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1. Sunrise in Sunrise




William woke up and he knew something was wrong. His fine wizard senses could account for Hilda, who was asleep next to him, and Oona, who wasn't asleep but in the living room, reading a book she probably shouldn't.

"This is not good," he muttered as he got out of bed.

"What isn't?" Hilda asked, who'd woken up by now.

"The boys are gone."

"Oh." A moment later Hilda shot up. "What?" She was out of bed in an instant, her feet in the bunny slippers which had been repaired so often they didn't look at all like the original ones. The magical couple rushed out of their bedroom and into the boys' one. Which was empty.

The beds had been used, so Mick and Rune had slept, but who knew for how long?

"I don't like this," Hilda said.

William hurried down the stairs and reported that their brooms were missing too.

"I know," Oona said, looking up from her book. "They left some time ago."

"Did they say where they would go?" William knew the boys. They were at an age where they'd do anything to get into trouble.

"Sunrise," Oona said. "Something about a golden sunrise."

Hilda ran to the door. The House had opened it before she reached it, so she could run on and look at the sky. It was still somewhat dark, but definitely blue. Some red streaks crawled around near the horizon over the trees, but they saw nothing special. Nothing golden. "Crappedy crap. What are they up to?"

"We have to go after them, Hilda," William said. "They're eighteen. They're very dangerous at the moment."

Hilda turned and said, "They're always dangerous when they're out together."


      ***Two boys hovered inconspicuously over a house on their brooms.

"Too late," Rune said.

"No," Mick said. "A bit too early. Better too early than too late. You can wait when you're too early."

"You can also wait when you're too late." Rune didn't want to stay behind on the clever words. "Or maybe you can tiaw?"

"What's that?" Mick glanced at his brother for a moment before he focused on the house across the street again.

"Tiaw. That's when you wait backwards," Rune said. "You're a chaos magician, right? You could do that. If you tiaw long enough, you'll be right on time when you're too late."

This made Mick take some more time to look at Rune. "That sounds so weird that it almost makes sense." Rune suggested Mick should ask Johanna about tiawing. Maybe she knew more about it.

"Ehm. Shouldn't that be gnitiaw then?" Mick asked, not convinced this was actually possible.

At that moment a door gently squeaked below them. Mick smiled. "See? A bit too early." After those words he made his broom drop down to street level, landing a few feet away from the young woman who'd just left the house. "Goldie."

"Mick." She smiled. "I'm so happy to see you. Oh…" That last word was for Rune as he landed too.

"Hi Goldie!" Rune said loudly.

"Hello, Rune." Goldie's good mood lost much of its sparkle. "Can you be quiet please? Most people are still asleep."

Mick turned to his brother. "You can go now. You said you'd stay until you'd seen her. You've seen her."

"But…" Rune frowned. "I mean…" He realized he had to pick his words more carefully next time. "Yes. You're right. I'll see you at home." Without another word he rose up on his carpet and flew off. Mick and Goldie didn't notice he was almost breaking his neck in an attempt to look back at them. Well, mostly at Goldie.

Goldie was the daughter of the best baker in Sunrise. Her father was a gentle person, her mother also, but Goldie had inherited more of her father. She was also determined to become Sunrise' best female baker ever. "I'm glad he left."

Mick nodded. "Me too. He's a good brother but…"

"Too loud," she finished his sentence. "Do you want to walk to the bakery with me?"

"Gladly." That was why he'd come over so early. With Goldie's hand in his, and his broom in the other hand, they walked along the quiet streets. Slowly, to make it last longer, but not too slow. She did have to get to the bakery in time.

"I was looking forward to seeing you again," Mick said.

"I was too. I never knew that…"

"That what?" Mick asked.

"That you're such a nice person. You were always the son of the witch and the wizard, and mom and dad always told me to be careful around your kind of people. But you were the one to jump into the river after I'd fallen in. You saved me."

Mick stopped walking, and so did she. "I'd do it again, Goldie. Every day. Until you know how to swim. And after that too." Her smile made his heart flutter, and a soft kiss on his cheek ordered his stomach to do a somersault.

