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I
The caravan was painted yellow, with red trim and door and bright green wheels.  I loved it at once.
“I wouldn’t sell it so cheaply,” the Romney man commented, “except that we’re leaving in two days, and we won’t need it any more now that my old aunt has passed on, and we’ve got her much bigger caravan.”
I walked around it slowly, trying to pretend that I was not already imagining myself driving it off into the red sky of sunset.  I doubted he was convinced.
“You can have the pony, too, included in the price,” he added.  A pony, I thought.  We would need something to pull it.  The man was smiling, but the pony looked at me with open suspicion.
“So where are you heading next?” I asked to have something to say, trying to keep from blurting out, “I’ll take it at once!”
He smiled, teeth white against his dark skin.  “South, of course.  Cold weather is coming on.”  The September wind was indeed cool, blowing across the trampled grass of the Romney encampment as evening came on.  “We like to spend the winter somewhere without as much snow.  We have a big meeting, Romneys from all over, every year in November down in the south.  Now you might think it’s a long way ’til November, but we don’t like to hurry.  We take it slow.”
Take is slow, I thought.  I needed to do that more myself.  Just wander across the countryside, without obligations or demands.  I had another vision, rolling down the road in this charming caravan behind the pony.  In this vision it was morning, and slanting autumnal rays of sun warmed us.  The trees would be touched with orange and yellow, and we would be eating apples.  Theodora of course was sitting beside me.  “How do I know this caravan is in good shape?” I managed to ask.
He cocked an eyebrow at me.  “Aren’t you a wizard?  Shouldn’t your spells tell you what’s under the surface?  It’s nice and clean.  And as you can see, we’ve just painted it.”
“Of course, of course,” I said.  I needed someone who knew something about caravans, not spells.  But I tried probing magically, looking for cracks and rust.  I didn’t find any, but then I wasn’t sure what I was looking for.  A demonic influence I would have spotted at once, but who knew what springs were supposed to look like.  Were wheels always attached like this?
The Romney glanced at me sideways from shadowed eyes.  “If you’re unsure, don’t feel you have to take it.  I’m certain we’ll find a buyer before we leave.  One of the shopkeepers was saying he could use it for an extra showroom.  He’ll be looking it over later this evening.”
That did it.  “I’ll take it!”
He looked almost disappointed.  Perhaps I was supposed to bargain more.  But I could not bear to see this beautiful travel caravan made into an extra showroom for some shopkeeper.
At least I had the sense to say that I would wait and give him the money tomorrow, when I had arranged a place to store both the caravan and the pony.  I didn’t entirely trust him not to disappear overnight.  We shook hands on the agreement, and I hurried back through the gates into the little walled city of Caelrhon.
Theodora’s house was on a quiet cobbled street in the artisans’ quarter.  The lamplighters were at work, and curtained windows shone yellow.  The new tower of the cathedral church rose above the housetops, dark against the darkening sky.  This late in the day, the workers had come down from the scaffolding, and I could smell the sausages on their cooking fires.
I burst into Theodora’s house, too eager to tell her about the caravan even to notice that the smells from the kitchen were just as good.  I just knew that my wife would be as thrilled about this as I was.
I was wrong.
 
“You bought a what?”
“A caravan.  From the Romneys.  So we can travel together.”
Wizards traditionally never marry, and especially we do not marry witches, even witches who keep a low profile as small-town seamstresses.  But marrying Theodora was the best thing I had ever done, even if I had never happened to share the fact of my marriage with the masters of institutionalized wizardry.
She looked at me from skeptical amethyst eyes.  “And where will we be traveling?”
“It doesn’t matter!” I said airily.  “Away from our ordinary lives.  Off to see what’s over the next hill.  The geese will soon be heading south.  Why shouldn’t we?
She shook her head, her earrings swinging out from under her hair, and for a second I was given hope by a ghost of a smile.  But when she spoke it was seriously.  “Daimbert, you’re a Royal Wizard with responsibilities.  I have orders for dresses I’m supposed to finish sewing by next week—and the bishop asked me to embroider some new altar cloths for the cathedral.  We can’t just take off.”
“Well, the king said I could have a few weeks away from Yurt,” I said defensively.  “And he knew I was going to spend them with you.”  The one drawback of being married to Theodora was that she spent most of her time here in town, whereas I was off in my kingdom of Yurt.  “We don’t spend nearly enough time together.  In the caravan we’d be together all the time!”
For a second she gave me a teasing smile.  “And that’s supposed to be an inducement?”  But then she was serious again.  “As I hope you’ll recall, we have a daughter here in school.  We can’t take her on some road trip!”
Antonia, our daughter, was sitting at the table, reading by candlelight and giving no sign of listening.  “If you want to go out of town,” she now said, without looking up, “I can stay with my friend Jen.  Her mother won’t mind.  She says that Jen always does her chores and her schoolwork better when I’m around.  And,” she added, “while the two of you are arguing, I hope you’ve noticed that the sausages are burning.”
Theodora sprang to the stove.  “We’re not arguing,” I mumbled.
I couldn’t see what book Antonia was reading—probably something for school, but it could also have been a book of magic.  She had told us confidently that she was going to be a wizard when she grew up, and I had not yet had the heart to tell her that the wizards’ school did not take women.
“Supper is ready,” said Theodora.
 
After supper, when Antonia had gone upstairs, I sat on the couch by the fire with Theodora snuggled under one arm.  “I can see you’re delighted by the thought of this caravan, Daimbert,” she said.  “But how can you afford it?  How much are the Romneys charging you?”
She just shook her head when I told her.  “I’ve got money saved,” I protested.  “The king pays me well.”
“You know I like the Romneys,” she said, “but I wouldn’t buy anything from them unless I had examined it very closely.  You probably could have gotten that caravan for half the price if you’d tried.  And I wouldn’t be surprised if the wheels fell off a mile from town.”
“No!  It’s beautiful!  Wait ’til you see it!”
We were interrupted by a knock at the door.  “I hope the mayor’s daughter hasn’t changed her mind about her dress’s color again,” said Theodora, rolling out from under my arm and going to answer it.
She gave a surprised gasp as she opened the door.  It was the bishop.
“Your Holiness!  I never expected you at this hour!  Come in!  I’m afraid—”
He ducked his head to come through the door, waving aside her apologies for the scattered scraps of cloth on the floor.  Tall, dark hair streaked with gray, wearing black and white linen, he always looked as if he rarely smiled—until he did.  His deep eyes lit up when he saw me.  “Daimbert!  I had hoped to find you here.”
Theodora, recovering from the surprise, asked politely, “Shall I make you some tea, Father Joachim?”
“Thank you,” he said gravely and turned to me.  “I must apologize for bothering you at this time of the evening.  But I am delighted to see both of you.”  Theodora busied herself with teapot and cups, flustered to have the bishop suddenly in her house.  But I had known Joachim for over twenty-five years, since I first arrived as Royal Wizard of Yurt and found him already there as Royal Chaplain.  He had since moved up to become bishop of Caelrhon, while I remained wizard to the court of one of the smallest of the Western Kingdoms, but we had remained fast friends.
“I’ve only been in town one day,” I said.  “I was going to come see you at the cathedral office.”  The story of the Romney caravan, I thought, could wait.  “How can we help you?”
“I received a message late today,” he said, settling himself in a chair, “on which I would like your opinion.  Somehow—  It does not seem like something I want to discuss with my priests, at least not yet.”
In spite of the fire’s warmth, I felt a sudden chill.  It must be something very serious for the bishop to have come alone, through a cool September night, to talk to me.
He pulled out a tiny square of paper, all the pigeons could carry.  Carefully he unfolded it and handed it to me.
The message was, by necessity, brief:
“Your Holiness—  I don’t know what to do.  This is terrible.  Please come, but don’t come as a bishop.  Don’t try to answer.  Just come.  —Celia.”
Theodora looked over my shoulder while I was trying to work out what it meant.  “She needs you, Father Joachim,” she commented.  “That much is clear.  I don’t know what she means by ‘not coming as a bishop,’ but she really needs you.”  The teakettle whistled, and she hurried to pour the water.
I had known Celia since she was a little girl, even younger than my daughter was now, but I had not seen her for at least a year.  “Where is Celia now?  Where does she want you to go?”
“She always wanted to be a priest,” said Joachim, looking concerned.  “You’ll remember that I had to tell her that women cannot be priests.”
I nodded.  At some point I would have to tell my daughter she could not be a wizard.  I did not like the prospect at all.
“But I let Celia study in my seminary with the young men.  And last spring I heard that a school needed a teacher—a school for girls, that would combine normal school subjects with religious training.  It seemed an ideal place, not far indeed from where she’d grown up.  I recommended her, and she took the position.”
“But now something’s gone wrong,” said Theodora, returning with teacups.
Wizards and priests traditionally do not get along, anymore than wizards traditionally marry witches.  But somehow Joachim and I had managed.  Sometime, I thought, I would have to tell him that his long-standing confidence in my judgment was misplaced, but this did not seem like the time.
“Isn’t there a local bishop there she could consult?” I suggested, not wanting to get drawn into what threatened to become some theological dilemma over the role of women.
But Theodora cut in.  “She doesn’t want some local bishop.  She wants Father Joachim.”
“I could not undermine the authority of a fellow bishop,” said Joachim, looking even more concerned.  “It was he who established the school.”
“That’s it, then,” said Theodora confidently.  “There’s a problem with the local bishop, and she doesn’t know what to do, doesn’t know if it’s really as serious as she fears in her heart that it is, and wants the guidance of someone whose religious and moral authority she trusts.  She doesn’t dare discuss it openly in a message that might be intercepted.”
I took a sip of scalding tea.  “But how can you tell all this from a two-line message?”
She gave me a teasing look.  “You keep telling me, Daimbert, that I’m a witch.  Witches understand people, women especially.”
I looked at the little piece of paper again to see if something in Celia’s slanted handwriting conveyed any of this.  “Oh,” I said suddenly.  “There’s a magic spell on this paper.”
 
It was a simple spell, one that took me only a moment to work out.  When I spoke the right phrase in the Hidden Language, new words appeared on the back of Celia’s message, words that shimmered for a few seconds and then disappeared again.
“I am Celia’s friend.”
Joachim, who had started to take the paper, drew his hand back, rubbing his fingers.  Theodora and I looked at each other.  “I have no idea,” she said at last.
“Magician,” I said.  “A half-trained magic worker who has somehow made Celia’s acquaintance.”
“Is he truly her friend?” asked Joachim.  “Or is he part of what she fears?”
Was the local bishop himself a magician? I asked myself but dismissed the idea as too improbable.
But then I had a wonderful idea.  “Joachim!” I said with a grin.  “I know what we can do.  This is a problem that needs a wizard as well as a bishop—and Theodora’s right, Celia must really need you, because I know she doesn’t frighten easily.  I’d been meaning to tell you:  I just bought a caravan from the Romneys.”
 
II
The bishop had not yet agreed to my plan when he left that evening, but I was sure he would.  I went around in the morning to finish buying my caravan.
The Romney man had the pony all hitched up, ready to go.  He counted my money quickly and dropped it into his bag.  “Good thing you decided to take it last night,” he said with a grin.  “We’ve decided to leave today, before the stormy weather sets in, so I would have had to let that shopkeeper have it if you’d wanted more time to think it over.”
I had a moment’s doubt about whether this supposed shopkeeper even existed, but it didn’t matter.  The caravan was mine, even more beautiful in daylight than it had been in the golden glow of evening.  I clambered up to the front seat and shook the reins.  The pony, rather reluctantly, leaned into the harness, and we started rolling.  Behind me, the Romney camp was also getting underway.
I drove through the city gates of Caelrhon and down the narrow streets to the livery stable, trying to avoid those on foot.  Here my caravan and pony would stay for a day or two, until we were ready to go.
Just so I could reassure Theodora, I had the blacksmith crawl underneath.  He came out shaking his head.  “You need a new rear axle.  You wouldn’t get a mile down the road before the wheels fell off.  And the springs aren’t what they should be either.”
“Um, would a new axle be expensive?” I asked, wondering how far the Romneys could have gotten by now.
The blacksmith poked the side of the caravan with a forefinger.  “Freshly painted.  Probably some dry rot underneath.  How much did you say you paid for this?”
So it would be a few more days until we could leave, I decided, mentally counting up how much money I would have left after paying for the repairs.  Less than I’d hoped, but still enough to get us to Celia.  A few more days would give me time to persuade Joachim that this was an excellent plan.
I went to see him at the cathedral office.  The sounds of construction faded away as soon as I stepped inside the cathedral, even though the scaffolding shadowed the light coming through the stained glass.
Joachim was reading but put his book down when I came in.  “It was good to talk to you and Theodora last night,” he said with a smile.  “I hope you know how much I value your friendship.  After speaking with you I was able to clarify my thinking.  So I have determined to send a priest to talk to Celia directly.  He will leave tomorrow.”
This was not what he was supposed to say at all.  “But you can’t!  Theodora told you, Celia wants you!  And don’t you remember, Joachim?  Back even before you became bishop, I suggested we should take off in our own caravan with our own pony.  We were going to make our way by me doing a few magic tricks for coins, you working a few simple miracles.  We never had an opportunity to do it.  But now’s our chance!”
He gave me a long look.  “But that was, as you say, back before I became bishop.  I cannot leave my flock, disguise myself as a Romney or whatever you were suggesting, to go spy on a fellow-bishop.  If he has erred, he will need to be judged by a council.  But I would need far better evidence than Theodora’s conjectures, as much as I respect her, before bringing accusations.”
It was always hard to argue with him when he had that note in his voice.  But sending some doubtless callow young priest!  I was trying to decide if I should argue anyway, when an acolyte appeared in the doorway.
“Excuse me, Your Holiness, I’m terribly sorry to interrupt, but a message just came in on the pigeons, and it’s marked very urgent.”
I stepped back and waited while Joachim unfolded the tiny piece of paper.  The cathedral had a magic telephone, but it still carried out much of its long-distance correspondence by the pigeons.  Telephones had been around for over sixty years, without the slightest sign of inducing demonic activity, but a lot of priests still had their doubts.
Joachim read the message, frowned, put it down and picked it up again.  “I shall answer later,” he said to the acolyte.
As soon as the door closed again, he turned to me.  A hint of a smile touched the angle of his cheekbones as he handed me the paper.  “Perhaps I have been too dismissive of the offer of traveling in your new caravan.”
The message was from the bishop of the great City.  The Church did not have the central organization of institutionalized wizardry, but I had often heard that the City’s bishop was considered first among equals.
In tiny handwriting, he said that he had heard something “very disturbing” involving the cathedral of the city where Celia’s school was located and wanted Joachim to investigate.  “Be unobtrusive and discreet.”
“But I do not know why he wants me to investigate,” said Joachim, frowning again as he took the message back.  “There are others closer to hand.”
“Didn’t he ordain you?” I said.  “He must respect you.  And maybe he’s worried that any priests closer to hand might also be involved in whatever ‘disturbing’ thing he thinks is happening.”
“He is much my senior in religion and wisdom,” commented Joachim.  “If he believes that I should investigate in person, then indeed I must.  The priest I had been going to send will doubtless be relieved not to be going.  He is, I understand, a poor rider, and it would take him several days even with a good horse.  But I wish I knew more of what these strange events may be.”
I pondered for a moment.  “It must be something to do with the magician who added his message to Celia’s letter.  A wizard, a witch, and a bishop!  We’ll be the match of whatever is happening.”
“It will take me a few days to prepare for my absence,” Joachim said, looking again at the message.  “I had better telephone the City and try to find out more.  If you and Theodora were planning to leave immediately, I fear I may delay you.”
“Well, I still need to get a couple of things fixed on the caravan,” I said vaguely.  “So a few days is fine.”  And I rushed off to tell Theodora that it was all arranged.
 
She opened the caravan door and looked critically at the interior.  “I thought you told me it was clean inside.”
“But it is!”  To myself I added, though not out loud, that someone whose house was often littered with cloth scraps and bits of thread should not get all fussy about a little mustiness.
“It needs a good scrubbing,” she said in a tone that I knew better than to contradict.  “And the storage space is extremely small.  Well, I may be able to do something about that….”
So while the blacksmith was forging a new axle she brought her scrub brushes and pails, tied back her hair, and went to work.  I stayed out of her way, since she didn’t seem to want my help, and attempted to recapture my vision of yesterday:  rolling down a country road, seeing something new at every turn, cooking supper over an open fire as the shadows grew long, then as the evening grew chilly snuggling down inside our caravan—
But the bishop was going to be with us.  This would make the evenings much less romantic.  I should have thought of that sooner.
 
Two days later, the caravan was all clean and all repaired.  I brought it in the evening to the street outside Theodora’s house, to make it easy to pack.
She had assembled what seemed like a remarkable amount of supplies for us to take:  food, cooking pots, bedding, changes of clothing, oats for the pony, water jugs, a table, stools, even a rocking chair.  “That’s never going to fit,” I said doubtfully, but she just kept bringing out more and adding it to the piles.
Antonia hovered around, unsure now that it came to it whether she should be proud to be trusted to stay behind, even if it was with Jen and Jen’s mother. or whether she should resent not being taken along.
“You’d be bored,” I tried to tell her.  “Father Joachim will probably want to discuss theology the whole trip.”
“He doesn’t talk theology with me,” she protested.  But after a moment she added, “But I really don’t want to miss school right now.  There are a couple of boys in my class who think they’re as smart as I am, and I have to do better on the exams than they do.”
Theodora gave her a quick grin and went back to her packing.
When the piles seemed almost to fill the whole front room, she pronounced herself satisfied.  I helped by carrying everything out, with the aid of a lifting spell, while she started stowing.
And in what seemed extremely little time, she had it all stowed.  I climbed up the two steps to the red-painted door and looked inside.
It was all neat and ready for us, beds made up on either side, a rug on the floor, a little pot-bellied stove at the far end with its chimney poking out through the caravan wall, the table and the rocking chair in the center, along with three stools, all lit by the soft glow of a magic lamp I had made for Theodora a long time ago.  There was no sign of the rest of our supplies.
Puzzled, I opened one of the small cupboards.  I had looked in it before and thought there was probably just about enough room for a jacket and a pair of boots.
It was much bigger on the inside than it was on the outside.  In fact, it seemed about half the size of the whole caravan.  Everything Theodora had decided we needed was neatly organized on shelves.  I closed the cupboard door and looked at it again.  It was built against the outside wall of the caravan, and there was no way it could hold as much as was in it.  But I thought I caught the faint hint of a spell….
Theodora was smiling, pleased at my reaction.  “You’re always telling me I’m a witch, Daimbert.  Back when I was fourteen, I went on a trip with a somewhat older person I’d prefer to call one of the Sisters.  We traveled in a house on chicken-legs, not in a caravan, but we had the same challenge for storage space.  She showed me how to handle it.”
“House on chicken-legs,” I said.  Theodora had always kept her own counsel, but I would have thought something like this would have come up in conversation at some point.
She gave me a quick kiss.  “I’ll tell you all about it sometime.  Don’t mention it to Antonia.  She may be in the same situation someday, and I want it to be a surprise.”
Well, I’d known as long as I knew Theodora that there were things in her witch-magic that weren’t covered by school spells.  Expanding cupboards might not be flashy, but they could be very useful.
As we descended from the caravan she said, somewhat diffidently, “I’m not in a position to instruct you about organized wizardry, Daimbert, but I was wondering if you shouldn’t contact your wizards’ school.  If there’s something ‘strange’ going on that may involve a magician, wouldn’t the masters want to know about it?  And isn’t the Royal Wizard of whatever kingdom Celia is in going to resent you showing up in his territory?”
“The wizards’ school wants us to work things out for ourselves if we can,” I said, not quite meeting her eyes.  I had deliberately restricted my contact with the school ever since Elerius had started spending so much time there.  “But there won’t be another Royal Wizard to worry about.  We’ll be in Prince Ascelin’s principality, and Ascelin doesn’t keep a wizard.”
“Of course,” said Theodora with a relieved smile.  “Celia’s father.  The bishop said that she was working near where she grew up—I should have realized.”
“Joachim said he’d come by at dawn,” I said.  “This will be a great trip.”
 
