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chapter 1 excerpt

“Argh! Oh no, you fiend! Dust is my greatest weakness!” Ambrosia screeched mock horror at the small seer chasing her around the kitchen. Ronnie had something clenched in one grubby hand as the boy squealed and trotted around after the invisible wizardess.

Henna snagged her son as he trotted by and put him in her lap to eat; Ambrosia went to wash up.

“What is it you want to try now that you’re free, Sky-elf Xerdria?” Henna asked the tiny elf sitting down to dinner with them politely. Henna smirked quietly as Aaron settled in too. “And empowered. Are you going to need any of our help, princess?”

“Princess?” There was a quick, shocked squeak and grin by the teensy elf at that title. No one had used it on her yet, obviously. Henna’s latest adopted daughter, the Sky-elf Xerdria had been egg-birthed in Aaron’s kiln just recently and her coming-out party had been today, just days later.

The sky-elf had gotten her official sky-folk welcome after surviving her first trial; she had yet to claim her new kingdom, tho. The difference between sky-elf, semi-god, gifted and godling was still confusing to most people here, even her.

Being called a princess seemed to please the tiny girl a little, tho. There was an answering squeal from a happy Ronnie as Xerdria grinned at Henna. “I am, aren’t I?” the elf went on happily.

The coming-out party had been attended by all the local metaphysical dignitaries, a confusing plethora of them. The great book, various godlings and a few unidentified demon-like things. Aaron’s hospitality at the Singing-tower had gotten strained, but the mystical festivities had passed without major incident and Xerdria had a list of ethereal places and friends to visit now.

The little blond Sky-elf Xerdria had been the great-book solution to a vexing power-politics problem; so far it had been accepted and was working.

The princess was now going to do the dirty float, according to Ambrosia. She was very cynical about Xerdria’s plans; the wizardess could see no other use for the tour Xerdria was about to start on. Briskly passing from ascended master to ascended master looking like dating your way about; applied social-climbing to the apprentice.

Ambrosia had a low opinion of elites, even when she was part of one. The only thing different from this and her sweet-sixteen coming-out party was Ambrosia’s father had been a local grave-digger; dirty muscle for hire. Untouchable. Ambrosia had gotten shunned as unclean.

Her brother danced with Ambrosia that night; he was the only one that’d have anything to do with her in their small village. Doing the dirty float was all Ambrosia had for the rest of her life and she was sure it was all Xerdria would get from the sky-folk.

Almost all, anyway. The new goddess Henna had helped birthed was in attendance for a while. She’d helped teach Xerdria to troll-dance in fact, but her domicile was a bit off the beaten path even for sky-elves.

“Maybe you can help, Henna. A little.” The elf started hesitantly. “Ambrosia and I are about to travel to Mindy’s witch-mountain home so Ambrosia can meet the wizard she’s apprenticed to. The inquisitor’s old apprentice and his babysitter witch-wife, Clara. We’ll meet him in a while.” Xerdria went on quickly. “It’s a long walk from here and there’s lots to see between here and there.”

“We’re looking forward to it. I am, anyway. Lots of bad decisions to be learned from, according to Ambrosia. Do you want us to ask around for a new apprentice while we’re travelling?” Xerdria asked absently. “You’re pregnant, you could use the help. Your goth-girl is married and moved to Cerberus’s magic mushroom-mine next door, right? With the guy she dragged there from the troll colony. Drivna. She replaces Ambrosia there. Think you’ll need any new help with the new baby?”

“No!” Henna, redheaded bandit’s daughter, tea-witch, mid-wife to more supernaturals than anyone knew and wife to a dragon-wizard, blanched. She and Aaron exchanged glances as the blond elf turned and concentrated on her dinner.

“We can ask the witch school to send some if we need more help, Xerdria.” Henna added hastily. “Drivna might be able to tell them this is not an exile to the boonies the way she thought it was. Or Mel’s apprentice. That’ll help.”

“True. They might. First things first, tho. If we warn Mindy about your impeding arrival the only way to her mountain will be by air.” Aaron rumbled, looking at a happy Xerdria as she cheerfully demolished the rest of her supper. The elf was humming to herself as she happily ate. “Dragon-back and fire-pits. Maybe on a kite. Mindy hates visitors and the whole mountain has been fixed up to keep people away from her.”

“Ha.” Henna just sniffed at her husband. “That’s normal. Ambrosia is a wizardess with a staff. An invisible, female one. Xerdria is a sky-born elfin princess.” Tea-witch Henna seemed a little peeved. “Even if she was egged in your forge. They should be able to get in and up the mountain on their own, wizard. Regardless of what traps Mindy has set out.”

“True, tho. Visitors would just be more aggravation to Min. The dragon-pups have been pranking her for years.” The wizard sighed and looked a little worried. “You won’t want to arrive at the backs of her immortal enemies, elf. She would not be happy with you.”

“If we don’t mention the kids are headed her way Min might decide to make our life miserable here.” Henna said quietly, eyes wide. “Really miserable. She has a pipeline to everything that happens here, the tower talks to her and Ronnie likes her daughter Tilly.”

“Yeah. Oh well, Mindy might welcome them as more company she desperately needs. The tower might learn to fly too.” Aaron said dubiously as he looked over at the elf. She had sharpened one end of a wooden fork-tine and was using it to chase down and stab vegetables on her plate now. Ronnie was waving his own utensil in the air and cheering her on vigorously. “Maybe.”

Attempting the same spearing, but in a far sloppier manner Ronnie splashed a lot and tried to make up for it with noise.

‘Boom!‘s, mostly. The elf grinned at him between bites.