"I know. And I'm glad you're teaching me. I'm sorry to be such a slow learner." That was only partly true. Goldie picked up the swimming quite fast, but she loved spending time with Mick alone, at the river, so she took her time learning.

"That's fine," he said as they resumed their walk. "Better to learn slowly and very well than to rush it and, ehm, not very well. Because I'm not always near you."

Goldie giggled. "Then it's a good thing I'm not always near the river, right? But I wouldn't mind if you were near me more, Mick."

Mick blushed and told her he felt the same about her.

Goldie dragged him into a side street which would add a bit of time to their walk. Now she stopped walking and wrapped her arms around his neck. Mick felt his knees wobble a bit as he looked into her big, blue eyes. "Maybe you can become a baker too, Mick," she said.

He put his hands on her waist. "Maybe. But you know I'm a chaos magician. I would probably make a mess of everything."

She put a finger on his lips. "No. Don't say that. Your sister became a queen, remember? If you want, I will talk to father about it."

"Maybe that's a good idea. I never thought of being a wizard baker. We could make amazing things together, Goldie." Her words made her face light up and he loved it.

"Yes. Come. I don't want to be late…"

After a quick kiss, they resumed their walk.


      ***As he was on the way back, Rune spotted two shapes on brooms. "Oh… crappedy…" He knew they'd seen him so there was no escape.

"Where's Mick?" Hilda asked as she came to a halt near her son.

"In Sunrise. With that girl." Rune sighed. His brother's girl. Not his. He should be in Sunrise now, and Mick should be facing Hilda.

"Of course. We should have known…"

William added they probably would have known, had Rune not been gone as well. He asked the boy why he'd gone along.

"Come on, Papa William. You've seen Goldie, haven't you?" Rune assumed that would explain everything.

"We have, Rune. She's a nice girl from a nice family, she can't swim, her father's the local baker. And Mick saved her life. That does create a bond."

"I know! But why did Mick have to save her!" Rune was getting upset now.

"Calm down, Rune. Mick was there at the river, none of the village kids dared to go in that far, and you weren't there." Hilda knew exactly where Rune's pain came from. "You'll take this the wrong way, but Mick is a better swimmer than you are."

"Hmpf. I could have flown over her and saved her like that." Rune was not happy.

"True, but we've been over this, Rune. The fact remains you weren't there and Mick was. You wanted to come with us when we went after the Forest Troll who'd gotten lost in the mountains," Hilda reminded him. "Mick had classes scheduled with Johanna and went swimming after that."

"Hmpf." Rune knew all that but it didn't make him like the situation any better.

William ruffled the boy's unruly hair. "Come. Let's go home. You'll find a girlfriend soon, Rune."

"How?" Rune muttered. "By sitting at home and watching Oona read books? Girlfriends don't dare to come close to the house and definitely not near Oona, and you know it."

"Most ordinaries don't dare," Hilda reminded him. "That's nothing special. Come, let's go home, Troll Catcher."

"Uh-huh."

The three turned around and headed home. Along the way, Rune tried to decided if 'Rune, Troll Catcher' sounded better than 'Rune, baker'. Troll Catcher won, but that didn't include Goldie.


      ***As the three approached the House, they spotted a few visitors waiting. Apparently they knew each other, as they seemed to be in a lively discussion.

The magicals landed their brooms and immediately had the attention of the two visitors. One of them was a man from Isla's castle, looking stern and important. The other one was a remarkable witch with a very dark skin color and long, black hair in braids that hung down to her bottom. She wore brightly colored clothes in patterns that seemed to shift slowly. Hilda immediately thought that such clothes should be forbidden. Yellow, orange, light blue and neon green were not magical colors.

"Honorable witch," the castle man said. "Allow me to-"

"No, I was here first," the black witch said, "so I get to speak first."

"I am a representative of the Queen!" the man argued, to which the witch said that she was a witch, sent by an important witch, and he should try to top that.

Hilda grinned. Despite the colors, this witch was clearly not a meek one. "Stop," she simply said, and pointed at the man. "You can talk to me. And you," she said to the visiting witch, "can talk to William. That way neither of you will have to wait."