III
The first day was exactly as I had imagined it.  The front seat of the caravan provided just enough room for the three of us.  The pony had given me extremely dubious looks as I hitched it up, but it pulled willingly if slowly.
Joachim and I took turns with the reins.  He was wearing the simple black robes of an ordinary priest.  I looked as I always did, a white-bearded man with a face younger than the beard suggested, with nothing to proclaim I was a wizard other than the moon and stars on my belt buckle.  Theodora, wearing a bright red dress, could have passed as one of the Romneys.  She had brought along a bag of apples, and we crunched them as we rolled.
The air still had summer’s warmth, but the sun’s angle was lower than in June.  The occasional tree was touched with scarlet, and the flowers in the ditches were not the flowers of summer.  I had traveled this road before, but not often and not recently.  From a Romney caravan it all seemed different, new, exciting, as though we might meet adventure around any corner.  About the only adventure we had that day was getting a wheel stuck in a pothole on a muddy stretch of road, but a powerful lifting spell, a push from Joachim, and Theodora’s words of encouragement at the pony’s head soon had us underway again.
We saw harvesters out in the fields, but only occasional other travelers on the road.  Some were farmers with carts full of vegetables on their way to market.  One flock of sheep decided this was their road and resisted the shepherd’s and the sheepdog’s efforts to move them off.  We also saw a few riders on horseback, traveling far faster than we were; some just gave us puzzled looks, but others waved cheerfully as they went by.
We talked and sang as we rode:  Joachim sang hymns, I sea chanteys I had picked up as a boy down by the wharfs, and Theodora old songs she said she had learned from her father.  People seemed to die a lot in her songs or else fall in love with the wrong person, in spite of the lively melodies.
That evening we camped in an overgrown meadow, a quarter mile off the road.  Insects buzzed in the dry grass around us.  A small circle of fire-blackened stones showed we were not the first to camp here.  We heated up the vegetable stew Theodora had brought along, over a fire of our own, and sat around it long into the evening, enjoying the soft air and the quiet as the stars came out above us.  When it was at last too chilly to sit on the ground any longer, we snuggled down in our beds in the caravan to sleep peacefully.
But in the morning I finally asked Joachim about something that had been nagging at the back of my mind and which I had been successfully ignoring.  “Did you ever get a chance to talk to the bishop of the City?  What did he tell you?”
Joachim gave me a sideways look from his enormous dark eyes.  Since we were only inches apart, sitting shoulder to shoulder on the front seat of the caravan, the effect would have been intimidating if I had not known him so well.  He hesitated, doubtless wondering whether the ears of a wizard were fit to hear of the affairs of the church.
But he had, after all, asked to come on this trip with Theodora and me.  In a moment he said, “He told me a little, but he said he did not want to say too much, for fear of coloring my judgment.  But he has received several messages in the last few weeks, messages that he felt demanded proper attention.  Accusations are being made against the bishop, the one who founded Celia’s school.”
I sat up straighter, involuntarily giving the reins a jerk.  The pony tossed its head in apparent disgust at my poor driving skills.
Theodora on my other side took a sharp breath.  A girls’ school and a church leader against whom accusations were being made.  This was even more serious than I had thought.  The sunny sky seemed suddenly much less bright.
“His name is Roderick, by the way,” Joachim continued.  “Father Roderick has been a bishop for many years, since he was quite a young man.  I gather that he can be abrasive with those he considers to have left the path of righteousness, but this is something more.  He seems to have begun to take a harsh tone with everyone, even the gentlest.  And he is sometimes forgetful of his most basic responsibilities.  Normally if a bishop were no longer capable of directing his diocese, his cathedral priests would arrange for him to retire with dignity, but they all appear terrified of him.”
“And the girls Celia is teaching?” Theodora asked quietly.
“I heard nothing of them.  I trust that she continues to direct them with the wisdom and devotion she demonstrated in the seminary, in spite of whatever troubles the cathedral may be having.”
That was a relief.
“But I can certainly understand,” Joachim added, “that she would be concerned and upset at priests lashing out at each other, and that she would fear that it could prove a stumbling block for the religious training of impressionable young girls.”
Good, I thought.  This was all church business, where no one would want or need a wizard.  Nothing to worry me here, except the magician—whoever he was—who claimed to be Celia’s friend.
But somehow the day did not become as bright again as it had when we started out.
 
In early afternoon we saw a cloud of dust ahead of us, and heard, faint on the wind, the clopping of multiple hooves and the sounds of distant voices.  A quick spell showed me that a whole group of caravans were headed our way.
I pulled off the road to let them pass.  Theodora hopped down from the front seat to get water for the pony.
It was of course a group of Romneys.  Those in the lead gave us curious looks, and children leaned out the caravan windows to wave at us.  “You’re headed the wrong direction!” several called in good humor, which indeed we were, if we were headed for a big Romney convention down in the south.
But when half a dozen caravans had rolled by us, one suddenly came to a halt.  “Old man!” the driver called to me.  “What are you doing with one of our caravans?  And a priest?  What did you do with the owners?”
“I bought this caravan!” I called back.  “Got over-charged, too.”
The Romney driver chuckled, then frowned.  “But why is that priest there?”
“The Romneys are not reputed to be Christian,” said Joachim to me in a low voice.
At that moment Theodora, wearing her bright red dress, came out from behind the caravan with the pony’s water bucket.  The driver said something quick to her in the Romney language, and she answered in the same tongue.
He chuckled again and shook the reins to move on.
“What did you say to him?” I asked Theodora in amazement as soon as the caravans had passed.  “I didn’t even know you knew the Romney language!”
“Just a few words,” she said casually.  “He wanted to know if you were trying to spy on the Romneys.  I said that if you were, you certainly wouldn’t be driving around with a priest.  Sorry, Father Joachim.”  She gave a small smile.  “I think he concluded I had taken you as my lover, Daimbert.  Which of course I have.”
I reached down a hand to help her back up to the caravan’s front seat.  The pony took a last pull of roadside grass, and we were underway again.
And the whole incident left me wondering why a Romney would suspect I was a spy.
 
We stopped early that evening, as a light rain was beginning to fall.  Again we camped in an overgrown meadow, well off the road.  Theodora warmed supper on the little pot-bellied stove, heating up the caravan enough that we opened both windows and door, listening to the rain’s patter as we ate around the table.
Just as we were finishing we were surprised by a voice outside the open door.  “Hey, Romneys!”
I looked out.  A grizzled man in a dirty smock, clearly a farmer, stood in the evening rain, holding a pitchfork.  A quick magical probe showed that he was alone.
I was clearly not what he expected to see.  But he persisted.  “I don’t want any Romneys camping on my land.”
“But we’re not Romneys,” I said.
“This is still a Romney caravan,” he said, a little uncertainly.
“I bought it last week.  It’s mine now.”  I smiled ingratiatingly.  “We’d hoped not to bother anyone here, but since this is your field, I hope you will accept payment for your inconvenience.”
The sight of my coin did much to improve his mood.  “Well, it is getting late,” he said, not quite ready to agree.
Joachim stepped into the doorway behind me.  “Thank you for your generosity,” he said gravely.  “I trust that you will be equally ready to allow the Romneys to stop overnight if they are equally ready to pay.”
The farmer took a step back, wiping rain from his forehead.  “Your lot can stay, Father,” he said in a moment.  “But not those Romneys.  They’re dirty and thieving.  And you must have heard what they’re plotting now!”
“No,” said Joachim, lifting an eyebrow.  “I had not heard.”
“Well, you’d better watch out, that’s all.”  The farmer raised and lowered his pitchfork, then turned to walk away.
“Good thing he didn’t spot me,” commented Theodora with a smile, once he was gone.  “I’d thought a red dress would be just the thing for a Romney caravan, but maybe not!”
“Plotting?” I said.  “If people here distrust the Romneys, and the Romneys could imagine someone would spy on them, there could be trouble brewing.”
“It is sad that anyone would dismiss the Romneys as dirty and thieving,” said Joachim.
“They did cheat Daimbert on the price of this caravan,” said Theodora, “and I would not have called it clean when he got it, but that comment still seems very nasty.”
“Well, at least we don’t have to hitch up and move on tonight,” I said.  “The Romneys are all going to be down south by November for their convention, so they’ll be far away from whatever trouble is up here.  All we have to worry about right now is a bishop who may have held his office too long.”
We were all silent for a moment.  Bishop Roderick was actually Joachim’s problem, not Theodora’s and mine, but when traveling together in close quarters, everything gets shared, including the problems.  The sound of rain, which had been a pleasant murmur earlier, just seemed dreary now that it was almost dark.  I closed the caravan door and went around to close all the windows.
“It will be good to see Celia,” I said, trying to be upbeat.  The effort was not a success.
 
It was sunny again the next morning, improving all our moods.  “The Cranky Saint was originally from Ascelin’s principality,” said Joachim as we drove along, “before he became a hermit in Yurt.”
“Remember those priests who wanted to take his relics?” I put in.  “They were not happy when the saint refused to go!  I wonder if Bishop Roderick was the one who sent them.”
“Almost certainly,” said Joachim.  “It is probably best that I should appear in the principality first as a simple priest, much as I hate dissembling.  If I were identified as the man who was Royal Chaplain of Yurt during that incident, it could be disturbing to a mind which, I fear, may already be unstable.”
I had not even met Theodora yet when priests had shown up in Yurt to try, unsuccessfully, to reclaim the Cranky Saint’s relics.  The problem with not living with my wife full-time was that there were still plenty of things about each of us that the other did not know.
She gave me a quizzical look and commented, “We’ll need to pick up some more food, and our bread is all stale.  Is there a town along this road?”
“I believe we’ll reach one sometime today,” I replied.  “That is, if I’m remembering the road correctly.”
In fact I did remember the road correctly, and not much more than an hour later we saw a clump of houses before us, in a valley by a little river.
It was not really a town, more a large village of stone houses with steep slate roofs.  I did not want to try to maneuver the narrow streets in the caravan, so I stopped outside.  Theodora, who today was wearing a sober dark blue dress, hurried out in search of a bakery, waving off both Joachim’s and my offers to accompany her.
We had only been waiting a few minutes when two burly men approached, one looking like a farmer but the other more finely dressed and hanging a chain of office around his neck as he came.
“We warned you not to come back!” he was saying, quite aggressively, then stopped when he got a good look at us.
“If I have ever been here before,” I said mildly, “it has been a number of years.  Are you the mayor of this village, sir?”
“I am,” he said, trying to hide his confusion with bluster.  “If it wasn’t you, it was someone just like you.”
“I do hope,” put in Joachim, “that you have not used such an uncharitable tone with the Romneys.”
“We can use any tone we want!” said the farmer.  At least he didn’t have a pitchfork.
But the mayor, having received the full force of Joachim’s eyes, was rapidly losing his aggression.  “Well, you aren’t Romneys,” he said grudgingly, “but it was an honest mistake, you in one of their caravans.”
“I bought it last week,” I provided.
“And they cheated you on the price!” got in the farmer.  I chose not to answer.
“The Romney have been in the Western Kingdoms for quite a few years,” said Joachim, “and yet there seems to be new antagonism toward them.”
“After what they’ve done?” said the mayor.  “And you’re surprised?  Well, all I can say is that you’d better be careful, or the next people you see may not be quite so friendly.”
The farmer was ready to say more, but the mayor hustled him off.  I looked thoughtfully after them.  There had not been accusations like this back in Caelrhon, or if so I had missed them.  But it certainly seemed that the Romneys had become the focus of strong distrust.
Theodora returned at this point, with bread, lettuce, and a plucked chicken.  “Everyone in the village is very unhappy about the Romneys,” she said as we got underway again.  “They were camped near here until a day or so ago, apparently without problems, and I could not determine what went wrong, but clearly something did.”
“It was probably the same group we met yesterday,” said Joachim.
“Well,” I said, “I never expected that traveling around in a delightful caravan like this one was going to raise such suspicions.  Maybe I should put a spell of illusion on it, to make it look like something else whenever we meet somebody.  But they do seem satisfied once they see there are no Romneys in it.”
“I know!” said Theodora with a smile.  “Make it look like a giant vegetable, a marrow!  It could be hollowed out, so we could all ride inside.  And make the pony look like a team of white mice.”
I decided this suggestion did not deserve an answer.
 
IV
The land became more rolling the next day, with fewer farms and villages and more woods and deeply-cut valleys.  The air was crystalline, the sky an intense blue.  Far above, we saw flocks of geese winging south.  For supper Theodora made pancakes on the stove and spread them with strawberry jam she had brought along in the spacious cupboards.  The jam tasted of the freshness of the beginning of summer, and eating it at the end of summer inspired both a rather pleasant nostalgia and a sense of exciting new opportunities ahead.
For the next two days we ran into no difficulties, and I made Theodora tell the whole story of how and when she had learned how to expand storage space.  Celia and Bishop Roderick and their problems awaited us just a few days ahead, but I tried not to think about them.  It was so enjoyable riding along in the caravan that I found myself wishing that we could keep going forever.
We crested a hill on the afternoon of the second day and saw a whole band of Romney caravans stopped on the road ahead of us.  I pulled up the pony, who was more than happy to rest after the long uphill pull.
At first I thought that they, too, were resting their horses.  But something was wrong.  Voices were raised, and those were not Romney voices.
With a far-seeing spell, I saw that half a dozen knights stood among the brightly-painted caravans, pointing and shouting.  As I watched, one shoved a Romney man roughly aside and pushed his way into a caravan.  A woman inside started screaming.
I tossed Joachim the reins and flew through the air toward them.  As I dropped to the ground in the middle of startled knights and Romneys, the knight who had forced his way into the caravan emerged, dragging a bare-breasted woman.  She clutched two babies to her and was continuing to scream.
It took only a few seconds to paralyze all the knights.  They went still, arms lifted and mouths open in frozen shouts.  “What is happening?” I demanded of the Romneys.
They all started yelling at once, and only a few appeared to be trying to answer my question.  At first it made no sense.  “Those horrible—!”  “My wife—!”  “What magic—?”  “We never—!”
Then I realized Joachim and Theodora were beside me.  They must have raced down the hill after me.  Who knew what our pony was doing by himself.
The Romneys looked at Joachim with fresh suspicion, but Theodora said something to them in their language which, at least momentarily, stopped the shouting.  The bare-breasted woman, still clutching her babies, returned to her caravan with a flounce of her skirt.
The Romneys looked back and forth between the paralyzed knights and me.  A young boy reached out to poke one and was immediately snatched back by his mother.
The masters never taught us about situations like this in the wizards’ school.  I doubted even Elerius, the best graduate of my generation, perhaps the best graduate the school had ever had, would have been full of good ideas.
But I was going to have to come up with something.  I dragged the paralyzed knights with a lifting spell, out of the center of my highly interested audience and over into a patch of brush away from the caravans.  There I laid them down and broke the spell that held them inert.
They sat up groggily, disoriented and not sure what had just happened.  I didn’t give them a chance to figure it out.
“Listen to me!” I said, my voice magically amplified.  “I am a wizard, and I have just stopped your attacks on the Romneys.  Do not try to start again.”  One scrambled to his feet, frowning heavily, but a quick word in the Hidden Language and he dropped like a stone.  “I’ve put binding spells on your swords, so don’t even try drawing them—with luck, you’ll find the spell weakening by tomorrow.”
Two of them reached for their weapons anyway.  You’d think they’d have realized that when a wizard says he’s put a spell on you, he has.  No amount of tugging got their swords out of their sheaths, and in a moment they stopped and just looked at me sullenly.
I gestured to Joachim.  “Now, I want you to explain to this bishop exactly what you thought you were doing.  If he’s not satisfied with your explanation, we’ll let the Romneys keep your horses.”
Joachim’s lips tightened slightly when I referred to him as bishop—probably worrying again that he might be intruding on the diocese of a fellow-bishop.  But he stepped forward and fixed the knights with his deep eyes and said, very seriously, “I trust, my sons, that you have all been taught that violence is not the answer to our challenges.”
Priests knew how to deal with sinners, I thought.  I left him to it and hurried back to join Theodora.
She seemed to have gotten a semi-coherent story out of the Romneys.  “Apparently some rumor has started that they kidnap Christian children—and use them in secret rituals.”
“Secret rituals!” I burst out.  “I’ve never heard anything like this.”
“Neither have I.  The rumors had not reached Caelrhon when we left.  In fact, Daimbert,” lowering her voice, “I wouldn’t be surprised if they started somewhere connected with Bishop Roderick—and Celia.  No wonder she was so worried.”
“Why should we kidnap someone else’s children?” one of the Romney men protested.  “We have plenty of our own!”  He waved at the caravan behind him.  “Anybody want to kidnap one of my twins?  Then maybe I’ll get some sleep at night!”
There was a general chuckle.  I admired the Romneys’ good humor; maybe always being wanderers, on the margins of a society that did not entirely trust them, made it necessary for them to keep their spirits up even in the face of  adversity and opposition.
“At first the Romneys laughed the rumors off,” Theodora continued.  “But then other rumors started, rumors that people were trying to infiltrate the Romney encampments in order to spy on them, either to prove that they really were doing evil rituals with kidnapped children—or, it is even said, because they wanted to partake in evil themselves.”
I didn’t like this at all.  “So were the knights looking for secret rituals or for spies?”
“Neither.  They were looking for a child, a girl.  Apparently one really has gone missing.”
Abruptly I started feeling guilty for my treatment of the knights.  “So is one of the knights the girl’s father?”
She shook her head.  “There’s no relationship.  But they had heard about it somehow and decided to take matters into their own hands.”
I decided I didn’t have to feel guilty after all.
The Romneys all started protesting again that they had had nothing to do with the girl’s disappearance.  “I believe you,” I said.  “But we have to be sure those knights do too.”
The knights were all sitting shame-faced where I had left them.  It looked like Joachim had explained to them very thoroughly the sinfulness of violence.
“The Romneys haven’t kidnapped anybody,” I told them sternly.  “I know you won’t believe me anymore than you believed them, but would you believe this bishop?  If he and my wife inspect each of the caravans, will you agree that there are no lost children here and leave the Romneys in peace?”
They were somewhat surprised at my mention of a wife—why did everyone feel compelled to remind me that wizards normally never marry?—but agreed, even if reluctantly and with surreptitious looks at Joachim.
It didn’t take long.  At each of the dozen caravans, Joachim and Theodora asked politely for permission to enter, went in, looked around, checked the cupboards and under the beds, and came out again.  I could have used a magical probe myself to get the same answer, but the knights would not have believed an inspection they could not watch.  While the knights were distracted, some of the Romney men were looking over their horses.
But they raised no objection when the knights, finally persuaded, reclaimed their horses and rode off.  The Romneys invited us to stay for supper, but we made our excuses, reclaimed our own caravan—the pony had not taken it very far—and headed down the road in the opposite direction from where the Romneys were heading.
“The knights told me more of these accusations against the Romneys,” said Joachim.  “It is quite horrifying, tales of ritual sacrifice, of dark spells worked with innocent blood.  I assured them”—giving me a quick look—“that magic is not worked with innocent blood.”
“Well, certainly not the magic I was ever taught,” I said self-righteously, thinking that there had been tales in the wizards’ school about witches doing things like that—tales which Theodora had emphatically denied.
“It is deplorable,” Joachim added.  “The same sort of accusations were once made against the Children of Abraham.  That sort of falseness leads only to distrust and hatred, when Christians should know we all need rather to love one another.”
“Well,” I said, “we at least know now why so many people have looked suspiciously at us and our caravan.  Stories of secret rituals must have been traveling up and down these roads—and, I’m afraid, Joachim, the Church is going to be blamed for spreading them.  And if some people are trying to infiltrate the Romney camps and spy on them, I can see why the Romneys themselves would be suspicious of us.”
“Look!” said Theodora, pointing.  As we came around a corner a castle appeared before us, high on a steep ridge, its windows glowing in the reflected light of the setting sun.  “That must be where those knights came from.”
“I suggest,” said Joachim mildly, “that we not ask for hospitality there for the night.”
 