Henna blinked. “No new apprentice thanks, Xerdria. Let us think for a while about this trip tho. Min might owe us a couple favors. Me, anyway.” Turning to smile at the elf, Henna sighed. “We’ll see what we can do about getting you up Witch Mountain for a visit, ok? Possibly with an old-witch package under your arm to deliver for her. Tobacco, the like.”

“Something she wants to see, good thinking. We deliver.” The tiny elf smiled and triumphantly stabbed another slippery radish-half. “You know, Ambrosia might have a few suggestions on that. She and the old witch think alike on things.”

  *

“Argh! Oh no, you pest! Dirt is my greatest weakness!” Ambrosia screeched horror at the small seer chasing her around the kitchen again the next day. Ronnie had something clenched in one grubby hand as the boy squealed and trotted around after the invisible wizardess.

Trotted after her staff anyway. Somehow Ambrosia had forgotten to be quiet and Ronnie had his eye and ears on the thunking sounds the staff was making as Ambrosia poled her way around the kitchen.

“He keeps his sphere in that hand. I think he wants to show you something, Ambrosia.” Aaron mentioned mildly, looking around the table. Henna was enjoying a breakfast tea and Aaron’s special-blend tea was beside his bowl of gruel.

Henna always complained if Aaron accidentally turned dragon while at breakfast so the wizard always got a vile dragon-tea with his meal. He appeared to sip at it occasionally for her at least.

Finishing his porridge a while back, Ronnie chased the invisible dragon-blessed wizardess around squealing happily; peals of childish laughter echoing in the kitchen. Xerdria was polishing off her gruel, Ambrosia’s, some stray toast and making inroads into a bowl of raw veggies on the table. For a tiny person, the elf had an enormous appetite. She could make the dwarf Cerberus look dainty at meal-times.

“I looked. There wasn’t anything but grey fog in that thing.” Came a disembodied voice from the air by the sink. A glass of water got lifted and Ronnie crowed happily and zeroed in on these new signs of life.

“Let me try.” Henna offered, snagging her son as Ronnie ran by. The breakfast-goodbye was being interrupted by the usual childish spoilage; Ronnie was not pleased his companions were leaving. An elf-demigod and an invisible female wizard would be hard to replace as companions and he knew it.

In fact, out here on the hilltop of wizard’s hill there were no replacements at all. (His father did not advertise the Singing Tower’s secret name. Calling where they all lived Wizard’s Hill instead suited him just fine even if Henna was a bit miffed at being so easily shuffled aside. She liked Tea-witch Gardens as a name.)

“If Ronnie has anything in his sphere that says we delay this for another day I’m not listening to him. Or the great-book.” Xerdria complained in mulish tone. She was annoyed at all the delays the great-book had put in her way recently; lessons, lectures, gifts from late visitors and the like. The great-book was still not finished taking requests and was still getting the odd supplicant visiting here; and at odder times.

Very odd visitors. Friends now, mostly. His time here was semi-officially over; the visitors were Great-book’s requests and friends. Visitors were trickling in from the farther reaches; one entity had arrived at midnight last eve and was far too big to fit into the tower’s basement forge-room. Aaron had taken the great-book outside for the duration of that chilly little chat.

The wizard didn’t have much to say about Henna’s duties as book-bearer or the visitors anymore. Henna and Ronnie sat as observers under the protection of the great book thru all the day-visits; even if the language being spoken was foreign, unknowable or deadly to mere human ears.

“There is something here. A scene. Very heavy rain on some church I don’t recognize. Windy, too.” Henna said after a moment or two of staring into her son’s magic sphere. He seemed irritated at how slow she was.

“Gargoyles with three-foot tongues flapping to the left?” Aaron asked absently. Henna nodded.

“Rain in Evaston, then.” The wizard nodded sagely. “On the coast. It should be here by tomorrow, or the day after.”

“We get news and weather from all over. That sphere of Ronnie’s has a polyglot approach to what’s important.” Aaron went on to Xerdria as Henna looked at him in puzzlement. “But it’s handy sometimes. Wet weather tomorrow, dear. Wind and rain.”

“Fix the leak in the tower roof today, then.” Henna snapped out instantly. “The one in the second bedroom.”

“There’s no glass up there. Or curtains, or leather. It’s wide open windows and wet stone floor.” Protesting mildly, Aaron took refuge behind his glass of tea. Henna always seemed to have more chores for him than there was daylight in the day; and always had.

“We’re leaving.” Xerdria stood up decisively. There wasn’t any food left on the table, Aaron noted wryly. “And right now. A fast walk across the grasslands…”

“Will put your wet campfires in sight of the bandits for a few days. Not that they’ll willingly chase you if you get past them and into the hills.” Henna mentioned absently. “Or in rainy weather, really. If they do, say hello for me, would you? I haven’t visited in a while now. Oh, and don’t hurt them any more than you have to, please. I’m related to most of them.”

“Ok, you’re leaving. By the garden path, right? Here’s your parting gift then, princess. From me. The apprentice here drank hers last night.” Aaron said quietly, handing over a small stone stick something to the elf.

Coughing in an embarrassed way, Ambrosia stayed by the packs. Aaron was already looking towards the basement where the great book held interviews. Henna nodded and started gathering what she needed to keep her child happy down in the basement with her today.

The great-book had not left yet and Ronnie sphered all interviews for dangers. The singing tower recorded them all in case of disputes. Henna welcomed all guests in and out and tried to hostess their needs.

The various magnanimous gestures of the tea-witch had generated an interesting collection of magical tips, gratuities and gifts collecting in a tunnel storage-room; Henna refused at talk about them at all, especially which ones were given to Ronnie for his help and benefit and not to her.

If the tips were money she would’ve already made attempts to spend them. Gold always moved fast around Henna and Cerberus made a wagon-trip into town twice a week with most of her loose cash.