"But…" the visitors said in unison, but Hilda's mind was made up so she walked off. Isla's man followed her.

"This is not good," said the black witch. "I need to speak with Grimhilda."

William assured her he was Hilda's official partner. "Whatever you tell me, it's as good as telling her. Can we start with your name?"

The witch glanced over to where Hilda was talking to the castle man. "Fine." She didn't sound very convinced. "My name is Moto. Moto Barafu. It means 'Fire Ice'." She raised an eyebrow. "What are you looking at?"

William wondered about that question until he noticed it was directed at Rune.

"At you," Rune just said.

"Yeah, but why?" Moto asked.

"Because you're…" Rune sighed. "So special."

"Oh." Moto shrugged, then turned to William again and told him she was sent by Krypteria, the goth witch who'd taken control of Magic School. "She asks if Grimhilda can come over. There is something important Krypteria has to tell her."

"And what important thing is that?" William asked.

Moto said she didn't know. "I'm not Grimhilda. I was sent to bring this message. As fast as I could. And now he claims to be all important." She pointed at the castle man.

"Well, Isla is our daughter," William explained, "and the local queen."

Moto stared at him. "Your daughter is the queen? I'm so sorry! I didn't know!"

"Don't worry about that. Let's go inside. If you got here as fast as you could, you must be tired. And maybe hungry."

The witch nodded. "I didn't sleep coming here."

William was impressed, because the trip from school to Sunrise was a long one.








  
  
2. Here is the news




William walked to the door, which the House opened. 

"Welcome home, wizard," said the House.

"Thank you. Oona!"

"You don't need to shout. I'm still here at the table," the ever young witch said, looking up from a book.

"Why didn't you let the visitors in?" William asked.

"I was reading," Oona offered as her defense. "And they're here for Mama Hilda, not for me. I heard them yell at each other about that."

"I did not yell," said Moto, who'd followed William inside. "I may have spoken a bit louder, though. The man was quite annoying."

"I'll grant you that," Oona said.

William asked Rune to fix some breakfast. They'd all been up very early, so some food and a lot of tea was in order. "And some extra strong tea for Hilda, she'll need her caffeine boost."

Rune nodded and walked to the kitchen, constantly looking back.

"My brother likes you," Oona told Moto.

"He does?"

"He's almost drooling and close to tripping over his own feet. It's kind of pathetic, I know."

William shook his head and asked Moto to sit down. At that moment, Hilda and the castle man came in.

"Where's Rune?" she asked.

"Kitchen. Making breakfast."

"I see. Good. Isla sends word about a strange thing in her castle," Hilda said. "Rupert here told me that all the suits of armor have disappeared."

"What?" William was thoroughly surprised. "How's that possible?"

"We don't know, honorable wizard," Rupert the castle man said. "That's why the Queen asks you to come and investigate."

"That will have to wait until after breakfast," Hilda said. "I'll go and help Rune a bit. After that I want to know who she is and why she's here." She pointed at Moto before walking on.

With Hilda in the kitchen, things went very fast. Hilda knew her kitchen and how to avoid all the pitfalls. The kitchen also knew better than to annoy Hilda when she was in a hurry.

As Rune and she returned with food and tea, Rupert had already left. He'd done his duty, William reported, so he had to get back to 'look after things'.

"Well, he won't have to look after the suits of armor," Hilda grinned as she sat down. "And who's this?"

William introduced Moto, who delivered her message to Hilda. "Krypteria said it is important."

"Rune. You're not eating," William reminded his son.

"Uh-huh." The boy blinked a few times, then focused on his food.

William noticed how Rune had picked the seat opposite Moto. Obviously the boy had developed an instant crush on the black witch. Well, he had the age for it, and the 'rejection' by Goldie probably had to do with it as well. As long as Moto didn't mind and Rune didn't push things, all would be fine. He changed Hilda's tea into coffee and breakfast continued.