By the next afternoon I had to accept that we could not ride forever through crisp September days.  The Romney from whom I had bought the caravan had said that it was a long way ’til November, but November was starting to seem closer.  Not only were we getting nearer to our goal with every hour, in spite of the pony’s slow pace, but it started raining steadily.  The leaves on the trees along the road might still be mostly green, but they hung limp and dripping.
Joachim and Theodora rode inside the caravan, while I drove from the front seat, a spell more or less keeping the rain off but doing nothing for the damp cold.  I caught a whiff of wood smoke and realized that Theodora must have lit the little pot-bellied stove.  Inside, the caravan would be snug and cozy, a realization that did little for my mood.
With my head down, and the clouds making dusk early, I almost didn’t see the girl standing in the middle of the road until the pony shied.
But then I pulled him quickly to a halt.  The girl, drenched, was waving her arms.  I had a quick impression of a thin form draped in soaked clothing, wet blond hair streaming around her shoulders.  No idea what she was doing on a deserted stretch of road, with nothing but trees and wet rocks.  I picked her up with magic and deposited her on the seat next to me.
Here my spell against rain covered us both, stopping and deflecting the drops before they struck.  She looked at me, put her hand up through the spell to where the drops splashed, and laughed with delight.
I shook the reins to get the pony underway again; he plodded on, head down.  The girl beside me was even younger than I had first thought, not much older than my own daughter.
Her smile turned into a frown.  “Are you a Romney?” she asked in some doubt.
“No,” I said gently, “I’m not, although this is a Romney caravan.”
This seemed to mollify her.  “Where are you going?”
“At the moment, just down the road.”
She thought about this.  “I bet you’re a wizard,” she said and grinned.
“I am.  My name is Daimbert.”
“Mine’s Gina.  It’s short for Regina.  It means I am a queen.”  She had bright blue eyes and a little pointed chin.
“Well, welcome to my caravan, Queen Gina,” I said formally, which made her giggle.  Not a real queen, I thought, but she had clearly always been someone’s special girl.
“I’m glad you picked me up,” she said cheerfully.  “I was getting awfully wet.”
And cold, I thought, because she was shivering in spite of the grins.  What was someone’s special girl doing out here alone?
And then it struck me.  This might be the girl who had disappeared, the one the Romneys were accused of kidnapping.
I pulled up the pony.  “You need more than a spell.  You need to get dry.  Let’s go inside and I’ll introduce you to my wife.”
In a moment I had unhitched the pony and tied him under a spreading tree, where there was at least some shelter from the rain.  We had gone far enough today, I told myself—an extra hour would make no difference.  “How nice!” Gina cried as soon as I opened the caravan door.  “This is so much better than the other ones.”
Other ones?
“Her name’s Gina,” I said in a low voice to a surprised Theodora, “and she was standing all alone, soaking wet, in the middle of the road.  She might be—  Well, see what you can find out.”
I stood by the stove, rubbing my hands together and trying to get warm, while Theodora whisked the girl off to one of the cupboards.  In a minute they reemerged, Gina wearing a blouse of Theodora’s that reached nearly to her ankles and her hair in a towel.
Theodora put her in the rocking chair, wrapped up in a blanket, in front of the stove.  Gina looked a bit warily toward Joachim in his priest’s vestment, but she seemed reassured by his smile.
“I’ll make you some tea,” Theodora told her.  “I think we’d all like some on a cold day like this.”
The girl’s face lit up.  “Tea!  This is exciting.”  She swung her bare feet.  “Celia never let us have tea.  She said,” she gave Joachim a quick glance, “she said Bishop Roderick believed it was bad for girls.”
Theodora, Joachim, and I all looked at each other.  Joachim lifted one eyebrow.  “Are you lost?” he asked the girl gently.  “I believe we are quite a few miles from Celia and Bishop Roderick.”
“I know,” she said with a pleased grin.  “I’m not lost.  I ran away.”  We all looked at each other again.  “I’m going to where the Romneys get together in November.  The Romney girls told me all about it.”
Except that, by riding with us, she would be heading in the wrong direction.  I decided not to mention this.  Theodora started making tea with more clattering than was strictly necessary.
“So were you riding in another caravan?” Joachim asked.
“That’s right.  Well, several different ones.  And none of them were this nice, like I said.  I’d been moving around between them, even while they were still camped, before they started off for the big get-together.  The Romney girls helped hide me—it was such a fun game.  But this morning some of the adults found me and said I couldn’t ride with them anymore.”
Gina’s face momentarily darkened.  “They just left me at a crossroads and hurried off.”  Taking a different road from ours, I thought.  “So I started walking,” she continued.  “And then it started to rain.  But then,” brightening again, “you came along.  We can all follow the Romneys together.”
This, then, was the girl whom the knights had been trying to find—the one the rumors connected with perverted sacrifices and rituals.  We had to get her back and let everyone know that she and all her innocent blood were safe, before any more knights decided to take matters into their own hands.
Theodora handed her a cup of tea.  “Careful, it’s very hot.  I don’t usually give my own daughter tea, but it’s good for warming up a person on a cold, wet day.”
Gina sipped carefully and appreciatively.  “Umm,” I said, “could you tell us exactly why you decided to run away?”
She kicked her feet back and forth for a moment, not meeting my eyes.  “It’s not Celia,” she said at last.  “I like Celia.  But I don’t like Bishop Roderick.  And I’m afraid of that other man….”
“Other man?” Theodora prompted.
“He’s not a wizard.  Celia told me that.  Not like you.  But there’s something wrong with him.”
 
V
We decided after a quick consultation that there were unlikely to be any pigeon lofts in the rocky land we were crossing, much less magic telephones, and that trying to find one would take as long as just pushing on.  Theodora took oats out to the pony; tomorrow he would be called on for speed.
“So Celia was teaching you?” Joachim asked the girl.  “I’ve known Celia since she was your age—in fact, I taught her.”
Gina liked this.  “She’s a good teacher.  My father said that there weren’t any schools for girls in our city before she came.  And she said all the girls around could come.”
Theodora, coming back inside and shaking rain off her hair, gave a short, exasperated snort.  The Caelrhon public schools, like the schools in the kingdom of Yurt, taught both boys and girls these days, but I seemed to recall that someone in Theodora’s family—maybe her grandmother?—had been the first girl to attend school in Caelrhon.
“So where is your father?” Joachim continued conversationally.  “Don’t you think he might be worried about you?”
For a moment Gina looked wistful.  “He can’t be with me all the time.  In fact he has to travel a lot.  He’s a merchant.  Do you know what a merchant is?” she added, proud of her knowledge.  “It’s someone who buys and sells things.”
“I know what a merchant is,” I answered.  My own parents had wholesaled wool in the great City.
“For a while,” she continued, “after Mother died, he used to take me with him.  He told me I was his queen.”
Theodora shot me a quick glance.  The phrase, “after Mother died,” had been said matter-of-factly, but there was pain behind it.
“But then he said I needed to learn more things.  He taught me to read, but he was so busy he couldn’t teach me much else.  So now I’ve been staying with Celia whenever Father is out of town.  So you see,” she finished triumphantly, “he doesn’t know I’ve run away!  So he’s not worried.  I’ll send him a pigeon-message when we get to where all the Romneys are.”
Except we weren’t going where the Romneys were.  We were taking her back to Celia, to Bishop Roderick, and to the person who had magically added a sentence to Celia’s message.  Would she shoot off into the rain when she realized that?
Briefly I wondered if her disappearance from the school had been what made Celia write to Joachim.  But the timing didn’t seem right; Gina could not have run away until a few days after Celia sent her message.
“If you’re not Romneys,” asked Gina, “then why are you in one of their caravans?”
“Adventure,” I said slowly, watching her face.  “Excitement.  What one never finds by staying home. When summer is ending, a person starts to wonder what’s over the next hill.  The geese are flying away, and it seems as if one should too.  A person wants to go somewhere new, somewhere they’ve never been.”
Gina listened with her lips slightly apart and eyes bright.  There was more, I thought, to her running away than just wanting to avoid the strange magician.  “That’s what Father does,” she said.  “That’s what he and I used to do together.  That’s what the Romneys always do.  Go places and have adventures.  So now we can all do it!”
She seemed so happy about it that I found it impossible to tell her that we were taking her back to Darlême instead.  “Well,” I said guardedly, “we weren’t going to join the Romneys.  We’re going somewhere else, um, special.”
This did not seem to bother her.  “Let’s do that after we see the big Romney get-together.  How special is your place?  Is it like the land beyond the rainbow, where all the animals are our friends, where it never rains but the plants still grow, where no one has to work hard but there’s still plenty to eat?”
Land beyond the rainbow?  I was fairly sure this was not something that Celia had taught her.  She must have picked it up from the Romney children.
“What you describe does not exist on this earth, my daughter,” said Joachim gently.  “We hope for such a place, yearn for it, but that is because since our creation we have yearned for heaven.”
Gina sat back, subdued, and said nothing more about rainbows.
 
After supper Theodora made up a bed of extra blankets in front of the stove.  Gina fell asleep at once.  “We have to tell her we’re taking her home,” said Joachim quietly.  “We cannot lie to the child.”
“In the morning,” I promised.  “We’ll tell her in the morning.”
The sun rose at dawn into a clear sky, as though denying there had ever been rain.  Of course I saw through this transparent falsehood at once, but it’s no use trying to argue with weather.  I hitched up the reluctant pony and had us rolling before breakfast, while Gina still was sleeping.
But the caravan’s movement wakened her.  “This is so exciting!” I could hear her announcing to Theodora and Joachim, all her enthusiasm of the night before restored.  He was right, I thought.  We had to tell her.
Theodora managed to heat up some porridge on the stove in spite of the caravan’s motion.  I gave the pony a breather for a few minutes while I polished off my share, then all of us settled ourselves on the front seat of the caravan, Gina on Theodora’s lap.  The air was fresh and clean after the rain, and birds were flocking in the trees, preparing to head south.
“You like the Romneys, don’t you?” Theodora began, as though inconsequentially.
“I’m going to become a Romney,” Gina replied cheerfully.  “Father won’t mind.  He can be one too.”
“So you wouldn’t want to see the Romneys in trouble,” Theodora continued.
“Trouble?  No, not in trouble.  Except of course,” after a brief pause, “for the ones who made me get out in the rain and left me behind.”
“You see, Gina,” said Theodora, ignoring the last remark, “I’m afraid the Romneys really are in trouble, and it’s because of you.  Before they all left Darlême, while the Romney children were hiding you, I think some people must have spotted you.  And now they’re saying that the Romneys kidnapped you and are taking you somewhere to do horrible things to you.”
“But they didn’t!  And they wouldn’t!” Gina protested.  “You have to tell them!”
“That’s just what we’re doing,” said Theodora gently.  “We’re taking you back home so you can tell them all yourself.”
Gina’s head swung around.  “Back?  To Darlême?” she cried in distress.  “But I want to go with the Romneys!  You said I could!”
We had of course said nothing of the sort.  “You don’t want the Romneys to be in trouble on account of you,” said Theodora firmly.  “And Celia must be terribly worried.  If she’s sent a message to your father, he’s terribly worried too.  We’ll tell everybody that you’re fine.  Then we’ll see if you want to follow the Romneys.”
Gina’s face screwed up, and her little pointed chin trembled.  “I thought you understood!” she told me accusingly.
“I do understand.  I know you want to travel, see what’s over the next hill.  But first you have to go back to Darlême.”
“But they’ll never let me go again!”
I was afraid she was right.  “At least for today,” I said jovially, “you’re traveling in a Romney caravan through lovely countryside.  Why not enjoy it?”
Gina didn’t answer.  I didn’t really expect her to.  Theodora had both arms around her, though I wasn’t sure if it was for comfort or to keep her from leaping off.  A few silent tears slid down the girl’s cheeks.
It really was lovely countryside if a little desolate, with trees and steep, rocky peaks on every hand.  But in early afternoon we came over a ridge, and the land changed, becoming softer and more fertile.  With a far-seeing spell I could make out, still miles ahead of us, the city of Darlême, where Bishop Roderick governed the church and Celia had her school.
We had taken a route that avoided cities.  Much as I had enjoyed rolling along in my bright yellow caravan, and as concerned as I was about what we might find, I found myself hoping I could get a hot bath while we were there.
 
The city of Darlême, the capital of its principality, was perched atop a rocky outcropping.  At the bottom of the hill was an open, grassy area, now trampled and muddy, where the Romneys would have been camped.  We looked up at high city walls, breached by an arched gate.  Beyond them was a cathedral spire and, at the very top of the ridge, the towers of a castle.
The pony looked at the steep road leading up to the gate and then looked accusingly back at me.  “Is Celia’s school right in the city?” I asked Gina.  She had been silent all afternoon, watching the countryside go by without reaction.
But at this she lifted her head.  “No.  It’s the far side of the hill.  You can take this road,” she added after a brief pause.  Then she turned to look up at Theodora.  “Are you really sure Celia is worried?”
Not only Celia, but clearly the whole town had been worried.  I turned the pony to follow a brick road that swung around the base of the hill.  Many people, in carts, on foot, and on horseback, were coming and going here, either hurrying into the city before it grew dark or hurrying back to where they had come from.  And almost immediately they spotted Gina.
“Is that her?  Is that the lost girl?”  “Are you Romneys?”  “Where did you find her?”  “Did the Romneys hurt her?”  “Is she all right?”  “Why are you bringing her back?”
Gina huddled in Theodora’s arms, alarmed at all the sudden attention.  “She’s safe!  She’s fine!” I called.  “No, we’re not Romneys!  No, she was never kidnapped!  Yes, we’re bringing her home!  No, we’re not Romneys!”
Nonetheless, by the time we had circled the base of the hill and spotted what must be the school for girls, the story was well established that the Romneys had regretted kidnapping Gina and had sent a delegation to bring her home.
The building toward which we were heading was a low stone edifice with a lot of windows and a bell tower.  A wall surrounded what must be a yard or garden.  As we drew nearer we could hear high, feminine voices.
And then a horse came galloping toward us, ridden by a knight with a shield swung over his back.
Or rather over her back, I realized.  The rider was as tall as a man but indubitably a woman, long hair tied back, a sword at her side.  “Stop, Romneys!” she cried.
But then she pulled up her horse, so hard it reared.  She had recognized us at the same time as I recognized her.
It was Hildegarde, Celia’s twin sister.
“Wizard!  Theodora!  Father Joachim!  You rescued our Gina!  But what are you doing in a Romney caravan?”  She grinned widely as she brought her horse back under control.  Our pony took her arrival as a signal to stop.
It took several minutes to explain that Gina had not been kidnapped, that we had not made a daring raid on a Romney encampment and driven off with one of their caravans as well as the rescued girl.  A number of other people gathered around to hear our story and add their own interpretations.  The Romneys did not seem to be getting off as readily as I’d hoped.
“Let’s get back to the school,” said Hildegarde.  “Celia will be so relieved.”  Gina had given Hildegarde a big smile upon recognizing her, but then sat back, as though not wanting to admit that she was happy to see her.  But now when Hildegarde said, “Want to ride with me on my horse, Queen Gina?” the girl reached out her arms.  Hildegarde settled her in front of her, and walked her horse beside us as we covered the last quarter mile.
As concerned as I had been to get Gina back to where she belonged, I felt a momentary pang that she had so quickly abandoned her new friends for the old.
The high hill on which the city of Darlême stood had cast the school into shadow by the time we reached it.  Most of the other girls I had heard were leaving as we approached, starting up steep stairs toward the city above us with an ease and energy that indicated they did this every day.  “Get home to your suppers!” Hildegarde called to them when they seemed about to turn around and come back.  “You’ll hear all about it on Monday!”
In the meantime, in the low stone building there was Celia to hear it all.  Where Hildegarde was tall and cheerful, Celia was tall and intense, dressed not as her sister was in a leather tunic and men’s leggings but in a severe black dress.
“I have hoped for your coming every day, Father, since I sent that message,” she said to Joachim.  “And to have returned Gina to us!  It’s an answer to my prayers.”
There was a faint implication that she wished he had come even faster, but she did not actually say so.  The pony, I thought, had done the best it could, but no use defending it now.  It was never going to be my friend and, like Gina, probably preferred Hildegarde, who whisked it off to the stables for oats and a good rubdown.
Gina herself was whisked away by someone I took to be a nurse and was brought back in fifteen minutes much cleaner and wearing a white nightgown.  She was given a bowl of porridge, which she ate in spite of pointing out that she had already had porridge once today, then taken off to bed.  Celia gave the nurse a look over the girl’s head that conveyed the message that she would have to be watched tonight.
Just before she went, she ran over to me on bare feet.  “Thank you for taking me out of the rain.”  She held up her arms, and I picked her up for a hug.  “You know what it’s like to want to go have adventures,” she whispered.  “Maybe sometime soon you and I can go together.”  And then she was off, holding the nurse’s hand, making me wonder if our daughter was taking the opportunity in our absence to go have adventures, and rather hoping she wasn’t.
Celia gave us cold ham and salad for supper.  We told her about our trip as we ate, and about the rumors that the Romneys were kidnapping Christian children for use in forbidden rituals.  “I do try to teach the girls not to listen to wild stories like that,” she said.  “I wish somehow I could teach the parents.”
Hildegarde came back, breathing hard from having run up and down all the steep steps to the city, to give the mayor the good news that the missing girl was found.  “Good thing we didn’t know where Gina’s father was,” she commented.  “One less person to be worried.”
“How about your parents?” I asked.  “Are they in town?”
“They’re in Yurt right now,” said Hildegarde, “so our castle up on top of the ridge is closed up.”  For a moment she looked somewhat abashed.  “We didn’t tell them Gina was missing.  Father would have come racing back to take over the search.  I wanted to show him I could find the girl myself—after all, I’m supposed to be the Guardian of this girls’ school!”
She shook her head with a rueful smile.  “Guess our little Queen Gina is more clever than I’d given her credit for.  There were stories of course, as soon as she disappeared from the school, that she was in the Romney encampment.  But I searched every one of those caravans myself before I let them leave town.”  It was the Romney children, I thought, who had been clever in hiding her from the grownups.  “So I’ve spent the last three days searching the woods around here instead.  The dogs couldn’t get her scent, but I thought that was just because it’s been so wet.  With this rain and cold,” she finished soberly, “I was starting to think I might find her body….”
She hadn’t said anything about having magical assistance.  Any wizard, even a halfway competent magician, should have been able to spot someone hiding in the woods.  But there didn’t seem to be anyone here whose mind I could locate who I would have thought was a magic-worker.  For that matter, Joachim and I appeared to be the only males in the school.  So who, then, had magically proclaimed himself Celia’s friend?
And I had been assuming it was a man, a magician, but could it have been a woman?  I glanced over at Theodora.  She always denied being a witch, in spite of her magical abilities, but witches I knew were real—including the one who had taught her how to expand cupboard space.
Joachim had said little during supper, leaving most of the talking to Theodora and me.  But now he turned his deep-set eyes on Celia.  “You called for me, my daughter.  But you have not yet told me why.”
 
VI
Celia hesitated, glancing at Theodora and me.  “If you’d like to speak in private—” said Theodora, starting to rise.
But Joachim interrupted.  “I hope that Celia will let you stay.  I have sought your counsel from the beginning.”  He looked toward Celia, who was now examining her hands, but she nodded.
Still, it took her a moment to find the right words.  It was full dark outside, and the air was cool and damp.  Hildegarde, next to her sister, shifted in her chair and twice looked as though about to speak but changed her mind.
At last Celia said, very quietly, “It’s the bishop, Father Roderick.  When he first invited me to lead the school, he seemed the same as he had since I was a girl myself:  a very spiritual man, strict in his manner but with a gentle heart.  But the last six weeks he’s changed.”  She opened and closed her fists.  “At first he seemed very interested in the girls’ welfare, coming down from the cathedral to visit and instruct them every day or two.  He was so frequent it was almost a joke.  The school handyman once said that the bishop almost seemed to think that he was the headmistress, not me.  But now—”
She paused, and it was quiet enough that we could hear each other’s breathing.  “I can no longer let him be alone with my students.”
“And has he—” Theodora began in some trepidation.
But Hildegarde cut her off.  “No, he hasn’t.  And he won’t, not while I’m Guardian of this school!”
“But he frightened them,” continued Celia.  I nodded; Gina had said the same thing.  “He started speaking of sin as though he were a prophet addressing an erring Hebrew king, not a bishop addressing some school girls.  He has told them that the slightest slip may send their souls straight to Hell.  No wonder they are frightened.  And,” she added, very low, “he also frightens me.”
“Was there any particular event that may have changed his attitude?” Joachim asked.
Celia shook her head.  “I have of course asked myself exactly that.  I remember quite clearly the events of the last day that he seemed the bishop I had always known, but I cannot see how those events can have turned him against the girls.”
When Joachim lifted an eyebrow at her, she continued slowly, “It was the day he first learned that I had invited the Romney girls to join our classes.  They were camped here for the summer, and since I was teaching so many of the girls of Darlême, I thought I should teach them as well. I could not bear for them all to grow up without being able to read or without ever hearing the Christian message.  I talked to the Romney parents first.  Even though they seemed dismissive of the religious teaching I would impart, some did seem to think that having their girls able to read and write would be a useful skill.”
“Of course it would be,” put in Theodora.
“The pupils I already had loved the idea.  Only a few Romney girls actually came, but they quickly became friends with the girls at the school.”
Friendly with some of the girls, especially with Gina, I thought.  No wonder the Romney children had been willing to hide her.
“But I think not all of my pupils’ parents can have shared their enthusiasm, and a few complained to Bishop Roderick.  He came here several days later, at the end of the day, fortunately after all the girls had gone home.  But much of the staff was still here, and in front of everybody, right out in the courtyard, he reprimanded me severely for co-mingling Christian and pagan.”  She closed and opened her eyes.  “It was difficult to keep from weeping.”
She should have taken all her girls and moved her school to a more accommodating city, I thought—but since the girls lived in Darlême, that probably wouldn’t have worked.
“Late that evening,” Celia continued, “I climbed up to the cathedral to speak with him.  I intended to apologize for inviting the Romney girls into the school without consulting him.  But he began by apologizing to me!  He said that he had never liked or trusted the Romneys, but that as a bishop he needed to strive to show Christian charity to all of God’s creatures, and he now fully supported my decision.  I thought all was well and went home happy and grateful.
“Then, a few days later—” she took a deep breath, “a few days later he came to see the girls as he often did.  But when I expected him to admonish them to study hard or the like, instead he raged that they were all sinners and prey to mad lusts.  These were eight-year-olds!  He went away quickly, but he returned the next day and the next, until, well, until he stopped coming.”
“There is something more,” Joachim suggested, “more than the change in him, something worse that made you feel helpless as well as very frightened, so that you did not know what to do.”
Celia nodded, not looking up.  When she spoke it was very quietly.  “He dismissed me as headmistress of the school.  He said that the school must be closed at once.”
“You never told me!” cried Hildegarde.  “How am I supposed to protect you and the school if you don’t tell me things?”
“And yet the school is still open,” noted Joachim.
“I have defied him,” said Celia, in a very low and undefiant tone.  “I did not tell him I would disobey—I merely did so.  You are the first person I have told.”
“Hasn’t he noticed?” I put in.
She shook her head.  “He has not come down the hill to the school again, not even sent a priest to give my girls spiritual instruction and his blessing.  Up there in the cathedral, he cannot be aware of what is happening down here.  A priest did come down to talk to me two days later, but I told him I had no messages for the bishop, and he went away again.  I think he was frightened too.”
“And what reason did he give for your dismissal?” asked Joachim.
Celia finally looked up, and for a second there was a hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth.  “It would be funny if it were not so sad.  He said that I was far too strict with the girls, that my harshness frightened them, that I had forgotten that we must teach with the gentleness of Christ as well as threaten with the terrors of Hell.”
“I wish you’d told me the bishop had dismissed you,” said Hildegarde darkly.  “I would have told him how wrong he was.  In fact, if he’s interested in being threatened with the terrors of Hell—”
But Celia put her hand on her sister’s.  “There was no need to involve you.  I just bowed my head and did not answer.  He is the one who frightened them.  He only accused me of what his conscience must have tasked him.”
“I must see him myself,” said Joachim.  “And I must speak to his cathedral officers, to understand the situation more fully.”
“He always gives the Sunday sermon,” said Celia.  “You will be able to hear him tomorrow if you wish.  I myself have stopped attending Sunday service….”
“One more thing,” I said as Joachim nodded in agreement.  “Who’s the magic-worker here who calls himself your friend?”
“Magic-worker?” said Celia and Hildegarde together in some surprise.  “There is no wizard here,” Celia added.
“But someone who calls himself your friend?” I persisted.
“There are several men and women who live in the city but work here at the school,” said Celia, frowning.  “I hope that all of them consider me their friend.”
No use worrying about it now.  “I’ll figure it out in the morning,” I said casually.
But it did continue to worry me as we headed back to our caravan for the night.  Whoever had added that cryptic message to Celia’s had been very close to her as she sent it, yet had managed to conceal his knowledge of magic—or hers.
 