Sighing unhappily, Aaron grimaced. Magic tapestries, stray bits of dragon-treasure and posters had already made significant amounts of trouble here at the singing tower, but Ronnie did not seem disturbed by anything he’d seen gifted to his mother yet.

There was another happy squeal from the elf as she investigated the token goodbye gift. It was a tiny witch-wand, a palm-sized stone wand made to hold a lot more power than wood and small enough Xerdria could stuff it into her belt easily.

The squeal was echoed in a puzzled way by an invisible Ambrosia. She’d quietly moved to where she could look into Ronnie’s sphere by now and everyone jumped at the sound going off beside them.

“Handy. Teach me how to trigger it sometime.” Ambrosia said quietly as Xerdria held the stone wand up to her eyes for a moment then stuffed it into her sash. Closing her eyes, Xerdria muttered quickly to herself, one hand wrapped tightly on the wand in her belt.

“Hey, nice. I don’t even have one yet.” Henna complained as the invisible wizardess and elf blinked at each other, picked up their packs and made ready to walk out of the attached tower-kitchen.

“You don’t need a dragon-wand, dear. You have me. The outhouse is on the way out.” Aaron added dryly as the girls in his home all held each other’s elbows and squealed at each other. This was Xerdria’s first solo trip away from the tower and she was very excited. “The garden too. Leave some of that for us, please.”

He was chuckling by this point. Aaron pitied the poor bandit that tried to trouble these two. Anyone out there would see some small blond girl wandering the grasslands then trip over an angry elfin princess with an invisible wizard side-kick. Large chunks of sod would end up as glass if the bandit wasn’t careful. Mostly the poor sod in his shoes or betwixt his bare toes.

The knaps had gifts, mail, offers, books and everything from Holmwood, Cerberus’s and the old witch Mindy had been avoiding tucked away as Mountain-due deliveries. And travel supplies. The smile on Aaron’s face grew. He’d seen how much went into the packs and how little weight they’d gained in the process.

There was serious merchant-magic going on and Xerdria seemed blissfully oblivious to it. Unless she had made the effort to do something, the trip out of witch mountain would be a lot different from getting in for this elf-wizard team. The pack might float away on her.

The female elf-wizardess team, Aaron noted to himself standing in the doorway, sipping tea as he watched Xerdria snack her way thru the garden, Henna handing her fresh ripe whatevers as they travelled down separate rows and got stuffed into the knap.

Ronnie was still in the kitchen making unsuccessful efforts to get past the barrier of his father’s legs and not being notably quiet about it. Aaron kept part of his mind on the two-handed pucker that meant a leg-bite was on the way, but Ronnie was content with vocal complaints today.

Henna returned and joined the wizard by tucking herself under his arm; the wizard picked his son up and the whole family stepped outside and waved, watching in amusement as the elf disappeared down the hill, two tracks appearing in the sun-warmed grass. They did not seem to be moving fast, but Xerdria was not a tall person. Ambrosia soon got behind the elf and they became a single trail in the grass that fast disappeared into the open prairie grasslands.

“If we lock Ronnie in the kitchen you can help me set up the new bedrooms. On the dragon landing-pad.” Aaron offered his wife hopefully. “In the warm sunshine.”

Henna swatted him absently, then took Ronnie from his arms. “We two might be needed downstairs.” She scolded the disappointed wizard. “You are needed upstairs on the dragon-landing before it rains, too.”

“It’s too bad none of the pups are escorting those two to Witch Mountain.” Moving back inside, Aaron put his cup down and picked up his staff, looking up ruefully at the tower stairs. “Or for the rest of this trip. That kind of ride would make a real impressive entrance in some circles.”

“Masina nixed her kids carrying Xerdria around. Or Ambrosia. She says the other godlings would start to get lots of weird ideas if they saw a new elfin princess arrive on dragon-back.” The tea-witch sighed and picked up her satchel, all prepped for a morning in the basement. “There would be a sudden surge in dragon-pup napping instead of dragon-treasure hunting that she didn’t want to deal with.”

“Hope Xerdria enjoys the wand. I didn’t take much time with it.” Aaron mentioned absently. “She did seem pleased.”

“She’s tricky. I like that. The wand has a glamour on it and it explodes too. If anyone jumps Xerdria, her wand will get grabbed first. It looks valuable.” Aaron explained.

“Even if she has to hand it to them first. I know. As soon as anyone else touches the wand it blows up in their faces.” The grin that came from Henna said it all. This was news she’d gotten while the two were rummaging thru the riper parts of the garden a moment ago.

“That’ll also work as a campfire starter if there’s nothing else to use.” The wizard added in an aggrieved tone. “Even in the rain. If the apprentice with her ever thinks of using it that way.”

“Say, what was the song Ambrosia was singing as she left? It seemed familiar.” That got asked in a wistful tone. The wizard was fishing again and Henna knew it.

“ABC-1-2-3. It’s an old tantric 1-2-3 song. Connect, self, goals.” Henna answered absently, heading towards the forge-room holding Ronnie’s hand. “You heard Mindy sing it to Ali a long time ago. It means Ambrosia has been locked up at Harvey’s for a little too long, wizard. She needs release.”

“They are not going to find many guys on the prairie and the ones they do find are likely to try burning them as witches.” The exasperation was plain on Aaron’s face, but Henna just wriggled and hummed a bit. “Or robbing them.”

“Right?” The wizard asked in disbelief as Henna headed downstairs.

“Yes dear.” Came floating back up to him.

“What did you do last night, Aaron?” Came back up next. “And where’s the great-book?”

