ll be…”

“That will do, Ellie!” snapped Selena with a voice of iron. “That is quite enough.”

Miss Ellie immediately shut up. With a tight grimace of a smile, Selena turned once again to face Fortuna.

“The thing is,” she said smoothly, “he must be turned back. Human transformations are simply not allowed. It’s against all the rules. It just wouldn’t work.”

“Oh?” Fortuna was rather surprised and relieved that there were rules in this strange place after all. “So, what’s the problem? Change him back,” she said lightly. “I think he’d be better off as a bird, actually.” She couldn’t get the fly-eating episode out of her mind. “He’s not doing a real bang-up job as a human.”

“The problem is,” said Selena, who was growing more and more upset, “we can’t! We’ve tried, countless times. Even my spells aren’t working!” Nothing angered Selena more. She glared at Martin, who pretended not to notice. “I don’t know why. It must be him. I think until he wants to be a bird again, spells to transform him simply won’t work.” She turned away from the young boy in disgust. “He refuses to cooperate,” she growled through clenched teeth. “Says he can’t go back. That’s all we get out of him.”

“Wow,” said Fortuna. She looked at Martin with a new degree of respect. He seemed to have forgotten all about them and was busy craning his neck backward and peering over his shoulder with a perplexed expression on his face. She began to feel sorry for him again. How strange would that be, becoming another species?

Fortuna turned back to the witches. “But how does all this work?” she asked. “Does he know he’s a bird? Does he still think like a bird? He can’t walk very well, I noticed. And he sure doesn’t talk much. ’Course, if he’s only been doing it for a day…” She was talking more to herself now than not. “Poor guy. No wonder he’s afraid of cats.”

“I am not!” squawked Martin suddenly.

Fortuna jumped.

“That’s the thing about transformations,” Selena said, whispering the word. “They’re unpredictable. Everybody transforms differently. Some remember their old identity; some don’t. Some have to be taught everything; others seem to just know it all. Some gain experience and knowledge very, very quickly. It’s a very risky business. Shouldn’t be messed with, really. Not by amateurs, by any means.” She glared at her sister, who blushed deeply.

“It was a mistake,” Miss Ellie said, “a careless, stupid mistake. I just wanted him to stop picking on them.”

“That’s enough, Ellie!”

Miss Ellie looked as if she might cry, and Selena softened her tone. “I know it was an accident. We don’t need to go through all that again, do we?” She tried smiling at her sister, but failed miserably. They both lapsed into a sullen silence.

Fortuna cleared her throat. She felt like an intruder in the midst of a family argument. “I don’t understand where I come in,” she said hesitantly. “I can’t change him back into a bird. Except,” she added, getting excited, thinking of the possibilities, “I could try if you’d show me how.”

“Of course we can’t show you!” snapped Selena. “Don’t even talk about it. We must keep this quiet.” As if on cue, the lights in the room dimmed. “Transformations are very strictly regulated.” She glanced around as if they might be observed, even then. “And very rightly so,” she said heartily. “Can’t have everybody just popping in and out of their own skins, now, can we?”

Fortuna was confused by all the nodding and winking and urgent whispers. So many strange things had happened since she’d entered the Baldwins’ house; they were filling up her head until she couldn’t think straight. She reached into her blazer pocket for the small black notebook she carried with her everywhere. But the pocket was empty. Oh, why did she have to promise her mother not to bring her notebook on the most interesting day of her life?!

“Do you have some paper?” she asked Miss Ellie. “Anything I could write on?”

“Why?” asked Selena suspiciously, laying a hand on Ellie’s shoulder to prevent her from doing anything.

Fortuna frowned. She hated explaining her notebook to grown-ups. They never really understood. “I think better when I can draw and write things down,” she said carefully. “And I want to be sure I get everything right. You know—like what I’m supposed to do for you. I have a special notebook I usually use, but Mother wouldn’t let me bring it today. Said it might bother you. You might think I was reporting back or something.”