The next morning found us climbing up the long, steep steps that led to the city on the top of the ridge.  Hildegarde accompanied us, looking uncomfortable in a high-necked dress.  Cathedral bells pealed joyously, urging everyone within earshot to hurry to the Sunday service.
But when we stepped into the cool dimness of the cathedral interior, we saw that the congregation was very small.  The church could easily have held ten times as many people as were there:  a row of priests who were most likely the cathedral canons, a handful of old ladies, a few young men and young women who managed to look both sober and guilty, and us, sitting in the back pew.
While we waited, I looked at the tapestries hanging on the walls.  The largest and finest depicted the martyrdom of Saint Eusebius, the Cranky Saint.  While living as a hermit, far from his original home in Darlême, he had come face to face with a dragon.  When he commanded it in the name of Christ to stop eating the local farmers’ animals and destroying their fields, it had begun to devour him.  But it had miraculously choked, giving the farmers a chance to rush in and kill it, but by the time the dragon was dead all that was left was the saint’s big toe.  The tapestry showed one foot emerging from the dragon’s mouth as the farmers attacked it with scythes and meat-hooks.
In the wall below the tapestry was an empty gap, about the size of a building stone.  It was intended, I realized, to hold the Holy Toe, the saint’s only surviving relic.  But that relic was two hundred miles away in Yurt, where the saint had had his hermitage and had found martyrdom.  I tried to look as though I myself were not from Yurt.
The bells faded away after a final peal, and the organ began, a dark tune all in minor.  As the tune ended the bishop swept in, magnificent in scarlet robes, a golden crucifix on his breast.
I had expected someone old and frail.  Bishop Roderick was undoubtedly old but did not look at all frail.  He was short and stocky, crowned with a mane of hair so white it almost glowed.  I had expected him to appear confused and irritable, but he exuded total confidence.
The congregation rose for the opening hymn.  The bishop must have picked up the unexpected sound of Joachim’s deep baritone among the sparse voices, for he looked toward us in approval.
And then he began his sermon.  It started well, with thanks to God for the safe return of the girl who had gone missing.  But it quickly took on a more sinister tone.
“With the help of God and His saints, this one precious child was returned to us safely.  But what of the others?  What of all the other innocents who have disappeared?”
“Which other innocents?” Theodora whispered to Hildegarde, who just shrugged and shook her head.
“The answer,” Bishop Roderick intoned, “is deplorably clear.  They have been taken by the Romneys!”
So this, I thought, must be the origin of the rumors of the Romneys kidnapping children.  I sat up straighter, listening hard.
“And what do the Romneys do with them?” he demanded, his voice rising.  “Those pagans, those murderous infidels use them for their secret rituals!  They drug the children so that they cannot cry out, then open their veins to drain their blood.  Some of the blood they bake into wafers they consume themselves as they call on their false gods.  And then, when the child is dead, they pour the rest of the blood on the fire, as an offering to the dark beings who come when they call!
“When these dark beings, these demons from the depths of Hell, arise from the flames, all the infidels turn to each other and begin their mad, forbidden coupling:  man with man, woman with woman, woman with donkey, man with dog.  Little wonder, then, they produce so few children of their own!”
The four of us in the back pew exchanged horrified glances.  Even the guilty-looking young men and women ducked their heads in embarrassment.  Only the row of priests showed no response, sitting upright and looking straight ahead as though determined not to react.
The bishop paused, looking around as if in satisfaction at the effect he had caused.  But his sermon was not over.
“But the Romneys are not the only sinners amongst us!” he cried.  “Their caravans have left, but their sin remains!  Here in our very city, here in Darlême, sin continues.  Women have turned to the forbidden magic of witches, nearly as perverted as that of the Romneys.  These women imagine they can make their own decisions, rather than taking the wiser advice of men.”
Theodora beside me let out her breath in a small huff.  I wondered if Bishop Roderick knew that Celia was ignoring his dismissal of her.
“Men imagine they can make their own decisions without consulting their spiritual advisors.  Even the prince of this city, a self-proclaimed follower of Saint Eusebius, has not always allowed himself to be guided by those whom God has ordained, and indeed is many miles away just when his principality needs him most.
“For sin has abounded here in recent months!  Murder!  Drunkenness!  Witchcraft!  Fornication!  The taking in vain of the Lord’s holy name!  The all-consuming fires of Hell await all those who have strayed!”
For a moment even the light coming through the stained glass seemed to grow dark and lurid.  “We have not been having a crime wave,” said Hildegarde in a low voice.
But the bishop was not through.  “Those whose consciences tell them they have fallen from the strait ways of God, come forward now and throw yourself in abjection at the feet of the Most High!”
The young men and women in the audience rose slowly, as though steeling themselves, and went forward.  At least some, I thought, were taking the bishop’s threats of Hell seriously.
Joachim rose too.  For a moment I wondered wildly if he too was going to go forward and confess his sins, or whether he planned to confront the bishop.
But instead he was just taking advantage of the activity up front to step out the back.  The rest of us hurried to catch up.
Outside in the sunlight he let out a deep breath, looking as disturbed as I had ever seen him.  “Much that he says is true,” he said slowly.  “Drunkenness, fornication, and taking the Lord’s name in vain are indeed sins before God.  But so is casting the first stone when one is a sinner—as are we all.  The Romneys cannot be held responsible for all the sins of Darlême.”
“And neither can my father,” put in Hildegarde.  “If the bishop wants someone in charge in this principality, he should talk to me.  After all, he knows I’m the heir.”  She paused, then added a little sadly, “He baptized me.”
“And the accusations against the Romneys!” Joachim continued.  “Such libel invites attacks far worse than what we witnessed on our way here.  Was this the first year that they camped below the city?”
“They’ve been coming here for maybe ten years,” said Hildegarde.  “There’s never been a problem, other than accusations of sharp dealing.”  I thought irrelevantly of a caravan that needed a new axle.
“There is a significant difference between someone who has always seen God as a harsh judge,” said Joachim, “and someone who had long recognized His lovingkindness toward His creation but then seemed to change.”
“He’s changed,” said Hildegarde promptly.  Celia had said so too.  “When I was little I used to love going with my parents to hear his sermons.”
“The cathedral priests who contacted the bishop of the great City said the same thing,” said Joachim.  “I need to talk to them, to find out more.”
I was suddenly distracted.  We were standing in a quiet street behind the cathedral, with no one else nearby, though we could see a few people walking by at the end of our street.  I had been paying them no attention, but then, for a fleeting moment, I felt the mental touch of a magic-worker.
Immediately I probed in return.  Whoever had touched my mind had his defenses up at once, but not before I was able to determine that it was a man, not a woman.  Theodora would be relieved.
I flew to the end of our street, startling the others, and looked up and down.  I saw maybe a dozen men, most walking along unconcerned.  None of them looked like a wizard.
I couldn’t very well confront each of them and demand whether they were working magic.  Most were walking away from me, so I couldn’t even see their faces, though the closest looked at me in surprise—as well they might, when a white-bearded man flew through the air to land among them.
“Excuse me,” I said vaguely and hurried back to join the others.  Joachim, I thought, would clearly need to learn more of what had happened to Father Roderick, but I had something more important to do—identify this wizard or magician and find out why he thought he was Celia’s friend.
 
VII
Hildegarde, Theodora, and I walked back down the long stairs toward the girls’ school, leaving Joachim to talk to members of the cathedral chapter.  It had turned into a lovely, windy day of early autumn, exactly the kind of day I had hoped to be driving along in my yellow caravan, without worrying about mysterious magicians or bishops preaching hell-fire and damnation.
“This is especially hard on Celia,” said Hildegarde.  “It’s very important that I be with her, and not just as Guardian for her girls.  She and I both used to look forward to getting all dressed up for Sunday service—before I decided to become a knight and she determined to become a priest.  I’m quite sure the example of Father Roderick originally inspired her to want to join the ministry.”
Theodora nodded.  “It must have been very difficult for her to go against his demand that the school be closed, especially since he had founded it.”
“And she had so much hoped that this would be her opportunity to prove that women could play an important leadership role in the Christian community.”
“Well,” said Theodora slowly, “she did do so—until the bishop’s attitude changed.”
Hildegarde turned hands palm up in exasperation.  “Why would he change like that?  I could have thought he’d taken to drink, but Father Roderick never took a drop.”
“Sometimes older people do appear to undergo a personality change,” said Theodora.  “But it’s usually accompanied by frailty and a sense of confusion.  The bishop seems very confident and not at all frail.”
“That’s why it’s so painful for Celia,” agreed Hildegarde.  “She told me she wasn’t sure whether to think he was losing his grasp on the world around him or whether sin really was increasing.”  She gave a chuckle without any humor in it.  “I’m glad she defied him, even if she didn’t tell him so to his face, and even if she didn’t bother to tell me about it.  I shouldn’t always have to be the strong one.”
Personally I thought that Celia could pass quite nicely as the strong one, but it wasn’t worth mentioning.  All my attention was given to probing to see if I could find the magic-worker who had somehow, very briefly, found me.
 
The school seemed a good place to look for magical influences, since Celia’s message with the mysterious addition had been sent from there, but a quick walk around the premises revealed no active spells.  Celia made us lunch; there were only a few people there, including Gina, because Celia said that most of the girls spent Sundays with their families.
“So where did you learn your lessons,” Theodora asked the twins as we ate, “if the Darlême public school did not allow girls?”
“We had a tutor,” said Hildegarde.  “Remember him, Celia?”  The sisters looked at each other, Hildegarde grinning.  Even Celia’s normal intensity softened into a wry smile.  “I don’t think Father paid him enough for what we put him through.”
Gina, with the nurse hovering beside her, had been eating quietly and soberly, but at this she looked up.  “If I had a tutor, then he and I could travel with my father.”
“Did your mother use to travel with you and your father?” Theodora asked, making me momentarily jealous of this man I had never met and who was now a widower—he had been able to roam around the countryside with his whole family.  I pictured them in a bright yellow caravan.
Gina shook her head.  “She and I stayed in Darlême.  But I was little then.  She said she was going to teach me what I would need when I joined her sisters, but then she died.”
Theodora dropped her fork with a loud clatter.
“It was an accident, I understand,” Celia provided while Theodora was groping for the fork below the tablecloth.  “Many streets in the city are very steep and become slippery in the rain.”
But Theodora was not, at least right now, concerned with how Gina’s mother had died.  “So,” she said as if casually, coming up from below the table with her hair disheveled and the fork in her hand, “your mother was part of the Sisterhood?”
Theodora and I did not use mental communication very often—another person’s mind is always profoundly strange, even someone very close, and she had shown little interest in the spells.  But now her voice spoke in my mind:  “What you’d call a witch.”
“Let me get you a clean fork,” said Celia.
“I never met my mother’s sisters,” said Gina.  “I asked Father about them, and he said something funny about them not really being sisters.”
“Well, at least I know who my sister is,” said Hildegarde with a smile.  “The best schoolteacher a group of girls ever had.”
Theodora and I exchanged long looks.  The twins and the handful of other people at the table were oblivious, but Gina had just made her late mother seem far more interesting than she had been before—or at least interesting to us.
 
After lunch Theodora and I went out to see if we could spot Joachim coming back from the cathedral.  The stairs up to the city on this side of the ridge ended not far from the school, but other people used them too, and now, in early afternoon, the long staircase that had been empty when we climbed up for morning service was busy with people coming and going.
“It sounds as though Gina’s father knew his wife was a member of the Sisterhood,” said Theodora quietly.  “I wonder if he intends to let Gina start her training with the Sisters when she turns fourteen.  Somehow I doubt it.  I wish there was a way to get hold of him.”
“There’s no hint of magical ability about her,” I said.  “Unlike you, her mother must not have started teaching her daughter the rudiments of her magic from when she was tiny.”
“As much as I admire Celia,” said Theodora slowly, “I do wonder if a Christian school is the best place for a girl who might join the Sisterhood.  The church has always feared women’s magic.  Could Gina’s father have put her into the school specifically to counter the influence of his late wife?”
I had no answer.  But then I spotted Joachim, tall and gaunt, his vestments fluttering in the wind.
“I’ll have to contact the bishop of the great City right away,” he said as he came to the bottom of the stairs.  “I understand there are no magic telephones in this city—Bishop Roderick apparently considers them demonic.  You will be pleased to hear, Daimbert,” with the ghost of a smile, “that I have long since given up that attitude myself.”
Although when I first knew Joachim I had almost despaired of ever giving him a sense of humor, his current ability to find humor in the oddest places was not much of an improvement.  “So what did you learn?”
“The cathedral canons tell the same story as Hildegarde and Celia:  a bishop who was always a bit strict but gentle underneath, who in the last month or so has become ferocious in denouncing sin and sinners.  The priests say that at first they thought his age might finally have caught up to him, or that he had suffered some sort of mental breakdown, except that he seems well-organized and rational—in all but his denunciation of those he imagines are bringing damnation to his city.”
“What he said about the Romneys was horrible,” said Theodora flatly as we walked back toward the school.  “I’m surprised they didn’t leave earlier.”
“Apparently,” said Joachim, “he only turned on them extremely recently.  Earlier he had made similar accusations against the Children of Abraham, which is no better.  And he had also preached against gamblers and,” a bit diffidently, “against wizards and witches.”
Theodora gave a small snort but did not answer.
“I did wonder,” said Joachim thoughtfully, “if he might have had a vision of Hell that frightened him.  The old books yield many accounts of men who have visited Hell in visions.  But in the accounts they always return horrified and determined not to sin further themselves, whereas Bishop Roderick seems to have no fears for his own salvation.”
When we reached the school Joachim hurried off to the pigeon loft to send a message to the City.  There didn’t seem any doubt about Darlême’s problems; unfortunately none of us had any good ideas as to what to do about it.
Several of the people who had been descending the stairs were now at the school.  One man with a shock of auburn hair started splitting wood out behind the kitchen.
Celia came out.  “It’s Sunday!” she told him.  “Enjoy your day of rest.  Tomorrow will be plenty of time.”
He looked up at her with a smile.  The initial impression was of a face unusually ugly, in spite of the friendly smile.  “But I don’t want you and the little girls getting cold without enough firewood,” he said.  “It will be November soon enough.  Don’t you worry about me, Lady Celia.”
Theodora went back inside with Celia, but I lingered.  Looking at the man out of the corner of my eye, I realized why he looked so ugly:  although everyone’s face is slightly asymmetrical, the two halves not quite mirror images, for him the angle of eyes, cheeks, and jaw were quite different on the two sides.  The ugliness made him look older, but he was, I realized, a fairly young man.
He went back to splitting wood, whistling off-key, and I realized something else.
Hovering around him was the unmistakable aura of magic.
I walked up to him as if casually.  I thought I might have recognized that face if we had crossed paths at the wizards’ school, but I had been there only for short periods during the last few decades.
No idea why someone who had spells at his command would take a job as a handyman at a Christian school for girls.  “So,” I said conversationally, “did you graduate from the wizards’ school, or did you learn your magic as an apprentice?”
He did not seem at all surprised by my question—of course not, he would have already determined that I was a wizard.  He put down the splitting axe and gave me a gap-toothed grin.  I noticed that the hands that had been swinging the axe were calloused and seemed unusually large.  “I was wondering if my message would bring a magic-worker to town!”
His message?  Of course.  The magically appearing and disappearing words he had added to Celia’s message to Joachim.  “You know you could have written to the wizards’ school yourself if you needed assistance,” I said.  “It’s almost accidental that I’m here.  But, as long as I am, why do you want a magic-worker?”
“Don’t really need any assistance,” he said with a shrug.  “Just wanted everyone to know that I’m Celia’s friend.”
He picked up the axe again and returned to work.  His shock of auburn hair kept falling in his eyes, and he pushed it back with his forearm.  For a second I wondered if he, with his wide, crooked smile and apparent good nature, coupled with his lack of concern for the wizard he had inadvertently (it seemed) asked to come to Darlême, might indeed be simple.
But I shook my head.  If I wasn’t careful I would be as bad as Bishop Roderick, making judgments about people because they were not like me.  No one could be simple and learn the complicated spells in the Hidden Language.
“So where did you learn magic?” I tried again.
He looked toward me as if puzzled that I was still there.  His staring eyes, I noticed, were not the same color:  one was brown and the other green.  I was almost about to start thinking him simple again when I realized that he was trying to place me.
“Daimbert!” he said suddenly with a new grin.  “I recognize you, you’re Daimbert!”
“Um, yes,” I said, startled.  “But I’m afraid I don’t remember ever meeting you.”
“You gave that series of lectures at the wizards’ school,” he said, “the first year I was there.  I never attended any—they were just for the upperclassmen.  I guess they didn’t invite you to join the permanent faculty.  But I’ve heard about how you invented the far-seeing attachment for telephones in the first year after you graduated.”
 I started to smile modestly.
“And I also heard about all that embarrassment you had with the frogs in the transformations practical!”
The smile froze on my lips.
“I had someone point you out to me.  I’m sorry I never had a chance to meet you and shake your hand then.”  He held out his rough and dirty hand, and I shook it.  As I expected, his grip was powerful.
“That’s why,” he added, “when Elerius was teaching that series of courses a year or two later, I did make sure to introduce myself.”  
Calculating quickly from when I had briefly taught at the wizards’ school, I decided he must be a very recent graduate.  Had Prince Ascelin decided, after all these years, to hire a wizard, who had decided to take on very unwizardly chores while the prince was away?  It seemed highly unlikely.  “So, what drew you to Darlême?” I asked.
He shrugged, picking up his axe again.  “I grew up near here.  I thought work in town had to be better than working on a farm.  I’d been doing odd jobs in the region for a few years when Lady Celia started teaching here, and I knew she needed me.”
So if he’d been back here for several years, he hadn’t graduated from the wizards’ school after all.  Dropped out or flunked out—I had often thought how close I had come to doing so myself.  The question was whether Celia realized that this handyman, who seemed as protective of her as Hildegarde did, was a partially-trained magician.  I was fairly sure she didn’t, any more than she knew that Gina, her boarder pupil, was the daughter of a witch.
“Had you known Celia before?”
He dropped his eyes, and I could have sworn a blush stole across his mismatched features.  “Well, I knew who she was all the time I was growing up.  The little princess with the serious face—all us farm boys loved her.  Not that she ever looked at us.  But it was good when she came back to Darlême to head up the girls’ school.  She’d been away too much lately.”
He turned abruptly back to the wood he was splitting before I could ask him more.  But over his shoulder he added, “That bishop thinks it’s his school, but it isn’t.”
A powerful swing of the axe, and a length of tree trunk split in two.  It might have been easier to split wood with magic, I thought, but I had never tried and was not about to suggest it.
Just then I spotted Joachim, returning from the pigeon loft.  “I was able to send a brief message to the bishop in the City,” he said.  “It will be at least a day or two until I can hope for an answer.  A pigeon came in just as I was leaving the loft, with a message for Celia.”
“Let’s find her,” I said.  This strange, ugly magician seemed to have told me everything he had to say, and I had no better idea than before why he was here or why he had added his own note to Celia’s message to Joachim.  As we both nodded to him and headed inside, I realized I didn’t even know his name.
Celia was seated on a stool by a window, Gina sitting cross-legged on the floor before her, as Celia read the girl a Bible story.  Joachim and I waited quietly until she finished.  I realized that, ever since we had arrived here yesterday, someone from the school had constantly had Gina under their eye.
Now Celia slipped an affectionate arm around the girl’s shoulder as she unrolled the tiny square of paper of the pigeon message.  She burst into a smile as she read, the best smile I had seen from her.  “Look, Gina!  It’s from your father!  He’s coming home!”
“Right now?”  Gina snatched the paper to read it herself, then frowned.  “But he says it may still be a few days!”
“You’ll be able to show him everything you’ve learned since he left on his trip,” said Celia encouragingly.  “Let’s hope he can stay in town longer than sometimes.”
“And he and I will be able to stay in our house!” said Gina, rapidly reconciled to the few days of waiting.  “Not that I don’t like staying with you, Celia,” she added politely.
I noticed that no one mentioned her running off with the Romneys.  That account could wait.
“Father’s coming home!” said Gina, almost singing it as she danced around the room, waving the message over her head.  She paused to give it a kiss.  “When he gets here I’ll tell him how we’re going to get a Romney caravan.  A nice one like yours,” she added to me.
Maybe the account of her running away wouldn’t wait after all.  But from the look of relief on Celia’s face, I gathered she was no longer worried that Gina might disappear again.
But one thing still bothered me.  Gina had referred to a man in Darlême who frightened her.  Could it be the handyman?  She had also said that Celia had told her this man was not a wizard, which meant that the issue of his knowledge of magic had at least come up.
Ugliness might be enough to frighten a little girl, I thought.  But there was more going on here than I understood.
“Excuse me, Celia,” said Joachim.  “I do not wish to bother you, but would you mind if I went into the kitchen?  I can find myself some bread or an apple.  I never had lunch.”
 