“Closed the book and left it near the metal part of the forge, after the old great one left. Beside the lamp. Why?” His wizard’s staff scratched behind Aaron’s ear as he looked towards the tower proper and the stairs leading down.

“Really? The book’s never been closed before and I can’t open it now.” Came a small voice from downstairs. “Would you come down here for a moment please, Aaron?”

  *

“The book won’t open for me either, Henna. It’s sealed shut.” The wizard confessed after a few frantic moments in his downstairs forge-room fumbling with the suddenly stiff book. Aaron’s staff was tucked into a crook of one arm now.

“Keep trying. Use magic if you have to.” A slightly frantic Henna snapped at him. Aaron did and tried not to look around. Henna had been redecorating the round tower basement to suit whatever godlings the great-book felt like seeing.

In her own bandit-way, of course. The result was not anything Aaron recognized as his forge, laundry-room, storage or the escape-tunnel he’d gotten used to seeing in the basement of his home. Even the bookshelf was hidden.

Tapestries were covering the curving walls, hiding damp shelves and storage nooks. Tapestries that had scenes on them that shifted from the gruesome to the inexplicable with every magic that went by; sometimes only the colors changed. Unidentifiable strings of something were hanging here and there from the ceiling and they moved as well, rattling in a breeze that shouldn’t be there.

The strings might’ve been onions, garlics or shrunken-heads, Aaron couldn’t tell and wasn’t about to go look. The forge and well was a temporary fireplace and kitchen; the whole area seemed grease-and-smoke stained now.

With what he didn’t know. Decorations on the lectern that held the great-book and chair facing each other were much worse; Ronnie was ignoring them both, so they were probably the most harmless.

The chair was designed for gods and monsters. It looked like a gnarly stump covered in flowing white silks at the moment, scarf-wrapped and smudged. The lectern holding the book had a goth nightmare carved into it, red eyes glowing on nasties you didn’t want near you; mostly claws and teeth that followed you around the room, not the eyes. Upright wings held the great-book.

Ronnie sat on the floor at his mother’s feet, waving his sphere at everything and looking bored. Nothing seemed to upset him here today.

“He usually gets behind me if the supplicant is dangerous.” Henna explained meekly. “I sit over there and wait for requests. On the stairs. And read my book.”

“The great-book sits on that and does what?” The wizard asked, still trying to take the room in. Godling visitors had left their marks all over the room and none of the new ornaments were exactly happy dancing mushroom-gnomes.

Some would make you whistle past the graveyard, tho. Or run past screaming.

“Nothing, usually. The great-book talks directly to the visitors, tho the tower can hear and understand everything. She doesn’t tell us what they say unless we ask.” Henna went on, looking at the book in a perplexed way.

“And the decorations?” Aaron asked in a careful tone. He knew better than to directly criticize Henna’s sometimes bloodthirsty choices in decor. Her bandit heritage came out in strange ways occasionally and criticizing her taste was like bothering someone who liked reading murder-mysteries. Silly at the best of times, murderous stupid the rest.

“This place changes every few minutes, Aaron. Sometimes the book does it, sometimes the tower, sometimes the visitor needs a special chair, hideous light or color.” Henna went on absently. She looked up at Aaron with a glint in her eye. “It’s magic, wizard. Magic changes the decor, not me.”

“It was my idea was to put up tapestries. Those are easy to change, take down, hide, burn or bury.” She went on quickly as Aaron glared at her. “The walls behind them would be permanently stained by now if I hadn’t.”

“There’s dragon, smelter and magic-proofing in the walls down here. Lots of it as forges tend to explode and splatter when they don’t smoke and spew. The laundry-room walls should be easy to clean.” Aaron said meekly. “Good thinking anyway, dear. We might even be able to sell the tapestries later.”

“Check the money from anyone who wants these twice, wizard.” Henna shuddered as she glanced at the wall-hangings. “Their gold might evaporate as soon as you stop looking at it.”

“Hey, look at the book. There’s a new symbol on the cover. An open door with a question-mark in it. Or on it.” Henna picked up the volume in one hand and stared at it. “Let me get my book and see what it says about this, ok?”

“Ah, your book does plants and such, mostly. Right?” Aaron stopped talking as Henna ignored him, put the great-book back down and trotted off to one of her private stashes. The one where she kept a book of magic from Cerberus’s dragon treasure-hoard.

It’d been an ordinary plant-book till sitting in dragon manure for several hundred years. Now it was a magical book of knowledge that answered questions if you knew how to ask. Asking questions in reference to plants helped a lot. Ronnie waved his sphere at the great-book again, which wasn’t behaving like a great-book anymore.

“Something? He was called away on urgent business?” The wizard asked his son carefully. “A previous engagement perhaps?”

“Boom.” Ronnie said noncommittally. He got up and wandered over to where Aaron was putting the book on the lectern and trying to ignore the decorations in the room. The wizard picked his son up and sat him on one arm, then tapped the book with the other hand.

His staff was still with him. Ronnie materialized his sphere and looked at everything, his father, the staff, the book and the stand. There was a gentle move from the book as he did. The book wanted to go somewhere; Ronnie looked at his father in triumph.

Mystery solved. The great-book wanted to go somewhere. Great. No word on how. Sighing, Aaron looked around again. It seemed the book wanted to move towards the escape tunnel, which had quite a few hidden storage rooms in it.

Hidden rooms with low pipe-like holes for entrances, storage rooms behind cracks in the walls, pits full of odd weeds, herbs and poisons. There was a room full of pig-cures back there and a cold-cellar for garden roots.

Even the beer cellar was there. One room held a lot of Henna-confiscated beer-making equipment, mostly of dwarf-make. Kegs, small barrels, crocks and a few bags of mix; wheat, barley, hops, malt and honey. Henna made a hobby of collecting whatever she could snitch from the making and keeping it down here; when Cerberus and Aaron were snoring over their supplies and results, of course.