Hilda suggested they should first check Isla's problem, because the castle was a lot closer than Magic School. "Krypteria will have to wait a bit," she said to Moto, "but once we've had a look at the castle, we'll go over there."

"Oh. Hello." Mick came in and was a bit surprised about the visitor. "Am I too late for breakfast?"

"Hello, son," said William. "No, there's plenty. Grab a seat. How is Goldie?"

Mick blushed down to his knees. "She's fine, Papa William. I made sure she got to the bakery safely."

Hilda looked at her wizard and grinned. Yes, the boy was head over heels all right.

"You did well, Mick. This is Moto Barafu. Krypteria sent her." William let Hilda tell him about the suits of armor.

"So you're right on time. Eat something and we'll go there to have a look." Hilda turned to Oona. "And you're coming with us."

"Of course. She's my little sister," Oona said, puzzling Moto, so the family explained how Isla had decided to grow up very fast at some point, and how Oona had decided to remain twelve for a while longer. Rune and Mick added how they'd decided to become eighteen some months ago.

"Can you do that?" Moto couldn't believe her ears.

"Yes. Of course. We did it. Well, they did. I don't feel like that. I strongly believe that being an adult comes with a lot of inconveniences." Oona shrugged and reached for her book, but William had already magicked that back onto the shelf where it belonged. "Huh." She glanced at the wizard.

The wizard explained to Moto that this wasn't the average magical family.

"I can tell," she said. "And I don't mean that in a negative sense. It was just… obvious. After the first moments."

Once breakfast was done, magic took care of cleaning up. The family went outside and grabbed their brooms and carpet.

Hilda looked at Moto's broom. It was as colorful as her clothes. "You're serious about flying that?"

Moto looked at the broom. "Yes. It got me all the way here. It's a very good broom. I made it myself. And painted it myself." She glanced curiously at Rune's carpet for a moment.

Hilda shook her head and wondered what the witching world was coming to if this kind of broom was allowed. For now, though, she had to get over the avalanche of color. The witch was right, she'd come here on it, to deliver a message about a message. "Let's go to Isla and see what her problem is. House, lock up and don't let anyone in. Except us."

"Of course," said the House as it slammed all its doors and blinds shut. "I am now House Knox."

"House what?"

"Oh. That might be my doing. I told it about a very safe place from my previous life. It is called Fort Knox." William shrugged.

"Wizard, stop corrupting my house," Hilda hissed, even though she did appreciate the idea of her house being a safe place, because it was.

The group lifted off and set course towards the castle.


      ***As Isla had sent a messenger, Hilda didn't make time to annoy the guards. Instead, she landed in the courtyard, located a servant and said they were here to see her daughter.

That was unnecessary. Everyone knew Hilda and all the people would run for her. Some out of joy for doing something for the witch, some out of terror for doing something for the witch too slowly. Those were the people who didn't know her yet.

Many a curious eye fell on Moto and her bright outfit, but no one made any remarks.

It didn't take long before the group sat in a veranda, together with Isla and Ellie. Hilda introduced the remarkably looking witch, so Isla and Ellie knew who was with her.

Moto blinked a few times as she saw the couple. "The queen and her… wife?"

"Yes. Do you have a problem with that?" Isla asked.

"No! Of course not. It was just a bit of a surprise," Moto said. "I haven't heard of this before."

"That's what you get when you're cooped up inside that school," Hilda said. "No contact with the real world. So, child, what's this rumor about your suits of armor walking off?"

"Exactly that," Isla said. "Such things don't simply walk off. And no, Mama Hilda, I was not experimenting with magic after drinking too much wine. I've made that mistake once, and it was too much work to get all things back the way they were."

"Almost all of them," said Ellie. "The painting of King Walt over the mantel piece in one of the dining halls refuses to have his donkey ears changed back."

Isla sighed. "True. I'm not sure what I did there. Poor Walt doesn't deserve that."

"I think that was after you switched from wine to that other stuff. You know, the blue drink that some peddler left here after we let him stay the night." Ellie grinned. "I'm glad he didn't leave a large bottle. You liked that a bit too much, sweetie."