VIII
The handyman was nowhere in evidence when Theodora and I went outside with Gina a little later that afternoon.  The girl seemed to look with sober interest at the pile of neatly-stacked firewood by the back door—unless it was my imagination.
Celia had said that she always let her play outdoors, even on Sunday, after her Bible lessons.  Gina was full of pent-up energy, still excited about her father’s message.  It was a good day for playing in the sun, the breeze coming in from the woods smelling of dry leaves.
She seemed to forget the firewood almost immediately in favor of skipping around.  I was surprised to see a dozen people loitering, as if casually, outside the walls of the school grounds.
It quickly became clear that they were still interested in Gina’s experiences with the Romneys.  “No, of course not, she was never kidnapped,” I tried to reassure them.  “She just decided she’d like to take a trip in a caravan and didn’t tell anyone she was going!  No, I don’t know where you heard those rumors”—actually I had a good idea—“but the Romneys have never done anything like that.  No, I don’t think she’d like to talk to you herself.  She’s tired after the trip.”
Gina, trying unsuccessfully to climb a smooth-trunked tree, did not look at all tired, but I didn’t want anyone asking her if her blood had been drawn for forbidden rituals.
“Today’s probably a good day to spend at home with your families,” put in Theodora, and to my surprise the small crowd all promptly turned and headed back up the stairs to the city.  They were not rushing, but they walked with purpose.
“Um, Theodora?”
She sat down abruptly on the ground.  “It’s all right,” she said, waving a hand.  “I’ll be all right in just a minute.”  She took deep breaths.  “It’s just hard doing that spell that fast with so many people.  I don’t like to use it very often….”
Witch magic, I thought.  Theodora had taught me a number of her spells over the years, but the Sisterhood still had its secrets.  For I moment I considered, but I was fairly sure she had never used that spell on me.
But would I have even noticed?
There was a swing in the walled garden.  Gina jumped on, and I pushed her higher and higher, while she laughed with delight and her hair flew wild and tangled.
“Want to see me jump?” she shouted from the highest point of the arc.
“No,” said Theodora firmly.
But Gina hadn’t heard her, or heard her too late.  She let go and went sailing off into the air, a dozen feet above the ground.
Far too high for a safe landing.  I caught her with magic and lowered her carefully, setting her down on the dry grass with scarcely a bump.
But Gina glared at me.  “You made me come down too slowly,” she said accusingly, wrinkling her little pointed chin.  “Celia doesn’t care if I jump off the swing.”  I rather doubted this statement but didn’t say so.
“Celia would be angry with us if you were hurt,” said Theodora reprovingly.  “And your father would be angry with Celia for not keeping you safe.”
Gina considered this but was not ready to accept the validity of Theodora’s argument.  “So that was a magic spell?” she said to me instead.  “Were those words in a different language?”
“It’s called the Hidden Language,” I said, happy to distract her.  “It’s the language of magic, and all wizards have to learn it.”
“Do other people use it besides wizards?”
Witches, I thought but didn’t say.  “Have you heard the language before?”
“Well,” she said slowly, “I think I remember my mother saying something that sounded sort of the same, when she was lighting candles in the evening.”
Theodora caught my eye and gave a short nod.
“And then Gor said something that sounded like that once….  But Celia said he wasn’t a wizard.”
Gor.  This must be the handyman’s name.  What spells had he been saying for Gina to overhear?
And for that matter, why had he left the wizards’ school?  My own difficulties there, it was easy to see in retrospect, could be traced directly to spending more time in the City taverns than with my books.  But had the teachers at the school recognized some dark stain on his character that had made them decide to banish him?  I should see if I could find out more about him from the Master.
And I needed Theodora’s assessment of him.  But he was at the moment nowhere around.
“Push me again,” said Gina.  This time I gave her very small pushes, keeping her swinging staid.  Neither Theodora nor I objected when she jumped off two feet above the ground.
 
It wasn’t even light yet, and I was comfortably asleep in the caravan, parked on the school grounds, when there came a hard pounding on the door and someone shouting something I couldn’t at first understand.
I rolled out of bed as Theodora and Joachim made sleepy inquiring sounds, and unlocked the door.  I had slapped a magic lock on it last night, not entirely trusting the townspeople not to treat a Romney caravan as equivalent to supposedly murderous, pagan Romneys.
It was Celia, in her nightgown in the cold pre-dawn air.  “Is Gina with you?” she demanded.
“Gina?  No, of course not.  Isn’t she with you?”
“No!  She’s gone!”
“Gone?” I repeatedly idiotically.
“We never thought she’d run off again!” said Celia in despair.  “She was so excited about seeing her father again soon.  She was talking last night about wanting to travel in a caravan with him.  That’s why we hoped she was with you when the nurse found her bed empty.”
“Well, she can’t have gone far.”  I pulled a jacket on over my pajamas.  Theodora already had a lamp lit.
I tried a rapid mental probe.  There were a lot of people within range, those at the school as well as those on this side of the city, but I knew Gina well enough to be able to skim over and then dismiss them all.  The girl herself was not among them.
My own daughter had been lost once.  I could well imagine what her father would feel, a sensation like a kick to the stomach, if he showed up and we hadn’t found her.
Hildegarde appeared, fully dressed and with a hound on a leash.  “Last time it was hours and hours before we realized she was gone,” she said grimly.  “And then it started raining.  Let’s hope it’s easier this time.  What can she be thinking?  Maybe she’s planning to walk to meet her father?”
The casement window of Gina’s window stood open.  The ground below it was too hard to show tracks by lantern light.
Hildegarde held a wrinkled pillowcase to the hound’s nose.  He sniffed several times and barked.  “Go on, boy,” she said, unclipping the leash.  “Find Gina!”
The hound sniffed around my caravan, took two passes through the walled garden, sniffed again under the window to Gina’s room, and then raced off:  not, as Hildegarde and I both expected, down the road, but into the woods behind the school.
I flew after it, dodging branches in the dimness.  Into the woods?  Why would she walk into the woods in the middle of the night?
Unless someone had kidnapped her.
Those on foot behind me could not keep up with the hound.  So I was the only person there when it paused in the middle of what appeared to be a deer track, sniffing and casting from side to side as though unsure of the direction.  “Go on, boy,” I tried encouragingly.
But the hound seemed to have completely lost the scent.  It backtracked, sniffed to either side, barked, and sat down to scratch itself.
We hadn’t come very far.  The shadows between the trees were lifting with the coming dawn.  I tried mentally probing again.  Still no sign of Gina.  This time I paid more attention to the people from the school, now spread out through the woods.  This early in the morning, at least we didn’t have the rest of the pupils to contend with.
Someone was missing.  Gor, I realized.  The handyman.  Gina was gone, and so was he.
Why had I not been more suspicious of him yesterday?  Had my rejection of the bishop’s slander of the Romneys made me incapable of seeing someone sunk into degeneracy and corruption when he was right before me?
What I had imagined as the actions of someone simple were instead those of someone depraved.  Celia’s “friend” indeed!  His concern for the little girls under her direction now seemed all too ominous.
I had sent a pigeon message to the Master of the wizards’ school to ask about him.  But I felt I now knew all I needed to know.
Hildegarde came running up.  “What happened?  Did you find her?”
It was now rapidly growing light.  “The dog has lost the scent.”
Hildegarde bent down, hands on her knees, to address the hound.  “What’s the matter, boy?  You’re my best tracker!”  But abruptly she turned her attention from the hound to the deer track on which we stood.  She sniffed herself, pressed a finger against the dirt and raised it for examination.
“Pepper!” she announced.  “One of the oldest tricks there is.”
And I knew with cold certainty what that meant.  “She didn’t just wander off.  Someone has taken her—someone who doesn’t want us to find them.”
Hildegarde clipped the leash back on the hound’s collar.  “They must have followed this track.  We’ll see if we can pick them up a little further along.”
But the hound seemed wary now of sniffing, and he did not pick up Gina’s scent again, even though he gave an affirmative bark when presented once again with the pillowcase.
The others from the school had caught up.  “Who could have taken her?” demanded Celia, looking cold and haggard in her nightgown.  Theodora had had the sense to throw a shawl over hers.  “What can they want with her?”
I feared I knew the answer but didn’t want to make accusations until I had more evidence—though I had the sick feeling that all my suspicions were right, and that it was already too late.
“The bishop was right to dismiss me,” said Celia despondently, “though not for the reasons he gave.  If after a girl under my direction has run away and been recovered, I am unable to keep her safe for more than one day, then I do not deserve to be a headmistress.  I should resign at once.”
“But how about all the other pupils?” objected Hildegarde.  “They need you!”
Celia closed and opened her eyes.  “The other pupils will all be at the school in half an hour.  I have to be there when they arrive.”
We trailed back toward the school.  The nurse spoke hopefully of finding Gina hiding in the building, having gleefully tricked us all, but no one believed it, including her.
I kept on probing mentally, still not finding anything.  Theodora, I could tell, was also probing, using her own slightly different form of magic, but with no better success.  I rose from an opening in the trees with a flying spell to see if I could spot anything from above, but the foliage was too thick.
A line of girls was coming down the stairs from the city, to the sound of the school bell ringing.  Celia emerged from the school, clean and properly dressed, with a smile that anyone who wasn’t a child would have been able to spot as completely fake—and I wasn’t so sure about the children.
I made myself invisible while heading back toward the caravan.  Schoolgirls didn’t need to see a white-bearded man in pajamas all dirty and snagged from pushing through the woods.
“So what happened to Gina?” they were all asking.
“The silly girl decided to take a trip in a Romney caravan, without telling anybody!” Celia said brightly.  “The Romneys weren’t happy when they found her hiding, so she came back to the school.  Poor thing, she got all wet in the rain.”
“Where is she now?”
Celia would have known they would ask that.  “She’s still exhausted,” she lied without hesitation.  “So we’ll have to be quiet today, not to wake her.”  So much for the virtuous, Christian headmistress of the school!
Except that I would have lied too.
“Today we have a special treat,” she said.  “For this morning’s Bible study, we’ll have Father Joachim with us.  He used to teach me when I was no older than you!  You can show him how much you’ve learned by reading passages out loud, and then you’ll all discuss what they mean.”
Joachim had emerged from the caravan looking as tidy and clean-shaven as though he had not been groping through the woods half an hour earlier.  The smile he gave the pupils was much better than the one Celia had managed.  I noticed she had not mentioned that he, like the Father Roderick they had come to fear, was a bishop.
As I got dressed myself, trying to think of what to try next, I realized I had not seen Theodora for a while.  Maybe she was still with Hildegarde, who had stayed in the woods with the hound, tracing larger and larger circles around where they had last had the scent, hoping that they could somehow pick up the trail if the kidnapper ran low on pepper.
As I stepped out of the caravan, looking around, I suddenly saw someone come racing down the stairs from the city above us, far faster than could possibly be safe—except that he was flying as much as running.
It was Gor.
I flew myself to meet him halfway down.  “Excuse me, excuse me!” he panted, not seeming to recognize me.  “I have to get by, I’m late, I—”
I froze him with a paralysis spell.
In the years since that disastrous practical exam with the frogs, I had become a lot better at magic.  I might not equal Elerius’s mastery, but I was certainly better than some simpleton who had been kicked out of the wizards’ school.  I covered us both with invisibility and flew, carrying him with a lifting spell, out behind the stables where I could question him in privacy.
I set him down and broke the spell that held him rigid.  “Where is Gina?” I demanded before he had a chance to recover.  “What have you done with her?”
His mismatched eyes looked at me in concern and confusion.  “I’m late,” he said.  “I overslept.  I have to be there to build up the fire in the schoolroom if it’s too cold for the little girls.”
“Where is Gina?” I insisted.
“Gina?”  The question registered at last.  “She went off with the Romneys, but she came back.  Didn’t she come back?  I know she did.  I saw her yesterday.”
I glared at him, feeling my suspicions disintegrating in the face of such apparent sincerity.  His shirt was mis-buttoned, as though put on too fast, but none of his clothes showed any signs of having been in the woods.  If he boarded somewhere on the far side of Darlême, I realized, I would not have found him with my earlier mental probes.
“You snatched her out of her room very early this morning and carried her off,” I said with as much conviction as I could.  “You took her into the woods, using pepper to keep the dogs off your trail.”
He shook his head, his crooked mouth hanging open.  “What?  Someone has taken her?  We have to save her!  She’s such an adorable little thing!  You think it was me?  But I would never hurt one of Celia’s little girls.”
It was becoming harder and harder to disbelieve him.  Finally, in spite of his protests that he had to be at work at the school, I went with him to his boarding house, where his landlady confirmed that he had come bursting out of his room, crying that he was late, a few minutes before I had first seen him.  His room was sparse and shabby and showed no sign that a girl had ever been there.
“But why did you accuse me?” he asked almost plaintively as we hurried back toward the school.
Because you’re ugly, I thought but didn’t say.  Because you’re big and strong enough that a girl couldn’t put up resistance.  Because I’m a fool.
To allay Gor’s concern that he was letting Celia down by not being at work, I popped my head into the schoolroom, where she had the girls sitting in a circle around Joachim.  “I’m taking Gor with me for those, uh, chores in the woods,” I said apologetically.
He was a magician, at least, even if not a fully-trained wizard.  Even if the hound couldn’t locate Gina, maybe magic could.  Now I just had to find Theodora.
“Who was that priest with the girls?” Gor asked suspiciously as we headed back into the woods.  Now, in full daylight, the sunny woodland seemed to belie the dark secret the trees must hide.
“Father Joachim.  He was the head of the seminary where Celia studied.”
“You mean he’s a bishop?  Is he going to start telling her what to do like Bishop Roderick does?”
“No, nothing like that,” I said, not paying much attention.  “Even if he did, I wouldn’t worry.  After all, Bishop Roderick told her to shut down the school, and she’s kept right on anyway.”
“He did what?” cried Gor, sounding devastated.
Since Celia had told no one at the time, not even her own sister, it shouldn’t be a surprise that Gor hadn’t heard.  “The bishop been acting strangely lately, everyone agrees,” I said.  “He’s become very harsh, very critical.  Do you ever attend Sunday service at the cathedral?  If so, you’ll have seen the change.”
“Someone should depose him right now!” Gor declared.
“Right now,” I said, “we have to try to find Gina.”  Or her body, I added to myself.  It was too horrible to say out loud.
And what could we say to her father?
Theodora found us.  Her nightgown was in tatters from pushing through thorny bushes.  “I have an idea, Daimbert,” she said with a meaningful glance at Gor.
“Theodora, this is Gor, Celia’s handyman.  Gor, this is Theodora, my wife.”
“Your wife?  But—  Does the Master of the wizards’ school know about this?”
“No,” I said briskly.  “And if you’ll excuse us for just a minute….”
Theodora pulled me away, along the banks of a little stream.  “I don’t think he’s involved at all,” I started to say.
But she had no interest in Gor.  “Look at this,” she said.
In a muddy patch were fresh marks, which at first I had trouble interpreting.  Not human footprints, not bear or dog or any animal I could think of.  They looked almost like chicken tracks but far too big to be chicken tracks, the marks of an enormous clawed foot.
Theodora met my eyes.  “Someone was here in a chicken-legged house,” she said darkly.  “It’s a member of the Sisterhood.”
 
IX
“Do you think you know these witches?” I asked, not caring if Theodora objected to the term “witch.”
Her eyebrows lowered, but this wasn’t worth arguing about right now.  “The band of the Sisterhood in this part of the Western Kingdoms is not the same as the one I’ve known in Caelrhon.  But these chicken-legged houses can travel great distances, so it could be from anywhere.”
“What are they doing to her?” I demanded, all the horrible things of which Bishop Roderick had accused the Romneys flashing through my mind.
“I hope all they are doing is giving her breakfast and telling her intriguing stories.  The Sisterhood loves and cherishes all girls, especially the daughters of their own.  She will be safer in a chicken-legged house than wandering around the woods by herself.”
“But why would a witch kidnap Gina?”
Theodora cocked her head thoughtfully.  “Those that had known her mother might fear that she was going to grow up without ever undergoing the training in the ways of the Sisterhood.”
“Why now?  Her mother has been gone for at least a few years.”
“She’s in a Christian school, established by a bishop who has started preaching against what he calls witches.  Someone thought they had to get her out of there.”
“We have to find her!  The Sisterhood can’t just snatch her away from her father!”
“In fact, Daimbert, I agree with you.”
So someone had scooped up Gina and headed into the woods, scattering pepper so that no scent-trail would lead to the chicken-legged house.  Without the giant claw marks in the mud, we would never have guessed what had happened.
We rounded up Gor and Hildegarde, and all of us started on the trail.  I told Gor something vague about “a woman using magic,” not wanting to get into a discussion about witches.
The hound was very excited by the house’s scent.  It ran after it, coming back to bark at us, then racing off again.  Several times it lost the trail, but Theodora, concentrating hard, was able to help it pick up the scent again.
But we didn’t seem to be catching up.  How fast could a house walk? I wondered.  This one seemed to be moving fast enough to stay well ahead of us.
After two hours we emerged from the woods, dirty, bedraggled, and hungry.  The hound had lost the scent for the last half hour, but we had just kept pushing on, in the same direction that we had been heading.  Now rolling farmland spread before us, dotted with little groves of trees.  Off in the distance rose the city of Darlême on its ridge.  Nowhere was there any sign of a chicken-legged house.
The hound flopped down, nose on its paws, exhausted from running back and forth.  “We’ve lost them,” said Theodora soberly.  “Whoever took Gina realized we were following her and has managed to conceal herself.”
Witches, I knew, had spells that could make them very hard to notice; maybe a highly-experienced member of the Sisterhood could make a whole little house seem to disappear.
“We’re not going to find her by ourselves,” I said.  “We need help.  There must be wizards in some of the neighboring kingdoms.  Maybe someone in the wizards’ school will have ideas.”  But without a magic telephone, it was going to be hard to get help in less than a couple of days.
Gor seemed to have thought of this too.  “I’m not giving up,” he said desperately.  “I just know I can find her.  Celia would want me to.”
And he went loping off across the fields as the rest of turned reluctantly back toward the girls’ school.
“They won’t hurt her, will they?” I asked Theodora, more plaintively than I intended.
“If they just want to bring her into the Sisterhood, then no,” she said slowly.  “But it might also be one of those we call the Dark Sisters—  We don’t like to talk about them,” she added quickly.
Hildegarde was fully occupied in trying to coax the hound along; it seemed deeply ashamed at its failure and just wanted to lie down.  But once she persuaded it to walk obediently beside her, she asked Theodora more about the chicken-legged house, and my wife gave her straighter answers than she had hinted at to Gor.
 