Cerberus was trying to make his own brew over on his mushroom-mine; Aaron had been helping him for years now. There was lots here.

The wizard looked and had a horrible feeling he knew where the book wanted to go.

  *

Henna found Ronnie and Aaron in the escape-tunnel trying to get into one of the trickier storage-room entrances by the light of his staff. It wasn’t the drain-hole in-the-floor secret entrance, or the wall pipe-hole, or the crack or the booby-trapped door.

This was a close open storage-room where Henna had been collecting and storing her god-tips in; this was where they were piled up. The great-book seemed to be of two minds about where it wanted to go from there.

“Hey, dear. The book pulls now.” The wizard explained to his wife as she tracked down the noise these two were making to a storage room in the secret escape tunnel.

Ronnie, holding a closed Great-book in both hands nodded at his mother and held the book up. It visibly tugged him towards the storage room, then pulled down the tunnel too. “The book wants to go somewhere.” Aaron went on, shifting his grip on his staff.

Her book of magic in one hand, Henna looked the scene outside her root-storage room dubiously. Her potato-bin and dried herbs didn’t get this much attention normally.

“Oh. Is the great-book hungry, maybe?” Henna said carefully, pulled a lamp out of an almost invisible niche by the door. That triggered a few interesting things, Aaron noted. One of them was an almost imperceptible settling of the sill, the stone entrance to the storeroom. “Well, let’s see what it wants in here, shall we?” She went on cheerily.

Sweeping by the two and plucking the book from Ronnie’s hands as she past him, Henna made shadows dance wildly on the walls as her lamp came on all by itself.

“Ha. You enter by lamp-light or not at all. Betcha.” The wizard muttered as he looked over things. Magic and lots of it was embedded all over here. Henna had been busy here, and with considerable amounts of help.

“Look at the floor. Watch your third step in, Aaron. Mid-corridor.” Came a sweet tinkling voice from inside the root storage-room. “Ronnie isn’t heavy enough to set it off. Neither am I, but if you put any weight on it…”

“What happens?” Lifting his staff, Aaron dipped into the library in his staff and triggered a few spells. Now that he knew what to look for, he could see all kinds of traps and barriers set into the stone.

And who made them.

“What happens? Boom.” Henna answered him sweetly. “A lot of boom. You’d end up in the creek at the far end of the tunnel, probably in little chunks.”

“Wow.” The wizard noted, inching along the tunnel carefully with his back to wall. “Mindy does not like me at all, does she?”

“The old witch, Drivna, Mindy and Ansal and all helped me here. Mel and Tilly were cheerleaders.” Henna answered shortly. “Sally did some too, wizard. Anyone who came thru added a spell here.”

“Sally. The girl locked up over at the mushroom-mine for trying to take over the world offered a few ideas. And you put them in place?” Aaron asked in dismay.

“Yes. Everyone seemed to understand the need to keep wizards and dwarfs from looting my baking supplies.” Henna glared at her husband. “Even Sally.”

“Henna, we only borrowed your honey once.” Aaron protested in an aggrieved way. “We didn’t even use all of it.”

Henna gave her husband a dirty look. “You’ve never noticed the number of pockets on Cerberus’s coat, have you?” She asked acidly. “Or seen what’s in them when he leaves here?”

There was a blush as Aaron got into the storage room proper; after a nod from Henna he came out of the tunnel and raised his staff to shed a staff-light on things. “Right. Radishes. Cerberus does like his spice.” Aaron reluctantly admitted.

“Ha.” Henna grumbled in annoyance. “He’s completely reliant on them. Worse than Hedra and Ambler, even. Spices are the only thing that makes his cooking edible, wizard. Your dwarf friend learned to coverup long before he learned to cook.”

“Ansal would know. And talk, dwarf-wives are like that. Say, remind me not to marry any redheaded bandit witches anymore, would you?” Aaron went on slowly as he looked around. “That tunnel looks like it was designed just to kill me slowly.”

“It is. Not just you, and not very slowly. Anyone that tried to get in here without an invitation or escort gets it.” Henna stopped and frowned slightly back at Aaron as he lifted his staff and looked around the storage room carefully.

“I won’t stand there for very long if I were you, Aaron.” She said quietly. “The old witch set something up right there.”

“The tunnel, the floor, the shelves… All the jugs are rigged to explode too, aren’t they?” Asking that in a light tone was all Aaron could do. He could see the great-book was getting agitated about something and Henna was no longer looking after the interests of her family, she was watching it. “This is what you did when we stopped you from rigging the house. After that farmer hit you.” He accused her.

“Yes.” Henna said simply. You couldn’t blame Henna for not staring. He’d never see the book in a flap before either; it was very distracting.

“What’s in here anyway?” The wizard finally asked, lowering his staff. Henna tch’ed as the end of it came down and waved one hand at the wizard, still watching the great-book. Aaron moved his staff end over a few inches before coming down with it. Henna seemed satisfied with that and he put it down.

“Not what can I touch in here, not what I avoid. What do you keep in here, witch?” The wizard asked his wife again. “Food, magic traps, herb supplies, what?”

“Tips and traps now.” Henna finally answered after casting her eyes skyward and thinking a bit. “A bit of everything. The stuff I haven’t had the time to hide properly.”

“Don’t touch that Ronnie, it snakes at you. This is the first storeroom from the hall, unless you count the fake locked door set into the wall.” Henna nodded and satisfaction as she looked around the cluttered room. “The fake door that tosses you down the tunnel. Everything gets dumped here.”