"Oh, hush you." Isla successfully made Ellie stop talking by kissing her.

"Let's get back to the metal suits," Hilda said, as Moto kept staring at the queen and her wife. The wicked witch was also very aware of Rune, who kept staring at Moto. "Did all of them disappear at the same moment?"

"We don't know," Ellie said. "We noticed some gone, which was strange enough. Those were in the main reception hall. All of those were gone, so we had a few people go out and look for them. It was a day or so later that we noticed other suits having disappeared too. That was when we investigated the whole castle."

"And all of them were gone by then," Isla finished that story. "It's weird. Who would steal suits of armor?"

"Someone who collects them. King Walt did that, remember?" William wondered if the three very wide-girth suits, that the king had worn himself, were also gone. Isla confirmed that even those had vanished. "I just wonder how someone would manage that here, in a castle, with a queen witch."

"Oh. Hilda." Johanna came walking in. "I didn't know you were here."

"And I didn't know you were here, so we're even," said Hilda. "What are you doing?" She noticed a stack of papers in the teacher-witch's hand.

"Looking over some requests for improvements," Johanna said. "You wouldn't believe the things some people ask for under the guise of improvement." She handed three papers to Isla. "These three seem valid. If you agree, you can sign them and we'll have them done."

Hilda didn't understand this action. "I thought you were an advisor, not a secretary, Johanna."

Ellie explained that the previous secretary had not been a good one. "We asked Johanna to take over that position."

Hilda wondered why she didn't know, but hearing that this change in function had only come into effect the evening before made a lot clear.

"But what about the school?" William wondered about that.

"That's in good hands," Johanna assured him. "Some of the students have done so well that I trust them to handle most classes. I'm going there once or twice a week to see to things, and more if affairs here are quiet."

"See, Mama Hilda, we have everything under control." Isla put the papers to the side without looking at them.

"Everything except your suits of armor," the wicked witch reminded her queen daughter.

"True. But we'll get those back," Isla said. "Won't we?"

"We'll see about that," Hilda said. "We also got a request from Krypteria."

"Oh? About what?"

"We don't know. Moto was sent here with the message that Krypteria wanted to see us about something. A bit cryptic, I know, but she'll have her reasons for that. But as we're closer to you than the School, we first came here."

"I'm glad you did," Isla said.

Oona sighed. "You and suits of armor… Are you turning into King Walt? We know he went a bit loopy between the ears when he was getting old. Are you planning on starting earlier?"

Isla slowly picked up a cup. "I wish your magic wasn't so fast, sister. Then I'd stand a chance throwing this at you and actually hitting you. No. I'm not going loopy between the ears. It's just… I feel these metal guys somehow belong here. King Walt collected them for so long, and some of them are very old. It's kind of a status symbol. Well, lots of status symbols."

"And they help keeping the staff busy by polishing them every week," Ellie added.

"Yes. That too. You can't imagine what it's like to have a bored staff around you all the time."

"Before we go," William said, "would you know if the suits walked out? I can imagine they'd make a lot of noise if they were to walk out."

Hilda wished she had thought of that question. It sounded very smart. "Indeed. If they walked, they would wake up all the castle. The alternatives are either that they flew out, or someone used magic. I mean, that would be the same but it's good to have alternatives." As usual she found her logic flawless.

"Must have been magic," Ellie said. "No one heard anything. We'd have heard if anyone had heard something."

Hilda promised they'd keep a lookout for runaway suits of armor, but they would go to Magic School first, to find out what problem had arisen there.

Isla thanked them all and hugged each one of them. Hilda didn't mind a hug from her daughter, and Oona allowed it to happen, under silent protest. Her expression spoke loud enough.








  
  
3. More suits




Hilda and the others returned home. Moto was invited to stay with them until they were heading out towards the School. 

As they approached the House, Rune and Mick were quick to point out at least six message arrows in the large pole.

"I'll race you to them," Rune said, and sped off. Mick went right after him.

"And they are supposed to be eighteen?" Moto asked. "They act like they're eight."

"I wish they were that far already," Oona said. "One day. Maybe."