It was a long walk back.  The girls had all had their lunch and the cook was scrubbing out the soup pot when we arrived at the school, to tell Celia and Joachim quietly that we had had no luck.
There seemed to be a lot of people there whom I had not seen before, cook, assistant cook, gardener, maid, another handyman, who all apparently lived up in the city but came down to the school during the week.  None of them showed any sign of knowing magic.
The cook reluctantly let us into the kitchen to make ourselves sandwiches.  “You know,” said Hildegarde as we polished them off, “I wouldn’t mind seeing this chicken-legged house, even aside from finding Gina.  I had no idea such things even existed!  Maybe if the bishop really does dismiss Celia the two of us could become Sisters or whatever you call witches and take off in one.  There’s a lot of the Western Kingdoms we’ve never seen.  Like most of it.”
First the twins had wanted to become a priest and a knight, and now witches?  It wasn’t worth commenting on, but I did think that the Romneys’ interest in traveling to new places was appealing to far more people than me.
And Gina.
Celia somehow kept the girls focused on their lessons, rather than asking about Gina’s brief trip with the Romneys, until it was time for them to head back up the stairs to the city.  Gor came back around the same time, looking strangely satisfied.
Or maybe it was just hard to read emotions on that ugly face.  “What did you find?” I asked him urgently.
But he just shook his head.  “I couldn’t find her.  Like you said, we need help.”
I had sent a message by the pigeons to the masters of the wizards’ school as soon as we got back, but I wasn’t hopeful about getting a response—a girl missing from a Christian school would be something, they would conclude, unimportant to wizardry’s best practitioners, something that could best be handled by whatever supposedly competent wizard was already on the scene.
When the afternoon sun was low in the sky and the girls were heading homeward, Hildegarde spotted a group of riders approaching.  She ran for her horse and was positioned in the middle of the road, sword in her hand, by the time the riders were close enough to identify.
It was a band of knights and, in their center, Bishop Roderick.
 
“Your Holiness!” cried Hildegarde, quickly sheathing her sword.  “We did not expect you!  You are of course welcome.  Let me take your horse and escort you into the school.  Celia will be happy to see you.”
They must have ridden down the steep way from the city gates, I realized, then followed the road around the base of the hill, rather than descending the stairs.
The bishop did not respond well to her welcome.  “You’re still here,” he snapped.  “And Celia!  Can’t that little princess understand clear language?  I should never have encouraged the education of girls.  This is what it leads to.”
But he allowed Hildegarde to hold his stirrup while he swung down onto the mounting block, with only a small grunt.
Then he saw my yellow caravan.  “Romneys!” he announced in horror.  “Still here!”  He focused on Theodora, who had finally had a chance to get out of her ruined nightgown and was wearing her red dress.  “There’s one now!”
“She’s not a Romney,” Hildegarde retorted.  “She’s a w—”  She closed her lips tight on what she had been about to say, but the bishop was not listening anyway.
“I will see all of you, Romneys, murderers, demon-followers, and those who think a woman can teach, out of my diocese tonight.”
The knights who had accompanied him had also dismounted.  I glared at them, but none of them would meet my eyes.
Joachim, hearing the commotion, came out of the school.  “And the false priest!” Bishop Roderick announced.  “Did you think that none of my cathedral priests would tell me you were here, interfering with my authority and confessing freely that you were staying at this school?”
Joachim had never learned how to lie.  I would have to teach him someday.  I feared he would not be an apt pupil.
“I am sorry not to make your acquaintance under happier circumstances, Father Roderick,” he said politely.  He fixed his great dark eyes on Bishop Roderick, which most people would have found intimidating, but this old man was clearly made of stern stuff.  “I am the bishop of Caelrhon, and the bishop of the great City has asked me to come see you.  Originally I planned to meet with you this morning, having spoken with members of your cathedral chapter yesterday, but we were trying to find a girl who we fear has been kidnapped.”
That’s done it, I thought.  Other than pointing me out as a wizard, indeed the wizard who had invented an important attachment for demonic telephones, Joachim had told the bishop everything I didn’t want him to know.  That lesson in lying was long overdue.
“Liar!” the bishop shot back.  If he only knew, I thought.
“Let me show you the note,” said Joachim, and pulled out the tiny square of paper I had last seen in his office in Caelrhon cathedral.  As I recalled, the bishop of the great City had asked Joachim to be “unobtrusive and discreet.”  Showing those words to the man he was supposed to be investigating struck me as anything but discreet.
Bishop Roderick certainly showed no discretion in his response.  “Investigate me?  If a Godless bishop, surrounded by the fleshpots of the great City, thinks he is in any position to teach me true episcopal behavior, he is even more benighted than I had imagined.”  He glared at Joachim for a moment, then seemed to soften.  “You are not responsible, my son, if you have only followed the misguided orders of your superior.  I can put you on a better path.”
Trying to patronize Joachim, I thought.  Few ever tried that.  But he just nodded.
We were still standing in the school’s courtyard.  The sun had touched the horizon, and the air was rapidly cooling.  Celia had not emerged, though Gor stood by the entrance to the walled garden, his hands dangling empty, a deep frown making his face even uglier.
Theodora quietly stepped away, and in a moment I followed her.  I found her behind the school, near the base of the cliff.  She was whistling softly.
As dusk came on, I saw quick, darting flickers of motion against the cliff face.  Birds?  No, the birds had already gone in.  These were bats.
Theodora said in a low voice, “This probably won’t work, but I have to try to contact whoever took Gina, or any other members of the Sisterhood who might be around.  But I fear they would be more interested in protecting one of their own than in responding to a witch who had the poor taste to marry a wizard.”
I had to stop myself from jumping backwards as a bat suddenly spiraled down from the sky to land on Theodora’s outstretched hand.  She murmured into its tall ear in words I couldn’t quite catch, while it looked at me in open hostility.  Its little face was even uglier than Gor’s, and those teeth were sharp.
But Theodora seemed unperturbed by its appearance.  Carefully she fastened a tiny square of paper to the bat’s leg with a piece of thread.  A few more words of the Hidden Language, and she lifted her hand high above her head.  The bat took off, circled twice, and disappeared into the dusk.
“When I was young,” said Theodora a little sadly, “I used to be able to hear the bats squeaking.  But I can’t pick up sounds that high anymore.”
I wasn’t interested in bats’ squeaks.  “What was that?” I asked instead.
“The Sisterhood uses bats for communicating over long distances,” she said easily.  “I’m sure I’ve told you.  It’s a better system than the homing pigeons because you can send the bats somewhere they may never have been before.  But you have to be sure to do the spells right.”  She paused.  “I hope I did.”
“So the bat will find the witch who took Gina?” I demanded eagerly.  Let Theodora object to the term all she liked—someone who would kidnap a little girl was a witch.
“Maybe.  I had to make a large guess as to where she might be.  And even if she gets my message, she may ignore it or just run away faster.”
“And what did you say in the message?”
Theodora lifted one shoulder.  “We have to get Gina back.  Halfway measures won’t work.  I promised that, when she turns fourteen, I personally will be her Guide in the Sisterhood if she wants me.”
I took her hand, and we walked back through the growing darkness toward the others.  I had no idea what she meant but had the sense to recognize that this, whatever it might be, could be a major sacrifice on her part, one she was willing to make.
As we came around the corner, I saw that Celia had joined the group in the courtyard.  My heart sank as I envisioned what the bishop must be saying to her, blasting her with threats of hell-fire for defying him.  I quickly pulled a spell together to stop Hildegarde if she tried to run him through.
But Bishop Roderick was not blasting anyone.  He was seated on the mounting block, head between his legs, while everyone looked concerned.  Celia had brought out a lantern and held it high.
In a moment he lifted his head.  “I’m all right,” he said faintly.  “I just felt dizzy…”  He looked around as though in surprise.  “Who are you?” he said to Celia.  “Why am I here?  Where are my fellow-priests?”
“I am here, Father Roderick,” said Joachim kindly.
“Not you,” said the bishop dismissively, with more of his former energy.  “This is the wrong place.  All of you are in the wrong place.  I’ve never seen any of you in my life.”
We exchanged appalled glances over his head.  I let my spell dissolve away; it didn’t look like I would be needing it.
He stood up a bit shakily.  “My head hurts,” he said, almost whimpering, putting a hand to his temple.
“Let us take you home, Father,” said one of the knights who had accompanied him.  “You’ll feel better in the morning.”
As my own spell dissolved, I could sense someone else’s magic influence at work.  Theodora?  But she was just observing the bishop in concern, as he examined his vestments as if he had never seen them before.  I turned, looking for Gor, but the handyman was nowhere to be seen.
A quick probe found him on the stairs up to the city, climbing steadily.  Well, I shouldn’t be surprised.  It was the end of the workday.
The knights from the cathedral got the bishop back on his horse, and in a moment they went trotting away in the gathering darkness.  “I fear His Holiness may have had some sort of fit,” said Joachim in concern.  “I shall pray for his safe recovery.”
I personally preferred a disoriented bishop to the one we had seen fifteen minutes earlier, but I let it pass.
My real concern right now was how long it might be until we received a response from Theodora’s message—if ever—and what spell Gor might have been casting.
 
X
I was awakened in the middle of the night by Theodora climbing over me.  “What is it?” I mumbled, still half asleep.
“With luck, a bat,” she whispered.
I was fully awake at once and sat up.  There was a faint scratching at the caravan window.  Theodora cautiously opened it and put her hand out.  When she pulled the hand back in, she was holding a bat.
She lit the magic lamp and pulled it close.  The bat was clearly not happy, lifting and lowering its wings and showing its needle-like teeth, but it let Theodora delicately unroll the tiny piece of paper tied to one of its legs.
The light roused Joachim on the opposite side of the caravan.  He watched silently as Theodora put the doubtless relieved bat back out the window and unfolded the message.
She squinted at it a moment, until I couldn’t stand the suspense.  “What does it say?”
She handed me the message and immediately started pulling on clothes.  Joachim discreetly turned away.
The message was written in a thin, spidery hand.  “Meet me at once.”  I turned it over, held it up to the lamp, even probed for an additional magic message, but that’s all there was.
“What are you doing?” I demanded.
“Going to meet her, of course,” said Theodora, tying back her hair.
“But you have no idea who this person is!  You could be the next one captured!”
She shook her head.  “I have to do it, Daimbert.  I keep thinking about her father arriving here, what is it, in another day?  And not finding his daughter?  Suppose it was Antonia who was missing.”
“But if it’s a trap—”
“It’s our only chance.  We’ll never find Gina if we just keep searching the way we have been.  The Sister or Sisters who took her are willing to meet with me now, but if I don’t come, they will disappear forever.”
“I’m coming with you,” I declared, reaching for clothes of my own.  I had had enough yesterday of pushing through the underbrush in pajamas.
Theodora paused, her hand on the latch.  “I don’t think you’re invited.”
“I don’t care.  I found Gina first.  Otherwise she’d still be standing in the rain where the Romneys dropped her.  I have to be sure she’s safe.”  Theodora shrugged but raised no further objections.  “Pray for us,” I said over my shoulder to Joachim.
It was deep in the night, the stars seeming unusually large and close in the sky over Darlême.  I could hear an occasional voice, very faint, from up in the city, but the school was completely silent.  Little dark shapes flitted between us and the sky:  bats.
Theodora, holding the magic lamp high to guide our feet, walked confidently along the base of the ridge and then turned:  not into the woods but off across open fields.  I stumbled along behind her.
The ground was lumpy and hard; crops had been harvested recently.  Theodora, seeing that I was falling behind, waited for me to catch up and took my arm.  We walked on without speaking.  I hoped she knew where we were going.  The night was quiet and calm, yet I could feel tension in the air, almost like a distant string vibrating.
We had walked for maybe a mile, across fields and through hedgerows, when I saw something dark in front of us.  It was too big to be a bush or a piece of fence, too squared off to be a tree.  Both of us stopped.  My first thought was that in the dim starlight this could almost have been a Romney caravan, except that it didn’t have wheels.  Instead—
Theodora squeezed my arm.  “Stay here,” she said quietly.  “Just for a minute,” she added when I started to object.  “You’re a man, and you’re a wizard.  We can’t do anything that will startle or spook them.”
“But why would I startle—” I tried to say, but she wouldn’t let me finish.
“Wizards have always mistrusted the Sisterhood,” she said, a finger on my lips.  “You may be different, Daimbert, but they don’t know that.  Besides, you wouldn’t want to give the impression that I couldn’t take care of myself without a man to protect me.”  And without giving me a chance to respond she walked briskly forward.
The door of the caravan opened.  A figure held up a lantern.  It was a woman, but I couldn’t tell if she were young or old.  The candlelight lit up the front of the structure enough to show that it was not a caravan at all, though I had not really expected it to be.  It was a square little house, perched on giant chicken legs.
Theodora stopped halfway to the house.  A little breeze sprang up, carrying the scent of plowed earth.  The sensation of a string vibrating became stronger.
The two women looked at each other for a long minute, apparently communicating in some way I couldn’t catch.  Then suddenly both seemed satisfied, for Theodora started toward the house again, while I hesitated whether to follow or to let her do alone whatever she felt she needed.
Behind the woman a curly head suddenly emerged.  A high-pitched voice cried, “Theodora!  I want you to meet my Aunt Irene!”
It was Gina.  I almost collapsed with relief.
But would she now come back to the school or not?  Theodora stepped forward, exchanged a few words with the other woman, and went up the steps.  The door closed behind them, leaving me standing in the dark.
“Just for a minute,” Theodora had said.  From inside the house I could hear a low murmur of voices.  I feared this would be for a lot more than a minute.
If I tried to sneak closer to listen, Theodora would certainly sense my presence, and I was quite sure “Aunt Irene” would as well.
Instead I sat down on the damp ground and started improvising, a variation of the spell that powers magic telephones.  I had never been good at technical magic, having managed to avoid the entire sequence of courses while at the wizards’ school, but I had rather inadvertently picked up some aspects while (also inadvertently) inventing telephones’ far-seeing attachment.
In order for this to work right, they really would have needed a telephone in the chicken-legged house to transmit their conversation, but I was able to attach the spell to the crooked chimney coming up through the house’s roof.  Their conversations would not be picked up more than a hundred yards away, and only by someone who had thought to attach a telephonic spell to his own belt buckle, but I didn’t need a range of more than a hundred yards.  In a minute I could catch their voices.
“—would never have taken her from her room!  But she was out and wandering around already.  After she gave everyone the slip last week, including me, I was afraid she was going to run off again.”  That was the voice of the other witch, the one Gina called Irene.  She had the voice of a fairly young woman, but she spoke with assurance.
“I wasn’t wandering around!”  That was Gina.  “I climbed out of my window because I wanted to visit the Romney caravan.”
My caravan?
“I was too excited to sleep, because of my father coming home, so I thought I’d visit my friends in the caravan.  I want my father to get one just like it.”
“You tried to visit us?” I heard Theodora ask.
“Your door was locked,” said Gina accusingly.  “But then Aunt Irene came by, and she said her house was just as good as a caravan, and she would take me to it, and so it is!”
The conversation paused for the sound of a teakettle whistling and the clink of crockery.  They were having tea.  As I felt the dew starting to soak through my trousers, I thought that I could have used some tea.  I pulled my jacket tighter around me and yawned hugely, exhausted both from worry over Gina and from it being the middle of the night, but I could not doze off.
It sounded as though the witches had been keeping watch over Gina.  Doubtless they had become increasingly worried about her with the bishop’s erratic behavior and wild accusations.  In spite of the assertion that they would never have snatched Gina from her bed, the girl had indubitably been taken without consulting her guardians, and the pepper had been intended to assure that she was not found again.
I leaned back, looking up at the stars.  One of them detached from the firmament and shot across the sky, a long, curving, line of light.  My grandmother had said one should always wish on a shooting star.  I should wish for something better than being back in bed, unworried about Gina’s safety.
I realized with a jerk that I had been missing part of the conversation.  “—very generous, but our group of Sisters always lets a girl choose her own Guide.”  That was the other witch again.
“As does ours,” said Theodora.  “I said that so that you would know that I was sincere in saying that Gina will not be removed from the Sisterhood.  And I mean it, if she wants me.  Though I would hate to have to leave my own daughter, who is a few years younger….”
“We can worry about that when Gina turns fourteen,” said Irene briskly.  “Since her mother died, I have always kept an eye on her, and I have hoped to become her Guide myself.”
“When my mother was alive,” put in Gina, “Aunt Irene used to visit us a lot.  But I haven’t seen you for ages,” she added .  “Does Father not like you?  How could Father not like you?  He likes everybody.”
It was hard enough for a wizard, I thought, to be reconciled to his daughter growing up to be a witch.  It would be especially hard for a merchant, who must have hoped that he could bring his daughter up without any hint of magic about her, especially not the poorly-understood and distrusted magic of women.  Keeping the girl with him as much as he could during his travels, and then putting her into a Christian school, would have seemed to him like a way to protect her.
Unfortunately it didn’t work that way.  Those to whom magic called had to follow it.  I had often wondered what would have happened if my parents had not died when I was young—they had always dismissed my boyhood suggestions that I become a wizard someday.  My grandmother must have realized that I would have been a disaster trying to keep the family wool business going once she was gone, for she had raised only the most token opposition to my enrolling in the wizards’ school.
“—with her father for now,” Theodora was saying.  “It won’t hurt her to learn what different types of people think.  She will certainly be loved and protected.”
“You know,” put in Gina, “I have no idea what the two of you are talking about.  If you want to talk about me, at least tell me what you mean!”
At that moment I felt a sneeze coming on, from sitting on the damp ground in the cool air.  I tried to stifle it, but it was no use.  I let out a great, “Ker-choo!” that they might have heard all the way up on the ridge in Darlême.
They certainly heard it in the chicken-legged house.  Gina gave a startled cry, and then all went silent.  I realized in horror that, just as I could hear the conversation inside, so they could hear any sound from me.
“That wizard of yours isn’t trying to sneak up, is he?” said the other witch darkly.
“That wizard is also my husband,” said Theodora.  “And if you check, you’ll see he’s no closer than he was before.”
“He must sneeze awfully loud!” put in Gina.  “It almost sounded as if it came out of the stove!”
Theodora put her head out the door.  “Daimbert….” she said warningly, then closed the door again.
I quickly turned off the spell on my belt buckle, breaking the connection.  Now all I could hear of their conversation was again the low murmur of voices.  I spent the next few minutes disassembling the telephonic spell I had put on the chimney of the chicken-legged house.
And then the door opened, a rectangle of light, and Theodora came out, holding Gina by the hand.  I ran to meet them as the door slammed shut behind them.  I had never gotten a good look at Gina’s Aunt Irene.
“Theodora, thank God,” I said and hugged her and Gina.  “Let’s get back to the school and try to get a little sleep!”
Theodora did not seem as happy or relieved as I expected.  “Daimbert,” she said in a moment, “I’m very sorry.”  She took my hand and drew a deep breath.  “Gina is going back with me, but you have to stay here.”
 