Miss Ellie and Selena exchanged looks. “And would you be? Reporting back?” Selena asked.

“Oh, no. It’s just for me. To keep things straight so I can remember them. You wouldn’t believe all the interesting things that happen every day right here in Wheatfield!”

“No,” said Selena flatly. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

Fortuna sighed. “Nobody reads what I write, really. No one cares. It just helps me figure things out. Like clues. Like a detective.”

“Clues to what? Figure what out?”

Fortuna was getting frustrated with the conversation. It always turned out this way. “I don’t know,” she finished lamely. “Never mind.”

Selena waved her hand and produced a buttercup-yellow notebook with PRIVATE emblazoned in brown letters across the front. A small pen fit snugly in a pocket on the side. Fortuna drew in her breath. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

“Take it,” Selena declared, holding it out to Fortuna. “It’s yours. A gift from me to you, for coming to tea and helping us with our little problem. Use it to your heart’s content. It will never run out of paper. And”—she nodded and winked at Fortuna—“it will always appear empty to everyone else.” Fortuna took another quick breath in but didn’t move. Selena continued. “No one else can read it. Isn’t that right, Ellie?”

“But, Selena, we can read…” Ellie started to say but was quickly shushed by her sister. Fortuna was not even listening. She couldn’t take her eyes off the book. She reached out, and the notebook seemed to glide right into her grasp. Her hand stroked the soft leather cover. She opened the book. Inside the front cover was printed:


To: F.A.D.

From: S.A.B.



She cleared her throat. They even knew that her middle initial was A, for Ariel! There was no way she could pass this up. When she spoke, her voice sounded husky, uncertain, and—she was ashamed to admit—a little scared. “You still haven’t told me what I’m supposed to do for you,” she said.

“It’s not much,” Selena replied loudly, and the strange lights in the room grew stronger and brighter. “We want you to change Martin’s mind. That’s all. Talk to him. We thought he might listen to someone his own age more than us old things. He won’t listen to us. The truth is, he barely speaks to us at all.”

Fortuna couldn’t tell how old Selena was. Her eyes looked even funnier now, the pupils huge and black. She seemed more and more like a cat, like Jaggin stalking Martin. Fortuna shivered, feeling suddenly like she was the one being stalked.

She sat back down at the table. “May I?” she asked. Upon Selena’s nod, she withdrew the pen and turned to the first page, smiling. Instead of stark white, the pages were a creamy yellow. She drew a bird, sitting on the shoulder of a boy. The boy’s head was cocked, looking at the bird. Then she drew herself, standing next to the boy with a question mark in a balloon over her head.

She looked up at the two women, who were watching her. “What should we talk about?” she asked.

“Why, convince him to be a bird, of course,” said Miss Ellie. “Tell him how wonderful it is to be a bird.”

Fortuna thought for a moment. Birds like warm weather, singing, and flying around. “We probably don’t want to talk about freezing winters, snow, or cold,” she decided. Then, thinking of Jaggin’s behavior, she added, “Or cats.”

Discussion with Martin, she wrote in big, expressive letters.


Bird - Yes 

Boy - No 

Flying - Yes 

Cats & Snow - No!



She closed the book and jumped up. “Where is he?” she asked, looking around. Martin was no longer in the room.

“Probably in the kitchen,” said Selena. “He spends most of his day there, eating. His appetite is amazing. They say birds eat ninety times their weight each day, or something like that.” She laughed. “Martin will be one big, fat boy if he keeps that up.”

“I think now would be an excellent time to make a go of it with him,” said Miss Ellie encouragingly, throwing her thin arm around Fortuna’s shoulders and awkwardly walking in step with her to the door. “No time like the present!”

Fortuna stopped at the doorway. “It’s funny Martin should want to be a boy,” she mused. “I always wanted to be a bird.” Seeing a spark of interest light up in Miss Ellie’s eyes, she added hastily, “To fly like a bird. Not be a bird!”