By the time they'd landed, Rune and Mick were already waiting with seven messages in hand.

"House, you can open up again," Hilda said.

The House reacted immediately, opening the front door, the blinds and some of the windows. "Welcome home. As you see, you were missed. And I can add I am happy the pole wasn't. The archers were quite accurate today."

"And seven of them," William said, following the wicked witch inside.

Oona went looking for her book, while William and Hilda read the messages.

"This is boring," Hilda said after the fourth one. The messages were from neighboring kingdoms and a few noble people, and they all complained about their suits of armor disappearing. Whoever was behind this was willing to travel far, because the complainers' places were sometimes hundreds of miles apart. "Another one. Suits of armor missing. Reward for the person returning them. No description, no number of them. This is not helpful." She tossed the note on the table.

Moto picked one up and read it. "I wonder why someone would do this? And where this person would keep so many of those armored suits? If we guess carefully, there are at least sixty missing now, or did I miscount?"

"At least ninety," William said. "King Walt's collection was over forty already, maybe even fifty."

"Forty-eight," Oona said, still trying to locate the book William had magicked away from the dinner table.

Hilda nodded. "And she can tell you which one was where, last time we were at the castle."

"That is… impressive," said Moto.

"I can fly loopings on my carpet," Rune said, who also wanted to be seen as someone impressive.

"What are loopings?" Moto asked.

"That's when you go like this," Rune said, drawing a circle in the air, leaving a sparkling trail for good measure.

"And what good does that do?" Moto frowned at the explanation.

"It's shiny," Rune said. "It's a lot of fun. If you want I can take you up and show you."

"No, thank you." Moto's face made it clear she was far from impressed.

"Huh. I'm glad I'm learning magic here and not at sourpuss school," Rune huffed.

"Magic School is not sourpuss school," Moto said. "It's just… more serious than you are."

Oona looked at the guest. "Anything is more serious than my brothers are."

"Calm down, kids," William said. "I suggest we visit one of the complainers here." He pointed at the stack of messages. "If that's the same as what we just heard at Isla's, then we can safely assume something larger is going on. It's not very common that suits of armor decide to wander off at the same time."

"But we were going to Magic School after visiting your queen daughter," Moto reminded him.

"She's right, William." Hilda had said that, but the wizard was right as well. "I suggest you and the boys go visit one of them and then follow Oona, Moto and me to Magic School."

William thought that a good plan. He wondered which of the complainers they should visit. Mick wondered if he could stay at home, because going to Magic School would mean he wouldn't see Goldie for a while. Rune asked if he could come with Hilda, which was a bit surprising to the wicked witch. In the end, Oona said she'd go with the wizard, because she was curious about the places where the suits had disappeared from, and Rune would accompany Hilda and Moto.

Mick was allowed to stay home while William and Oona went investigating, but he had to promise to come along once those two had done their extra investigation.

"I love it when a plan comes together," said Hilda, feeling good about how this turned out. "We'll leave tomorrow morning."

William suggested that he and Oona would leave as soon as they'd picked a destination, and asked Oona to grab one of the messages. "Just a pot luck random one."

"And if it's very far away?" Oona asked.

"Then we'll grab another one. Going too far away for the same thing makes no sense," William said.

Oona nodded, then took all the messages, read them, and sorted them in order of distance. The closest destination was nearest to her on the table. "I will randomly pick this one," she said, pointing at it.

Mick frowned and pointed at another one. "Can't you take that one? It will only add one day."

"Son, we know your heart breaks if you don't see Goldie for a day, but that's the risk of love," William said. "It's also a fact that you will see her again sooner if we leave here sooner, so there's that."

Mick frowned as he thought about that. "Yes… But…"

"Glad that's settled too," Hilda cut off any more discussion about it. "But I think you should leave tomorrow too. It's already getting late in the day. Best to go about this with a fresh head. I'll go and prepare a sleeping space for Moto."

Everyone except Oona was surprised when Rune offered to help with that.


      ***"William. Do you hear that?" Hilda had woken up because a certain kind of magic was permeating the house.

"I do. And I feel it."