XI
This made no sense.  “Me?” I cried.  “But why would a w—  Why would a member of the Sisterhood want a wizard in her house?”
Wild stories I had heard about witches, back even before I met Theodora, raced through my mind, stories of women with mad lusts, who lured men into their lairs to have their evil way with them, leaving the men just crumpled shells.
“Not in her house,” said Theodora.  “Not at all what you’re thinking.”
How did she know what I was thinking?
“You’re hostage for my good behavior, Daimbert,” she continued quietly.  “Irene does not entirely trust someone married to a wizard to have the conversation with the girl’s father that needs to take place.  My offer to be her Guide was not enough.  But once I speak with him, you can come back to the school.  It shouldn’t be very long.”
She’d said that before, and I was left sitting in the field for an hour.  How long would it be this time?  “So what does she want me to do?”
“Nothing.  Wait.  Prove that I mean what I say.  We’ll never find the girl again if Irene decides I can’t be trusted.”
“But why me?”
“I offered that which is most precious to me.  That’s you.”
And she brushed her lips across mine and started walking away.
“What were you saying about my father?” demanded Gina, walking along next to her.  But she received no answer.
I was about to follow them, hostage or not, but my feet somehow were not working.  I stood still, watching the light of the magic lamp Theodora was carrying dwindle to no more than a distant star.  I tried wishing on it.
In a minute I sat back down again to wait until morning.  Gina’s father had better arrive soon.  I thought that I could probably find a way to break whatever spell held me, but it hardly seemed worth it if I was going to have to stay here anyway.
In spite of the damp, in spite of the cold, I must have dozed a little, for I was startled to find Gina’s Aunt Irene standing next to me in the pre-dawn stillness.  I had not noticed her leaving her house.
“I’ve heard the stories you wizards tell about the Sisterhood,” she said reprovingly.  “I hope you were not disappointed when you discovered that staying with me did not involve anything out of the stories.”
This did not seem to merit an answer.  “So how long will you want me to stay?” I asked politely.  I could make her out a little now, a tall, slim woman who seemed thoroughly underdressed for a cool September night.
“Until that wife of yours can persuade Gina’s father not to stand in the way of her heritage,” she said briskly.  “The girl has had no training at all.  Usually by the time one of the Sisters is that old, she knows at least a few simple spells, how to light a fire, or keep the milk from turning.”  She paused, then added, “I gather the two of you have a daughter.  I can’t even imagine what a weird admixture of spells she must be picking up.”
This too did not merit an answer.
Irene shook her head.  “A member of the Sisterhood marrying a wizard.  I don’t believe it’s ever happened before.  Could her band of Sisters have possibly agreed to it?  I wish I could determine how thoroughly you’ve broken her spirit.  You probably tell her every day how inferior our magic is to male spells.”
This did merit a response.  “I do not!” I said hotly.
She chuckled.  “You’ll notice my inferior magic is keeping a great school-trained wizard imprisoned.”
Dawn was coming at last, the stars washing out as the eastern sky turned yellow.  I could see Irene’s features more clearly now, wearing a slightly sardonic expression.  A mass of curly dark hair surrounded her face.    A fist was planted on a shapely hip as she looked down at me.
While she was talking, to distract myself from feeling cold and stiff, I had been delicately probing the spell that held my feet immobile and was fairly sure I could get free whenever I wanted.  Hers was put together differently than the spells they taught us at wizards’ school, but it still used the same Hidden Language.  And one thing my failure to always pay close attention in class had taught me:  there is more than one way to construct a spell if you’re put on the spot and can’t remember how it’s supposed to work, and therefore more than one way to break it.
But if I overthrew her spells and hurried back to Darlême, she would just snatch Gina again—and tell all the other witches that Theodora was lost to them forever.  “It’s awfully cold,” I said.  “As long as I have to sit here, couldn’t I at least have some breakfast?”
“If you want to get warm, I hope you weren’t planning to snuggle down in my house with me,” she retorted.
“No,” I said meekly.  “Just some tea and maybe some toast.”
The sun had risen by the time she brought me breakfast:  a brown earthenware teapot and a steaming bowl of porridge.  I wondered briefly if they were enchanted in some way, to make me even less likely to try to escape, but at this point it wasn’t worth worrying about.
Feeling slightly better after eating, I looked back toward Darlême with a far-seeing spell, hoping to see something, anything, that would suggest I might be able to leave here today.  And I spotted what appeared to be a lot of wagons, raising clouds of dust and moving toward town at a rapid pace.
This had better not be the Romneys unwisely returning.
But in a moment I recognized a merchant convoy, half a dozen wagons drawn by heavy horses that had the exhausted look of animals that had been driven all night.  Whosever wagons they were must certainly want to get his goods to market as soon as possible.
The convoy came to the bottom of the steep grade that led up into the city and swung to the right, to follow the brick road around the base of the ridge and toward the girls’ school.
So I wouldn’t have to sit here in the field all day after all, I thought with profound relief.  That must be Gina’s father, back at last.
Irene appeared to have reached the same conclusion.  She walked toward me, startlingly beautiful in full daylight, long naked legs emerging from below scraps of red silk that just barely kept her decent.  “You can come with me, Wizard,” she said and spoke a few quick words in the Hidden Language to break the spell that held me.
So that was how that spell worked, I thought.  Simpler and more elegant than what I had been improvising.
“Where are we going?” I asked, standing clumsily and stretching.  Both my feet had gone to sleep.
“To make sure that Gina’s father recognizes his responsibility to his late wife,” Irene said briskly.  “Don’t worry, no one there will notice me.”
I wasn’t sure how anyone would not notice her, but I was not about to argue.  She strode off, with me close behind.  Up in the city, the cathedral bells started ringing, the sound carrying across the fields on the morning breeze.  It wasn’t Sunday; maybe the bishop had come up with a few more people to condemn.
 
Irene was right.  No one seemed to realize she was there as we joined the crowd in the school courtyard.
At the center were Gina and the man who must be her father.  He was big and bluff, freckled and with a crooked nose that looked like it had been broken more than once.  Right now, in spite of dark circles under his eyes, joy spread all over his face.  The rest of the school girls were just arriving, in time to see him pick his daughter up and twirl her around so fast her feet flew out, then pull her close in a tight embrace.
“We’re all so glad to see you!” said Celia.  “But the earliest we’d hoped for was later today!”
“When I realized how close we were last night,” he said, grinning over Gina’s head, “I just had to keep coming.  So, my little queen,” looking down at his daughter, “how have you been since I left?”
“I ran away with the Romneys,” she said proudly.  “None of them could find me at first.  Oh, and I visited Aunt Irene.”
The witch beside me stiffened but made no sound.  Her spell of not being noticed seemed to be working almost as well as a spell of invisibility.  I could see her just fine, but I had been looking right at her when she would have put her spell into place.
The drivers of the wagons were unhitching the exhausted horses.  Hildegarde opened the stable doors for them and went for oats.  I hoped guiltily that she had been feeding my pony.
“Come on, girls,” Celia said briskly to her students.  “I think we can excuse Gina from her lessons for this morning.  But it’s time for arithmetic for the rest of you.”
As the girls reluctantly followed her inside, Theodora stepped up to Gina’s father, looking determined.  “Excuse me, sir, but I need to talk to you.”
He looked up, naturally surprised at this from a woman he’d never seen before.  “Can it wait?” he said lightly.  “I just want to finish saying hello to Gina here, then find some place to lie down and sleep.”  He looked toward the stairs leading up to the city and shook his head with a chuckle.  “I don’t think I’d make it all the way up to our house.”
“It concerns your wife,” said Theodora firmly.  “And no, I’m afraid it can’t wait.”  Could she see Irene?  No way to tell, but she was certainly keeping her promise.  She had indeed seen me but had done no more than give me a quick look, then turn away.
At that moment we were distracted by the sight of a knight riding rapidly toward us.  A knight?  What was he doing here?  Hildegarde, wearing her sword, came bursting out of the stables, riding barebacked to meet him.  She stopped a hundred yards away and held up a hand in warning.
A quick far-seeing spell brought recognition—it was one of the knights who had accompanied the bishop.  He pulled his horse to a walk as he approached Hildegarde.  Behind me, I heard a window slam shut, Celia isolating her pupils from whatever was happening next.
From the corner of my eye I saw Theodora and Gina’s father step into the walled garden.  Irene walked silently behind them.  Had Theodora used her magic to persuade him to listen to her, or did he just find it easier to comply than to argue?  I moved close enough to the gate to peek around, to see and hear their conversation.
“You’re what?” he was saying, then passed a hand over his face.  “All right.  I knew that my wife had, how shall I put this, special gifts.  She told me people like her rarely married, but she wanted to marry me anyway.”
“She loved you,” said Theodora.  “She saw something in you that was different, that was special, that made her want to be with you and not with any other man, ever.  That means marriage.”
She sounded as though she knew this other witch.  Unless—  Unless she was talking about herself.  And me.
“She was very good at the healing arts, as she called them,” he said.  His voice was either very tired or very sad.  Or both.  “Good enough that there were people in town who were, well, suspicious.  Said it wasn’t natural.”  He paused.  “But it wasn’t enough when she fell and cracked her own skull.”  He paused again.  “And she’d always said that she needed to hide her talents, to avoid worse than suspicion.  That’s why I don’t want any of that for Gina.”
“I don’t think your wife would agree with you,” said Theodora gently.  “She wanted a daughter, a daughter with you, and if she’d lived she’d have wanted that daughter to have training that would allow her to use her talents properly.”
“You know,” put in Gina, “I’m right here.  If you’re going to talk about me, you can at least ask what I think.”
“Your Aunt Irene,” said Theodora to the girl, “would like you to go and live with her for a while when you’re fourteen.  That’s all.  She would teach you some interesting things.”
“Live with her?  In her house?” said Gina with interest.  “I didn’t get a chance to tell you,” to her father, “but did you know that her house can walk?  It has legs like a giant chicken!”
He passed a hand over his face again.  He didn’t want to hear about giant chicken legs.
“All I’m asking,” said Theodora to him, “is don’t hide from Irene.  She’s your wife’s own cousin, who knew and loved Gina as a little girl.  She wants the best for her as much as you do.  I know from Gina that you have been an excellent father, in spite of having to travel, in spite of having to raise her on your own.  But a fourteen-year-old girl needs a woman to guide her as well.  And she will not go anywhere, with Irene or any other woman, unless she makes the decision herself.”
He looked just weary then.  “I’m not promising anything for the future,” he said.  “But all right.  I’ll invite Irene to start visiting again.  When Gina’s a little older I’ll even listen to what she has to say.  I guess it can’t hurt.  Now can I go lie down?”
If he was hoping for peace and quiet, he didn’t get it.  Even as Irene touched Theodora on the shoulder and gave a pleased nod, voices were raised in the courtyard behind us.
Joachim’s voice was the clearest.  “No, he certainly has not been here since last evening.  But where can he have gone?  Was there not someone with him?”
As I turned away from the walled garden, Hildegarde caught my eye.  “Time for some more searching, Wizard,” she said grimly.  “This time, the bishop’s disappeared.”
 
XII
This was becoming a nightmare.  What was wrong with Darlême that its people kept disappearing?
I shook my head hard.  Exhausted or not, I should know that it wasn’t the whole city’s problem.  Gina liked to slip away unnoticed and had done so twice.  But the bishop!
“He dismissed his attendants last night,” the knight was saying.  “He said he felt much better and claimed they were fussing at him like old women.  But when they went to help him into his vestments this morning, he was gone.”
I looked around for Gor, not sure whether to accuse him of being responsible or to try to get his help for the hunt.  Hildegarde had her hound on its leash already.  But the ugly handyman was nowhere to be seen.
“We’ll need a few more dogs,” Hildegarde was saying.  “I can get those who helped us hunt for Gina the first time.  We’d better start at the bishop’s palace.”  She and the knight rode briskly away, the hound running beside them.
Too much was happening.  Through the window of the school I could see Theodora whispering to Celia, gesturing to indicate that she should stay with her pupils.  Joachim, looking very worried, said, “I fear my inquiries may have pushed him to some desperate measure.”  After a brief hesitation, he started, almost at a run, up the long stairs toward the city.
The only people who did not seem concerned were those from the merchant convoy.  They were stretched out in their wagons, already snoring gently.  But where were Gina and her father?  I looked around wildly, then found them where they had been the whole time, in the walled garden.  He was pushing her on the swing.
“That’s enough for now,” I heard him say.  “How about if I lie down on your bed for a little while?  Yes, you can lie down next to me.”
He had not yet had the full story of Gina’s adventures while he was gone, I realized.  He’d agreed to talk to Irene but had not realized that she was standing there, listening to his agreement.  But where was Irene?
I ran my hands through my hair, working the spell against exhaustion which always gave me a headache, but at least it would keep me awake.  A wide magical probe located Irene, already a quarter mile off and walking briskly back toward where she had left her chicken-legged house.
Could she have kidnapped the bishop?  His preaching against witches would give her plenty of motive.  But she appeared to be alone.
Better start where he had last been seen.  I rose into the air and started flying up the steep hill toward the cathedral.  I passed Joachim halfway up.
All was in turmoil at the bishop’s palace.  Someone kept ringing the cathedral bells, which only intensified the sense of panic.  Priests, acolytes, and attendants ran to and fro, calling, looking in closets and under tables, looking in the same closets that someone else had looked in just a moment earlier.
From all I had heard of the bishop, and from what I had seen myself, I would have expected to see some sign of relief that the cantankerous old man was gone.  But everyone was upset, some appearing on the verge of tears.  Hildegarde and Celia could not be the only ones with years of fond memories of strict but lovable Bishop Roderick.
No one had time to worry about a white-bearded wizard invading the bishop’s personal apartments.  I searched magically, running quickly over all the minds in this part of the city.  A few I recognized, most I did not.  None were the bishop.  I ducked into the cathedral next door, in case he was so deep in prayer that he had not heard all the shouting and that his mind was imbued with the supernatural, and thus beyond the reach of my natural magic.  But neither magical probes nor looking under all the pews yielded anything.
Feeling uneasy, I probed again, this time looking for a dead body.  But there were no bodies anywhere in the cathedral complex.
So he had gone somewhere or been taken somewhere.  Hildegarde rode up at this point, having collected a few more dogs on her way up the hill.  Panic seemed to be spreading to the townspeople now.  I just hoped that everyone else running back and forth had not hopelessly muddled whatever scent there might be.
When Joachim hurried in, panting, I said, “The bishop is not in his palace or the church.  Could you get the priests together and calm them down?  They’re just making things worse.”
“Of course,” he said, with thoroughly unfounded confidence that I had some sort of valid plan.
The dogs were in the palace now, barking enthusiastically but showing no sign of picking up a trail.  Outside, I rose into the air again and started systematically searching each section of the city in turn.  Still no bishop.
I wondered through the headache slowly building behind my eyes whether either the wizards’ school or the bishop of the great City had yet received, much less answered, the pigeon messages we had sent them.  My suspicions of Gor and Joachim’s concerns about Bishop Roderick’s mental stability now seemed well out of date.
Flying is hard mental and physical work.  In two hours of criss-crossing from the air all of Darlême and its surrounding woods and fields, touching the minds of every man, woman, and child, I still had not located the bishop.  My own mind felt sullied from all the minds I had touched, as though I had been prying into everyone’s sordid secrets.
From above I could spot Hildegarde and the dogs, combing the city as thoroughly on the ground as I was from the air.  If the bishop had left a scent trail, the dogs were certainly not picking it up, for they appeared to be putting more energy into barking at everyone they encountered than in tracking.
I located one dead body and was convinced it must be Bishop Roderick until I swooped low enough to spot the undertaker’s sign.  Somehow it seemed unlikely that he had walked down there in the night and expired.  At least the bells had stopped ringing.
I was almost ready to consider the possibility of secret tunnels leading deep into the ridge and out of the range of magical probes when, off in the distance, I caught a hint of someone else’s magic.  Gor?  I realized I had not spotted him any more than the bishop.
But this seemed too powerful for a spell of Gor’s.  Drawing on energy I had not realized I still had, I flew off to meet whatever wizard might be here, where I had thought I was the only one.
With a far-seeing spell I spotted three people walking along the road toward town.  They were still over a mile away, too far for me to have picked up their minds with my probes, but the aura of magic was unmistakable.  No.  It couldn’t be.
But it was.  The man striding in the lead was the wizard Elerius.
What was he doing here?  And, if he intended to come save the day, how had he even known there was a day to save?  But he seemed to have appeared just in time.  Trailing along behind him were Gor and Roderick, bishop of Darlême.
I swooped down and landed in front of them.  Elerius, suave as usual, gave me an unsurprised nod.  “Greetings, Daimbert.”
Gor was not nearly as suave.  “Daimbert!  Have they found her?  Have they found Gina?  What’s Celia doing?  Is she all right?”
I had almost lost track of Gina’s disappearance with everything else.  “Gina’s back, and her father’s just arrived.  Everyone’s fine.  Celia is teaching her pupils.”
We all started walking; it was a relief after flying.
Gor was not immediately reassured.  “But where was the girl?  How could she have disappeared again?”
“An older, um, cousin of hers showed up.  Gina went with her without telling anybody.  But the cousin sent her home this morning.  Now that Gina’s father is in town, I don’t think we need worry about her wandering off again.”
Elerius fixed me with his tawny eyes.  “Perhaps this has something to do with a spell I noticed this morning?  It was off in the distance, but it did not appear to be school magic.”
He clearly guessed more than he was saying, but I was not about to give him satisfaction by mentioning witches or chicken-legged houses.  “But how did you get here?”
Bishop Roderick had been trying to say something and now burst in before Elerius could answer.  His mane of white hair was tangled and matted.  “Maybe you can tell me why I have been kidnapped by wizards!  Or are you working with them?”
“You were not kidnapped,” Elerius said soothingly.  “We already told you.  You were confused, and now we are bringing you back to your city.”
“Probably working with demons,” the bishop muttered.  But it seemed to lack the gusto of his Sunday denunciations.
“Young Gor contacted me,” Elerius told me, “telling me you needed help with a missing child.  Normally that would not be something I would concern myself with personally, but I have sought to mentor Gor ever since I had him in class at school, even after he most unfortunately had to leave the program early.”
Young Gor?  Well, he was indeed younger than either Elerius or me.  But it did sound terribly patronizing.
“And when I arrived, I found an even more serious situation, a bishop on whom a spell had been put—most likely by whoever wielded that strange magic I noted earlier.”  He gave me a hard look, to make sure I got his point.  “Now that he has been freed from the spell, and you tell me that the missing child has turned up, I will want to return to the City.  But it was an unexpected pleasure to run into you, Daimbert.”
“I already told you,” said the bishop firmly.  “I was not under a spell.”
He was not under a spell, I thought, certainly nothing cast by Irene.  He was having some sort of breakdown.  But I did not like the way Gor was looking up at the sky with his mismatched eyes, hands behind his back, as though unaware of our conversation.
“Is there a magic telephone around here after all?” I asked, out of all the things I might have said.  “I heard there wasn’t.  The pigeon message I sent you may not even have arrived yet.”  I had of course not sent a message to Elerius, rather to the masters of the wizards’ school, but it was not worth making the distinction.
“There are certainly no magic telephones in my diocese,” put in the bishop.  We all ignored him.
“Perhaps you recall, Daimbert,” Elerius answered, “that I have been to the fabled East?”  Of course I did; I had been there too, and his presence there made my own experience much worse.  But it was not worth bringing up now.  “There the mages developed a means of communication using deep pools of water, a useful bit of knowledge if one is ever far from a telephone.  Fortunately I had thought to teach that particular bit of magic to Gor.”
This “mentoring” went further, I thought, than just concern for a former pupil.  Elerius had made Gor his eyes and ears here in Darlême.  But for what purpose?
“I demand,” said Bishop Roderick, clearly uneasy with this discussion of spells and not liking being left out of the conversation, “that you return me to my city at once.  I have already missed morning service.”
“How did you get out here?” I asked him.  It was better than talking to Elerius.
But the bishop looked uncertain.  “Maybe it was a spell after all,” he said in a low voice after a moment’s hesitation.  “I don’t remember anything until this wizard,” indicating Elerius, “woke me up from lying under a tree, with no indication of how I’d gotten there or for how long I’d been there.”
“You were brought there for your own good,” put in Elerius, “to break the spell that bound you.”  An invisible wizard slips in at night, opens the window, and works a lifting spell.  It would have been easy.  “And look!  We are almost back to your city.  I believe the girls’ school is off to our right.”
For a moment the bishop’s stern features softened.  “Dear Celia.  She is doing such a fine job with her pupils.  It did not seem right that only the boys should be taught to read God’s holy writ.  I hear she even is planning to tutor some of the Romney girls.”
For a moment I was too stunned to respond.  This was the same bishop who had ordered her school closed down.  For a moment Elerius met my eyes, then gave a slow wink.  Gor appeared surly, though on his face it was hard to tell.
Had the bishop really been under a spell, or was he under one now?
He frowned then, looking around.  “Isn’t it early for the farmers to be harvesting?  After all, it’s still July.”
“It’s September,” I said.  I took a deep breath.  “There’s another bishop visiting Darlême, the bishop of Caelrhon.  I’m sure he’ll be happy to explain it all to you.”
 