“I saw that door out there.” Aaron nodded and put his hands in his robe, drawing his staff closer to him. It was starting to buzz and chirp at him as various magics noted the intruders and started investigating things.

Nodding at that, Aaron’s staff absently started fending the more aggressive magics motes off. “Very well done, Hon. A crude cover hinged at the top like that. Makes it look like we were concerned with keeping rats out and that’s about it.”

“A builder’s trick.” He explained as Henna looked at him, annoyed. “You put the door in, then strap hinges on. Makes it fit much better. A lift open, tho.”

“Ha. If you’d tried to lift that door, you first mistake would’ve been bending over. Second would be grabbing the handle. Third, lifting. Fourth, staying in front of it.” Henna laughed and giggled to herself. “Mindy and the old witch cackled over that one for days. You’d think they were trying to make a good first impression or something.”

Aaron coughed. “Henna, the book is glowing now. Again.”

The witch of the household blinked and glanced at the book in her hands in surprise. “Don’t touch that, Aaron; don’t stand there either.” She snapped out. “Here, take Ronnie.”

“Oh, and hold your staff up a little higher please. You can’t see much in here. That’s a blessing, really.” Henna went on as Aaron tried to move, pick up his son and lift his staff all at the same time. “Drivna did the decorating. Copied stuff from the forge room.”

“Ew. Goths.” Aaron held his staff up and looked a little more closely at the walls and pictures decorating the jugs. “Double ew. Did she ever! You explain these things to Ronnie when he gets older and asks, ok? This is your room, after all. Especially that one.”

“Can’t, I don’t know what they are myself.” Henna answered absently. “Or what they’re doing. No one does, that’s why Drivna was studying them. I think the great-book wants something here tho.”

“Use your book on him.” Aaron yelped in strangled tones. Ronnie was enjoying the magic motes floating in the room and showing a great aptitude for messing around with them, usually by showing them to his father. That was surprising his wizard father early and often.

Ronnie’s sphere showed him all the magic and how to move it. Ronnie’s magic, the defensive spells in the room and Aaron’s staff were starting up a three-way free-for-all right at the moment too, with the wizard at the center of the festivities.

Motes burn. “Turn your defenses off, witch! Turn your defenses off! PLEASE turn your defenses off!” Aaron yelped and looked for safe spot to leap. As he did Ronnie snagged another spell floating by and giggling, shoved it into his father’s beard. The hair exploded into fire. “Ow-ow-ow-ow-ow-ow!”

Aaron’s beard promptly exploded into a small, sputtering, smelly, hair fire. Ronnie giggled into a tiny fist and cheered it on.

Henna giggled even as she tried to put the fires out as Aaron did not appreciate getting cold slimy jug-water thrown in his face. Things sizzled a bit but seemed to work. When the smoke eventually cleared in the small room there was a human in dragon-mode standing with Ronnie in his arms, glaring at him. The boy had one fist in his mouth and was still giggling madly.

“I don’t think he was trying to hurt you.” Henna started hopefully. Aaron hardly even blinked, he just waved his wizard’s staff imperiously back and forth, still glaring at his son.

Magic flared and froze all over the room, leaving wisps of bright helpful motes as to where the magics were now. The motes also lit the room up very well. Striding forward, Aaron growled and ground one magic under his heel. It exploded and spat something fiery straight up into his foot.

It burned brightly for an impressively long time there.

“Ow. Oh, dear. That was a floor-trap, wizard. Something designed to be stomped on to set it off.” Henna started weakly, waving one hand in front of her face and coughing a bit as smoke cleared. “I’d stay dragon till that heals over, Aaron. Your leg might fall off if you change back too soon.”

“Yes dear. Put your book beside the great-book, please. On that barrel there.” Still holding his son, Aaron hopped and stayed in dragon-mode while his wife winced and set the two books up on the small stand.

“Did they say anything to you?” He asked his wife evenly. Henna grinned and shook her long red pigtail back behind her.

“My book mentioned that the paper in the great-book isn’t paper anymore. The great-book isn’t an apprentice journal of any kind anymore, if it ever was. It’s more like the skin of some fallen god, cured, scraped, bound and spelled tight. Then inked, sort of.”

“Alfie. Someone found a use for him, finally.” Aaron rumbled to himself. “Good.”

“The ex-godling nailed to the roof of Harvey’s shop for the last few weeks? Yes, someone like that. Something. That’s the general idea, anyway.” Henna said quickly.

“And what does the great-book want down here? No, wait. Tell me what you store in here first.” Aaron was looking around the room with dragon eyes now, testing his sore foot gingerly. “Not how you use it. What is this stuff?”

Henna looked around with her head to one side. “Most of what you can see is godling junk the applicants left behind. Tips, gifts, whatever stayed when they went. Food, sometimes. No one knows what it is or what it does. Some was given as gifts to Ronnie and I.”

“The great-book does know. Or someone powerful enough to use the shell he left behind does.” Aaron coughed a cough that was a mild rumbling roar. “And they seem to want us to do something with it.”

“Possibly take something somewhere.” The wizard added, watching the book twitch.

  *

Xerdria Sky-elf looked at Ambrosia in an irked way. “Did you really have to kick that serving boy so hard?”

“Wasn’t a kick. I staffed him between the legs. From behind. You needed the help, elf. The punch you threw won’t’ve stopped a kitten.” The grasses rustled under Xerdria’s feet as she plowed thru them, heading towards witch-mountain again. Ambrosia was being sullen, hung-over and bad-tempered now, a big change from her antics in the last hour or two.

“I punched him in the nose. He’d be blind with tears for a moment and that’s all I needed to step away.” Xerdria sighed regret. She’s rapped the boy’s nose, then Ambrosia had lifted her staff between his legs from behind and walloped the boy’s family jewels for him. Hard.