"Someone's trying to use the crystal ball," Hilda said after a few more minutes. "That's strange. I'm going to have a look."

"You want me to come with you?" William asked.

"Only if you're as curious as I am."

The two left their bed and made their way down the stairs, to find Rune sitting at the crystal ball.

"Young person," Hilda said, making their son almost jump. "What are you doing here instead of sleeping?"

"I, ehm, was trying to, ehm, find out something," Rune said.

"And what is that?" Hilda asked.

"Oh. Nothing important," Rune said, knowing his parents would see through that lie instantly.

"That's good. If it's not important it can wait until tomorrow. Now go to bed, Rune." William made a magic sign, covering the crystal ball in aggressive fur. He'd picked up that trick from Hilda. Aggressive fur had tiny teeth on each hair, which would bite anyone that wasn't allowed to get their fingers near it. The bites didn't really hurt, but they'd leave clear, purple marks on the bitten fingers for days.

"Ehm. Yes, Papa William." The boy got up and went up to his room.

"I wonder what he tried to do here," Hilda wondered. It was so unlike Rune to try and use the ball.

"I bet it's Moto." William was suddenly convinced about that. "Remember how he tried to impress her with the looping. And how he wants to go with you instead of me, tomorrow."

Hilda sighed and leaned into her wizard. "That's all we need. I hope he can control himself. Otherwise I have to do that, and I know that's not good for kids." She knew of some witch mothers who'd turned to that 'solution' for a while, and their kids had developed some odd traits which she attributed to that kind of control.

"Let's get some more sleep, sweetwitch. We'll look at things again tomorrow."


      ***The rest of the night passed the way it should: mostly quiet. There was only one moment that had everyone except Oona sit up in their bed, because Oona had tried some midnight magic. She sometimes did that, and so far those tricks had failed. The past night was one of those where the failure was accompanied by a lot of noise.

Hilda had assured Moto that everything was fine, because any damage would be confined to Oona's room.

Breakfast was an easy affair, no frills, just good, and then William and Oona went outside to set off for the visit to the palace of High Baron Wilfred of Abbington to Herington.

As the two flew over the forest, away from home, William warned Oona to be serious about the High Baron. "He's quite touchy about the High because he's a bit on the short side."

"A bit. When you say it like that, it means a lot. Is he at least taller than I am?" Oona asked.

"It's been a while since Mama Hilda and I saw him, but I dare to doubt that. That's why I'm telling you this."

"I'll try not to laugh."

Oona looked serious enough, William thought, and she wasn't the laughing kind anyway. They'd be safe.


      ***High Baron Wilfred of Abbington to Herington lived in something that wasn't so much a palace as an oversized mansion. The building stood on top of a hill, overlooking a lush valley with many trees, a river snaking through it, and several farms on either side of the stream. At the far end of the valley lay a village.

William and Oona spotted that village as they made their way into the valley.

"Do you care for a stop?" William asked. "We've been flying for a while already."

Oona said she was fine, and every stop they made would make them need more time to catch up with Hilda. The two quickly made their way through the valley and arrived at the residence of the High Baron.

"That's not much of a palace," Oona remarked.

"Remember, Wilfred is not much of a High Baron," William said. "It's all built in proportion as much as possible."

"I will not crawl through corridors." Oona's expression made that very clear.

The wizard assured her that wouldn't be necessary. The mansion was designed in a clever way, so Wilfred didn't feel small and visitors didn't feel like giants. "We don't know who did it, but Hilda knows that a liberal amount of magic has been used to make it happen. That's also something you need to know." He told her about the first visit here, and how his mind had been in trouble for the first moments as many things seemed to warp around them to be big enough.

Oona grinned. "That almost sounds like something Aunt Baba would do."

They were greeted at the door. An older man, not very tall, asked who they were. "Oh! You are the wizard and the witch! I remember you from a while ago." He looked at Oona. "You look different, though."

"You don't remember me. You remember my mother," Oona simply said.

"Ah. I understand." The man nodded and called someone to guide the visitors to the High Baron.