Bishop Roderick did not come to the girls’ school but headed up the steep road toward his cathedral.  Even though the people of Darlême had been determinedly staying away from his sermons, they appeared delighted to have him returned to his city.  For the last few hundred yards he had to make his way through cheering crowds.
I flew ahead, to warn Joachim and give him and Hildegarde a brief account of what had—apparently—happened.  Hildegarde escorted the bishop the final block to his palace, and Joachim gave him his arm as he went inside.
Back at the school, I let everyone know the bishop was safe—and apparently in his right mind again, or at least in favor of the school continuing to teach the girls of Darlême.  Celia nodded without any apparent emotion and said quietly, “I will try to think of him as the man who baptized me, not the one who dismissed me as head of the school.”
Saying that “with all the excitement” the girls wouldn’t be able to concentrate, she sent them home early, but I had to think that she was the one who couldn’t concentrate.
With my head aching worse than ever, I decided Gina’s father had the right idea and retreated to my caravan to sleep.  Theodora and Joachim, I told myself as unconsciousness claimed me, had been doing a fine job of solving Darlême’s problems without me.
I slept soundly all the rest of the day and all night, until a hand on my shoulder woke me at dawn.  I struggled into wakefulness, unsure for a moment where I was.  Theodora lay asleep beside me; I had not even noticed her climbing into bed.  The hand on my shoulder belonged to Joachim.
His eyes were dark with exhaustion but he still managed to appear calm and well-brushed.  “I am sorry to awaken you, Daimbert,” he said in a low voice, “but two messages just arrived on the pigeons.  One is for you, and I thought you would want to see it right away.”
We went outside to talk.  The slap of cool air brought me fully awake.  “What happened to the bishop?” I asked, rolling the pigeon message between my fingers.  Whatever it said had arrived too late, I told myself, making me reluctant to look at it.
“He has no memory of the last six weeks,” said Joachim.  “He professes to be quite appalled himself at some of the things he preached.”
“So some sort of temporary breakdown?” I said, not wanting to mention spells right now.  “He certainly should be appalled.”
“But I do think,” Joachim replied, giving me a sideways look, “that some of his comments may have only been extreme versions of what he does indeed sometimes believe.  He is unforgiving when it comes to sin, which means he now is struggling to find a way to forgive himself.”
“So everybody else is just supposed to forgive him?” I said, irritated.  I was having trouble with seeing Bishop Roderick as stern but lovable.
“No.  I sat with him most of the night, listening to his concerns and telling him as much as I knew of what he has said and done in recent weeks.  I think he preferred my counsel, at least while he came to understand what has been happening, to that of his cathedral priests.”  He unfolded and refolded a tiny square of paper in his own hand.  “The bishop of the City instructs me to consult with them, though his message arrived long after I have done so.”
“So is Bishop Roderick going to talk to his priests himself?”
“Of course.  I left him with the cathedral chapter a half hour ago.  He has accepted that, after his behavior, it is time for him to resign his office.  He said and did things that no bishop should do, and although he has returned to himself, he realizes it could happen again.  He is probably telling the chapter members right now that they should proceed with the election of a new bishop.”
A new bishop.  I hoped whoever he was would be as much in favor of Celia’s school as was Bishop Roderick—now.
I should, I realized, have taken the opportunity to question Elerius closely on whatever spell the bishop might have been under, but I was sure he was gone by now.
“You have still not read your message,” commented Joachim.
I unfolded it carefully.  It was, as I expected, from the wizards’ school.  It told me, rather frostily, that due to privacy concerns for the students they were not going to tell me why Gor had failed to graduate.  “Elerius was heading toward that part of the Western Kingdoms,” it added, “so he may be able to help you with your problems.”  I crumpled the paper in my fist.
 
XIII
My nose was caught by the scent of frying bacon, smelling so delicious it made me forget all about being irritated with the wizards’ school.  Suddenly I realized I was famished.  I couldn’t even remember when was the last time I had eaten.  Joachim and I headed briskly toward the kitchen, where Hildegarde, wearing a big white apron, was cooking up eggs and bacon.  She waved us to the table and added more strips to the fry pan.
Gina and her father emerged as well, blinking and looking for something to eat.  Theodora appeared from our caravan and gave him a quick account of Gina’s two disappearances, now fortunately ended.  Celia came in to get a cup of tea before her girls arrived, and Joachim told her that Bishop Roderick had no memory of dismissing her from the school, indeed thought very well of her, but had decided to step down as bishop.  Both twins looked relieved.
“The dean of the cathedral chapter was always very much in favor of this school,” Celia commented.  “I trust that he or whoever is elected as the new bishop will continue to be supportive.”
For several minutes as we ate, all was calm and peaceful.  No girls were lost, no Romneys were being accused of ghastly rituals, and no bishops were either threatening hellfire or panicking their congregations by disappearing.  Elerius had come and gone, but I told myself that was just as well.
I turned to Gina’s father, realizing I had never spoken to him properly.  “How long are you planning to stay in town?”
“Maybe two weeks,” he said with a smile.  Now that he was no longer drooping with fatigue, his smile seemed to come easily.  “I’ve arrived home with my wagons empty, so I won’t be making any money until I can pick up another load, but there are more important things than money.”  He turned his smile on his daughter and gave her a squeeze.
“Daimbert and I will want to get home to our own daughter,” said Theodora to Celia.  “It’s been good to see you here, but I believe Father Joachim needs to get back to his church as well.  I hope our pony is well rested and ready to start pulling the caravan again!”
So our trip will be over soon, I thought, trying to reassure myself that we should be able to have as enjoyable time heading home as we had had in the first few days heading out.  All of Darlême’s problems seemed wrapped up now.
But something was not resolved and kept nagging at me.
Gina paused in the middle of eating bread and bacon and turned to her father.  “So, have you decided when we can get our own Romney caravan?  We want to be there for their big meeting.  It’s in November.”
He shook his head.  “Probably not this year, my little queen.  After all the rumors I’ve been hearing the last few weeks, the Romneys are going to be very suspicious of outsiders.  You do realize, your running off with them just made things worse.  They won’t want the girl showing up who got them accused of shedding innocent blood.”
“Nobody shed my blood,” Gina said stubbornly through a mouthful of bread.
“And nobody is going to.  But while I’m away next time, do stay with Celia.  You really upset her by running away.”
“I have an idea,” Celia said.  “This will be where you can really show that you’re a queen.  You’ve spent more time with the Romneys than anybody.  There are silly stories going around that they kidnap children, which you know aren’t true.”
“Nobody shed my blood,” she repeated.
“That’s right,” with a bright smile.  I could tell she was trying to find a balance somewhere between the dark accusations that the bishop had been making and something suitable for a child to hear.  “So I’ll hope you can give presentations.  Do you know what a presentation is?  You’ll get up in front of the other girls, and also their parents and their brothers, and talk about what the Romneys are really like.”
“That will be great!” said Gina with enthusiasm.  “Do you think I could draw pictures, to show them what a caravan is like on the inside?  And teach them the words I picked up in the Romney language?  A place somewhere far away is called varikai.”
“Of course!” said Celia.  “Tell them whatever you like.”  Somewhat belatedly she turned to Gina’s father.  “If that’s acceptable to you, of course.”
He scratched his crooked nose.  “That sounds like a good idea.  Keep her occupied while I’m away, so she doesn’t get any more adventurous ideas.”
“You know,” Gina said, “if you just let me travel with you, to somewhere varikai, you wouldn’t have to worry about me.  It could even be some place far beyond the rainbow,” with a sideways look at Joachim.
Her father didn’t answer but gave her another hug.  I thought about my own daughter, growing up in Caelrhon where I didn’t see her nearly as much as I would have liked.  The yearning for adventure, the desire for safety, the parental need to make sure a child grew up with a good education, none of these were compatible.
“And Aunt Irene said I might be able to travel with her, starting on my fourteenth birthday,” Gina went on.  “You can come with us!”
“Afraid not, my little queen,” with a glance at Theodora over her head.  “I think that’s just for girls.  If your mother were still with us, she could have told you more about it.  I don’t want to think about it until the time comes closer.”
“Let’s see, my birthday is in November, so that’s a couple of months, plus however many years it is until I turn fourteen….”  She was counting it out on her fingers.
“It’s still a long way ’til that November,” said her father glumly.  “Maybe by then I’ll be reconciled to your going.”
 
From the kitchen window I could see the stairs leading up to the city.  Celia’s pupils were trooping down it, carrying their books.  Behind them was Gor—and, with him, Elerius.
I was out the door even faster than Celia.
Elerius, as always, appeared unsurprised when I appeared abruptly at the foot of the stairs.  “Ah, good, Daimbert, I had hoped to see you again.  I would not have wanted to leave without saying goodbye.  Though I must say,” looking at me from under peaked eyebrows, “that the last place I would have expected to see a Royal Wizard is visiting a Christian girls’ school.”
I tried a wizardly glare in return.  “And the last place I would have expected to see the Royal Wizard of the West’s largest kingdom is in a little market city in a principality too small even to have its own wizard.”
Gor interrupted.  What I assumed was his normal cheerfulness had long since disappeared.  “So is the girls’ school all right?  Is Celia still afraid it might be shut down?”
I turned my glare on him.  Several things had suddenly become clear.  “Gor,” I said slowly, “I may have misjudged you.”  He frowned, not sure of my meaning.  “Since I knew you had not completed the full eight years at the wizards’ school, I fear I may have considered you to be little more than a magician.  But you are a much better wizard than that.  You have mastered spells they don’t even teach the advanced wizardry students.”
“What do you mean?” he said uneasily, opening and closing his calloused hands.  From the corner of my eye, I noticed that Elerius too appeared uneasy.
“You put a spell on Bishop Roderick.”
For a second I let my words hang.  Neither made any attempt to answer.  Hoping I was right, I pushed on.  “I must say I have never seen a spell like that before.  How did you do it?  Did you somehow make him even older than he is?  Did you do something to his skull to make it press on his brain?”
“Not his skull,” Gor mumbled.
Then I was right.  “Elerius here,” I said, ostentatiously not looking at him, “seemed to want to suggest that the spell was cast by some renegade magic-worker wandering around this part of the Western Kingdoms.  He should know better, when he taught you the spell himself!  But tell me:  why did you want to do something to the bishop to make him so harsh on Celia?”
“It wasn’t like that at all!” he burst out, fixing me with his mismatched eyes.  “I would never do anything to harm Celia!”  He looked toward the school building, twenty yards away, and dropped his voice.  “He was just interfering too much, telling her what to do and how to teach the girls.  I thought if I could distract him he would leave her alone….”
“So you sickened him,” I said evenly.  “A curious kind of sickening, affecting his mind but not his body.  And it doesn’t seem to have worked the way you intended.”  At the edge of my vision I could see Elerius fidgeting, as if trying to decide whether or not to speak.  I ignored him.  Let the wizardry’s proudest and most confident graduate fidget a bit more.
“Well, it didn’t work right at first,” Gor said reluctantly.  “He seemed just to come here even more often and frighten the girls.  But then he stopped coming at all!  So I thought I had it at last.  You have to realize, Daimbert, I did it to help her!  I want to be her friend!”
Bishop Roderick stopped coming only after he had dismissed Celia as headmistress of the school, I thought.  Gor’s spell had never had the result he intended.
“I’ve seen spells to sicken,” I said with a wave of my hand that now included Elerius.  “They’re not taught at the wizards’ school—we are supposed to help humanity, after all.  But the spells I’ve seen, written in old ledgers by wizards back before training in magic even became formalized, all required the use of herbs.  It would take a master wizard, someone who, for example, was considered the best wizard of his generation, to study the properties of herbs that could make a mind confused and lacking in judgment, and to turn those properties into a clean spell in the Hidden Language.  Then that wizard, feeling himself a guide and mentor, would have to teach that spell to you.”
Elerius was no longer fidgeting.  He seemed to have recovered his poise.  But before he had a chance to speak, I turned to face him fully.  “What possible reason can you have had to work up a spell from the old magic that can only harm?”
“Now, Daimbert,” he said easily, “I think you’re letting your penchant for wild theories get away from you again.  And remember how I helped you with your own daughter when Antonia had that little problem!  I would never do anything to harm a school full of innocent girls.”
This was not an answer to my question, and he knew it.  And as I recalled Antonia, at age five, had helped him more than he had helped her.  But this was not what I wanted to argue about.
“Sickening a bishop,” I said to both of them.  “This is not something that will impress the Master of the wizards’ school.”
“Are you threatening me, Daimbert?” said Elerius, his voice far less jovial.  “Are you sure this is a contest you wish to undertake?”
Gor looked wildly from me to Elerius and back.  For a moment I felt sorry for him.  He had been feeling very guilty—with good reason!—and now feared he was about to see two powerful wizards blasting each other with magic.
“Not threatening a bit,” I said to Elerius, trying to sound unconcerned.  It was a good thing, I thought, that Gor was there.  There were distinct limits to what Elerius would want the failed wizardry student he had taken under his wing to witness.
“I just want Gor to understand fully what he’s done,” I continued, “and what you’ve done.  You’ve gone against organized wizardry’s most basic premises, that we use our magic to help, not to harm.  Was this in the nature of an experiment, to see if some of the darkest old spells of long-dead wizards could be reshaped into a modern format?  Did you perhaps use Gor to cast the spell so that you could say, with technical accuracy, that you had never used your skills to sicken?  Did you persuade Gor that, as long as his purpose was pure, the means didn’t really matter?”
Gor was becoming more and more agitated, running his hands through his unruly auburn hair.  “I only wanted to help Celia!” he said, forgetting again to speak quietly.  He paused, then frowned, his wrinkled forehead making his face even uglier.  “Elerius, you promised me that this spell didn’t really sicken, just would make the bishop lose track of things.  She was doing such a good job, she didn’t need a bishop to tell her how to run her own school.”
“There doesn’t seem to be much doubt about what you’ve done,” I said to Elerius.  “I have no intention of matching spells with you, but it would certainly be interesting to see what the Master has to say when Gor and I tell him all about it.”
His eyes looked calculating, but he was having trouble coming up with plausible explanations.  He had already tried an oblique threat to hurl killing spells at me, but I knew he wasn’t going to do that, not with a witness, not when even he couldn’t have justified it to himself as serving a higher good.  Denial was about his only alternative, and that wasn’t working very well either.
“Young Gor seems to have completely misunderstood me,” he said, pulling back his lips in what was probably supposed to be a smile.  He had, I thought, decided to pretend that he had never suggested that some witch had cast a spell on Bishop Roderick.  “I just told him what I had worked up, as a purely theoretical project, and it was his own idea to turn the spell on the bishop.  After all, I was the one who freed the bishop from the spell, just yesterday!”  Now he did smile, having found an explanation he hoped would work.
But his problem wasn’t me.  It was Gor.  “No!” the handyman shouted.  “Just because I’m ugly, everyone thinks I’m stupid, but I’m smart enough to know what you told me!”  Elerius blinked once but did not answer.  “You told me you’d developed a spell to make someone lose track of things, and because you knew I was worried about Celia you said this might be a good chance to see how well it worked.”
“It all made sense, didn’t it,” I said to Elerius, pushing my advantage because I didn’t know how long I’d have it.  “You’d developed this spell, which of course you couldn’t share with the teachers at the wizards’ school, but you needed to test it.  What better place, you thought, than an out-of-the-way little principality, where some churchman was worrying one of your former wizardry students?  Wizards traditionally don’t respect the church, so that aspect didn’t bother you in the slightest.  Since you always intended to break the spell at some point, to complete the testing procedure, you persuaded yourself that you had not broken any oaths to help mankind.  It all would have worked according to plan if I hadn’t shown up.”
“What are you doing here, Daimbert?” Elerius said darkly, finding his voice at last.  “You’ve never said.  Were you spying on me?”
“Not at all,” I said, with my own best effort at a smile.  Even from the inside, it did not feel like a success.  “Your spell worked too well, driving Bishop Roderick into some form of madness, where all his prejudices and all his fixation on sin came to the fore.  As a result, Celia wrote to her old teacher, the bishop of Caelrhon.  He and I are friends, so I came here with him.  In essence, you brought me here yourself.”
“What have I done to Celia?” Gor cried.  “I only wanted to protect her!”
“In fact,” said a voice, “I am able to protect myself.”
It was Celia, standing with a fist on her hip and a frown on her face that would have done Gor credit.  Too focused on each other, none of us had heard her coming up.
Gor opened and closed his mouth.  “But the little girls!” he gasped at last.  “No one is teaching them!”
“They are with Hildegarde and Father Joachim,” said Celia evenly.  “Probably they’ll be sparring with quarterstaves, while reciting Bible verses, by lunchtime.  I must say, Gor, that I am very disappointed to learn that you are responsible for the bishop’s illness.  If Father Joachim had not been here to listen to him and counsel him, God knows what might have happened when he was returned to himself.  You have been very useful in keeping my school running smoothly, but I hesitate whether I can keep you after this.”
“And, Gor,” I put in, “you’re going to need to come to the great City to tell the masters of organized wizardry about Elerius’s new spell.”
But this to him was the worst idea yet.  “Not to the City!  I couldn’t possibly go back to the wizards’ school!  Not after—  Well, if they all think I’m both ugly and stupid, I don’t want to remind them!”
I took a second to commiserate silently.  After all my embarrassment with the frogs in the transformations practical exam, I always felt deeply for any other wizardry student who managed to mess up spectacularly, even if, as in this case, I had no idea exactly how spectacularly.
“I could go talk to your wizards’ school if Gor won’t,” said Celia, giving Elerius a hard look.  Hildegarde was wrong, I thought.  Celia was the strong one.  “I heard you confessing to driving Bishop Roderick into madness.  It won’t just be one wizard’s word against another’s.”
“For you,” Gor said desperately to Celia, “I would go back to the City!”
“Well, wizardry is a male discipline,” said Elerius, trying to bluster.  “Normally women aren’t even allowed into the wizards’ school.  And the headmistress of a Christian school—  I fear you will not find a receptive audience.”
I interrupted, because I feared he was right.  I could not have Celia make the long journey to the City, only to be quizzed by very powerful wizards who were predisposed to believe Elerius.  Somehow I had to get us out of this without anyone blasting anyone, and with Elerius quietly leaving and never trying that spell again.
“Thank you, Gor,” I said with my best effort to imitate Elerius at his most suave.  “But I don’t think that it will be necessary for anyone to go to the City.  All of us have become quite excited, when we should all be working together.  Elerius, I do remember extremely clearly how you and I collaborated, just a few years ago.  Bishop Roderick is returned to himself, and although he may have resigned his office more quickly than he otherwise might have, he is quite old and would probably have stepped down soon anyway.”
Pretty dismissive toward an old man, a voice at the back of my brain commented, but I had no sympathy to spare for Bishop Roderick, even in the stern but lovable version.
“So,” I said, trying the wizardly glare again, “all that is left to work out is your oath, Elerius, not to use this spell ever again, no matter what.  Because you know what will happen if you do.”
“And what is that?”  He had himself fairly well composed now and was looking calculating again, as though trying to determine what ulterior plans I might have.  It was going to be hard for him to guess, since I didn’t have any, other than getting us all out of this.
“Then we’ll all come to the City to talk to the masters, Celia, Gor, and me.  One of us they might disbelieve, but not all three.  An earnest and religious young woman will impress them with her sincerity, especially when her story is supported by a former wizardry student.”
“And what will you add, Daimbert?” with just the faintest hint of a sneer.
“You may not like to remember this,” I said slowly, “but the Master once asked me to come join the permanent teaching staff at the wizards’ school, even though he has never asked you.  All he has ever offered you is a short series of specialized courses.”  Elerius stiffened, almost imperceptibly.  It could not be one of his happier memories.  “As you will recall, I refused the offer.  But I think the Master will believe me.”
I had to admire Elerius for his ability to recover when rattled.  After only a few seconds’ pause he managed to say smoothly, “Then I’m glad we’re all agreed, Daimbert.  It would be a shame for you and me to become enemies.  Since my interest in seeing if an old herbal spell could be redone without the use of herbs was purely theoretical, and since I have now proven that it works, I will certainly have no need to cast it again!  And I assume that Young Gor, after his unfortunate experiences, will be happy to forget all about it.”
But Gor was no longer paying attention.  “I just wanted to help you, my lady,” he was saying, almost pathetically.  His eyes, one brown and one green, seemed on the verge of tears.
Celia gave him a long look.  “Gor, do I understand why you want to help me.  And I am flattered.”  For a second what might have been hope flashed across his face, but she gave it no time to take root.  “Did you know that I almost became a nun a few years ago?  I didn’t, but I still consider myself married to my religious vocation—that is, now, to teach the girls of Darlême reading and writing, arithmetic, and the word of God.”
“You’re a very good teacher,” he mumbled.  She did not need to spell it out for him.
“And you have been a very good handyman.  You were wrong to harm the bishop, especially without telling me what you were doing.  And you were wrong to lie to me, that one time I thought you were practicing magic and I asked if you were a wizard, and you said you were not.”
He opened his mouth, about to protest, I was quite sure, that he was not really a wizard because he had never finished the training, but he thought better of it.
“But I believe I may still keep you on,” she continued, “if you can promise me that in the future you will always consult me before casting any spells, and will not otherwise try to ‘help’ me, unless you have spoken to me first.”
He wiped the back of his hand across his eyes and gave her his wide, gap-toothed grin.  “I can do that!”
While they were talking, Elerius was quietly stepping away.  I followed him.  Even though I now thought he was fairly unlikely to try the spell again, I did notice that he had sworn no oath to that effect.
“Well, Daimbert, I’m glad this has all been resolved so amiably,” he said with a reasonably normal looking smile.  No gap teeth here.  “But I do need to return to my kingdom.  I only stayed overnight with Young Gor because he wanted to be sure the bishop really was all right.”  He eyed me thoughtfully.  “In spite of all your wild theories, I’m glad you have realized that you and I should be friends.”
Without giving me a chance to respond to this assertion, he shot up and away, flying back west.  I watched him go, hoping that I would never have to deal with this “friend” again but fairly sure that this was a false hope.
Behind me Celia was saying, “It’s time I reclaimed my classroom.  No more quarterstaves, or whatever Hildegarde has been giving them.  It’s time for the girls to start writing essays.  I think the first assignment I will give them will be on what they learned from the weeks that the Romney girls were in the class.”
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