The boy would remember her that was for sure. He won’t be able to move for a while first, tho.

“Ah. Welcome to freedom. So princess, what do you think about having a price on your head?” Came a smirking tone. Xerdria shuddered. Their first stop at the Inn to celebrate with a quick cup had not gone as well as the elf had hoped.

“Fun, eh?” The wizardess went on. “You go out with me, bring bail-and-bribe money.” The wizardess slurred. “Or learn to run faster than anyone else.”

After a few drinks Ambrosia was prone to taking anything that caught her fancy and finding it in her pouch later. Being invisible in a dark tavern helped that enormously. A few quick drinks on an empty stomach and in an exhausted body had made the apprentice wizardess into a rowdy, irrepressible prankster today.

One with a long, invisible wizard’s staff that let her hit people in the smoky gloom of this rustic Inn from six feet away, front or back. There were side effects, tho.

Xerdria was the only visible stranger in the tavern and according to the locals, everything was her fault.

This was a small Inn, built of thick bark-covered logs with no windows. It looked designed to stave off bandit attacks with damp two-foot-thick tree-trunk walls. The elf had gotten in by threatening to turn the bartender into a toadstool in the first place, as children, females, elves and clean-cut types were not well-known or welcome in this road-house at all.

The bar was taller than she was and placing a food-order with the bartender-owner had been a chore. By the time the elf had gotten seated at one of the long tables in the windowless room and a drink ordered, Ambrosia had been slaking her thirst in the tavern for a while.

By stealing drinks, naturally. She’d been here long enough to get three nasty fights over some suddenly empty or missing drinks break out. Long enough for the apprentice to get vocal and suddenly disgusted with the quality of the brew in the tavern in loud, gruff tones that others got blamed for. Long enough to start giggling at the crude graffiti cut into the tables and walls too.

Xerdria was hungry but there was only one dish for travelers at the Inn, unless you ordered a room and had special cooking done for you. Sometimes the hunting and fishing needed to be done too. The local broken meats were usually rabbit or chicken if you were lucky.

There was a massive cauldron on the fire with about a week’s worth of leftovers simmering in it. Warm, steaming glop, mostly cabbage, grains, water, salt and seeds. Pine-cone would not have been amiss in that pot if that was all they had today. Travelers and foxes kept stealing the chickens and the local deer were smarter than most of the drinkers here.

Then the serving boy, seeing a pretty girl about his size and age for the first time in his life, had made a seriously determined effort to be her friend, over-stimulating and slow with her change.

The rest of the crowd had roared crude encouragement at him, the ones that weren’t busy involved in fights that were still breaking out at other long tables in the room.

Xerdria spied a bottle float free from behind the bar as fights distracted people and shuddered. The contents of that bottle would probably make you blind before it did anything else, but she could hear a few happy purrs from Ambrosia as she busily looted the dark tap-room.

After consideration, Xerdria belted the serving boy on the nose, took her change from his stunned hand as he folded up from Ambrosia’s attentions, swallowed her bowl of watery dinner in one long gulp and headed for the door, wiping her mouth on her sleeve as she moved out.

The bartender had made it behind his bar again and noticed the latest thefts instantly. He looked around and blamed the people heading out of his Inn as fast as they could move, of course.

The offer of free drinks got a few people lurching after the tiny elf but the serving-boy was not one of them. He was groaning and thrashing around on the rush-covered floor still. The offer of a free drink did not lure anyone past the edge of the yard and being small, Xerdria had simply squatted down and disappeared in the swamp-grass as soon as she could.

Ambrosia caught up to her in a few minutes and stayed an emptying bottle floating beside the marching elf for the next hour or two.

The bottle stumbled a lot too; that seemed to provoke gales of laughter from the invisible spirit holding onto the clay like it was the only thing keeping them both upright.

“Fires will have been set. Signals sent. Hill and caravan bandits will be expecting us now.” Ambrosia told her elfin friend in a conspiratorial tone as evening grew around them. “How do you want to hide from them, princess?”

“Look. Avoid them.” Shrugging, Xerdria marched on. Her coming-out party had loaded her with spells and magical power-to-spare. Being hit with a few lightening bolts wouldn’t’ve bothered her right now, so sleeping in the grass seemed trivial. So did bandits.

“Watch this, apprentice wizard.” Any humans that did annoy them ran the risk of being turned into a blob sticky paste on the floor. Xerdria glanced at the spot Ambrosia was fighting to keep her feet under her in and kicked at a stone in the grass at her feet. It rocketed off into the distance.

A lonely ‘Ow!’ came floating back to them a few minutes later.

“I know they’re watching.” The elf whispered to a suddenly far more sober Ambrosia. “From over there. I’m hoping they can cook better than you.”

  *

“That’s the village down there; it’s surrounded by bandits at the moment.” The nervous young man coughed, looked at Xerdria and giggled a bit. “Actually, the bandits are moving in, not invading. They got invited in.”

Xerdria blinked confusion at the villager with her and the young man sighed regretfully. “Listen. It all started with harvest. The local lord killed a lot of his men off in a war; he never came back from the last one and the bandits got welcomed in to help work the harvest. They never left. Now look at the place.”

The top of the hill the two were lying on was cozy; long warm grass in late afternoon sun. Ambrosia was already out practicing her invisible wiles on the populace below, getting supper for the travelers.

“And you’re staying up here why? Waiting for invading army?” The tiny blond elf asked, still looking around below. There wasn’t much to see. It was a small hilltop farming village, half fort, half farm. Mostly dug-in huts surrounding a hilltop long-house made of sod. A primitive log-fence poked shards into the air and surrounded the place; the killing fields outside the fence had cabbage in them.