Selena laughed. “Understood. Now, off you go. Have a nice, long chat.”

Gently but firmly, Selena pushed Fortuna out the door and watched until she disappeared down the hallway. She glanced warily around before pulling Ellie back into the room. 

“Watch what you say,” she hissed in her sister’s ear. “These walls may be listening. The less said, the better. That girl doesn’t need to know anything more than we’ve told her. As far as anyone is concerned, only one bird was transformed! Do you understand? If Jaggin couldn’t find the other two, they must be long since gone and good riddance. Martin is the only changeling we need to worry about. The only one we must change back!”
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“MARTIN?” FORTUNA CALLED. “Maaarrtinnn!” There was no answer. No sound at all from the rest of the house. Peering ahead, she tip-tapped her way down the long, dark hallway, back toward the front entrance, and down another hallway, poking her head into various rooms, looking for some sign of Martin.

A ray of light gleamed beneath a door to her right. As she approached, it opened and Martin came out, staring boldly at her while nibbling on a hard clump of something.

“What is that?” Fortuna asked rather rudely. She wasn’t sure why, but she was a little annoyed with him.

The boy blinked as if searching for the right answer. “A treat,” he replied, and quickly jammed the clump of sticky stuff into the right front pocket of his baggy pants.

Fortuna rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to hide it,” she said, tossing her head. “I don’t want any.”

Martin backed away from her, removed the lumpy mess from his pocket, and busily pecked off and spat out some pocket lint he encountered. Fortuna tried in vain to come up with something to say.

In the silence, Fortuna heard a steady tap-tap-tapping from the room where Martin had been. Peeking inside, she saw a small brown bird perched on the outside ledge, turning its head this way and that, peering in the window as if searching for someone. Fortuna remained absolutely still at her post in the hallway, afraid to move for fear of frightening the creature away. Reluctantly, it seemed, the bird gave a last urgent tap on the window, spread its wings, and flew away.

“Did you see that?” Fortuna cried, running into the room and pressing her face against the window. “It was searching for you, wasn’t it? Is that a friend of yours? Do you know that bird?” She turned around to address her companion.

The boy, however, was nowhere to be seen. She heard the front door slam and feet thudding down the porch steps. From the window, she watched Martin race down the front walk.

“Martin!” she yelled, banging on the glass. “Martin, come back here right now!”

Martin glanced back at Fortuna as she wrestled with the heavy old window. “Wait!” she cried, finally getting it open and leaning out as far as she could. “Wait for me! I’ll be right there.”

He paused by the mailbox, bent down for a second, then took off again, his small feet skimming the damp pavement like an empty brush on canvas, leaving only the faintest glimmer of footprints behind. He disappeared into the mist that still lingered from the midday showers.

“Flown the coop, has he? That will make your work a bit more challenging,” observed Selena from the sitting room doorway, crossing her long legs and inspecting her nails.

“Now what?” said Fortuna glumly. “I didn’t even get a chance to talk to him.”

“You must go after him, of course.”

“But how can I? I have no idea where he’s gone, where he’s going. Do you?”

“Not a clue.”

“How can I—”

“Look for clues. Use your book. You’re good at that,” Selena replied. “At least that’s what you said.”

Fortuna looked doubtfully at Selena and picked up the notebook, which fell open to her picture. Musical notes were now coming out of the bird’s beak, and thin, spidery, blue writing appeared: Bird Sings Sweetly, Leaving a Trail of Notes.

“Did you write that?!” Fortuna asked excitedly.

“Write what?” drawled Selena, peering over Fortuna’s shoulder. “I told you no one but you can read or write in this book.” But her eyes flashed over the writing.

“The notebook is writing by itself! A trail of notes, it says. What could that possibly mean?” Fortuna looked out the window again, straining to see in the late afternoon gloom. The rain had stopped. As the sun dipped behind the windblown clouds, fleeting shadows played tricks on her eyes. But it seemed for a moment that she caught a glimpse of something lying on the ground by the mailbox.
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