“The bandits don’t want me there. I pointed out that our best were getting killed off and they didn’t like it. Their girls swarm and watch down there. You’d say like hawks, but it’s actually more like cabbages.”

The young man nodded at one empty hut the bandits hadn’t moved into yet, one between a couple burned out shells. “Terrified cabbages. I lived there, in that hut.”

“They threw manure at me, mostly when I wasn’t looking. A teacher died, bad water. Probably manure there, too. So did the priest, falling off a spooked horse. They swore they’d seen me doing that. A healer got accused of various crimes and driven away. The bandits are taking over down there and without firing a shot. Mostly with gossip.”

“And manure. The lord?” The elfin princess asked absently. She was watching the grass on the hill below them. Someone invisible was heading towards them and not being quiet about it.

“Never came back from his last battle. The son got them all killed, I guess.” There was a heavy sigh at that. Adventures didn’t always work out for some people and this village had paid the price for it. “Some mortal insult or other with another lord, I imagine. Possibly a true one. I’m waiting for whomever they fought to get around to us.”

“The manor is…” Xerdria asked in disbelief. “That big sod thing down there? The long-house?”

“Yeah. Had five families in it, including the king. Now a bandit-priest teaches there; mostly young girls. The boys have started disappearing. Sold, I think. They’ve started in on wives too, but there’s not much market for them.”

“Oh.” Xerdria sighed unhappily.

“Why are you still here, lad?” That came from midair. Ambrosia was back with dinner and had taken the entire clay cooking-pot this time. Xerdria blinked and started easing back down the hill and out of sight. The young man saw that and moaned, cringing away from the floating kitchen utensil but following. He knew the bandits below would be blaming him for their troubles soon enough.

“I’m hoping the bandits leave and go back to their hills. They don’t know where the village treasures are buried and I do.” The local explained hopefully. “We can share if you want to attack and drive them off today. Do you have an army anywhere?”

There was a long-prolonged scream come from the village below, one that trailed off into blubbering. It stopped abruptly with another hard meaty smack.

Fuss was being kicked up in various parts of the village at missing foods now. Ambrosia looked and started laughing to herself.

“I hope you do have an army.” The young man muttered in resignation. “But you won’t need one. There aren’t many villagers left and living in a mud-wallow takes a certain skill bandits don’t have. Most of the homes are dug into the dirt, right?”

“They aren’t tents, anyway. A couple more accidental fires and the bandits will be leaving, I hope. The harvest is in and there won’t be anywhere left to steal here anyway.” The young man went on.

“These are Henna’s relatives?” The elf asked in shock, nodding at the village. Ambrosia nodded sagely and shook the small cook-pot she was carrying, swishing the warm stew around. She sniffed at it happily.

“Some of them. Not a redhead in the bunch, but they all worship the profit.” The invisible wizardess said quietly. The young villager moaned and looked frightened as she did.

The pungent aroma rose from the pot and Xerdria heard her stomach growl. “Careful. Laddie there is doing the coverup too. A dirty float.” Ambrosia whispered to the elf. “He probably stole from the bandits first.”

“Today, we eat and leave your relatives-in-spirit down there, apprentice-wizardess.” Xerdria snorted at Ambrosia. You could tell where Ambrosia was by the bent grass her feet were making. A pot floating in midair helped a lot too. “Before the smell of that pot gets the whole village up here.” Xerdria decided.

“Hey!” Ambrosia complained. More complaints and screams started coming from the village below; that seemed to decide things for her. Lifting to her mouth, the wizard’s apprentice drank some of whatever was in the pot, then passed the floater to the young man, who seemed about ready to faint. He sipped at it and passed the pot on to Xerdria as fast as he could.

The hungry elf drained the rest in one long chewing swallow, then dropped the crude-fired clay in the grass. There were more protests come from the village now, louder ones. The elf nodded towards some distant hills and eased herself upright.

“Time to go. Bandits will check this place out soon enough.” She said, shading her eyes and looking towards the distant hills. Ambrosia giggled behind her and Xerdria turned to see the young villager disappearing down the hill at the best pace he could manage.

He had taken the pot with him.

“We should leave.” Ambrosia said, taking a step back up the hill and looking towards the village. “The village is sending out someone to look around up here. If we’re careful the only thing they’ll see is his trail.”

“They’ll find it. You’re doing everything but drawing arrows in the mud pointing to it for them. right now.” Xerdria noted dryly. “We don’t have time for this, Ambrosia. Let’s disappear.”

“‘Way ahead of you on that.” Ambrosia snorted. “As always. Head towards the stream over there, I could use a drink. Please.”

Xerdria didn’t say anything, she just looked towards the distant hills thoughtfully, then started down the hill.

“Yeah, he’s a doing the dirty-float too.” The older female snorted. “Whoever that peasant was. Floating just outside the net, trying to score. Willing to do whatever it takes to whoever is closest. Wants the puck handed to him, too.”

“You floated thru the bandits like you knew who to ghost down there.” Xerdria noted, blinking hard. Ambrosia chuckled and belched. From the noise behind them she’d obviously been snacking while in the village. Drinking, too.

“Yah. Used an outhouse while I was there, pretending to be civilized. Collected a few items, snagged some dinner. Got you a bun if you want one.” The invisible apprentice giggled again. “Didn’t see any treasure, tho.”

“Like you’d tell me about that if you did.” Xerdria snorted and slapped an empty purse. The sounds disappeared into the tall grass around them as they got down the hill.

“Ooo! Gimme the bun.” Xerdria added thoughtfully, watching behind them closely now. “They’re coming up the hill. A flock of birds between us and them would be handy, right?”

“Ooo! Lure birds here? A feathered alarm and a sign nothing has been disturbed this way. I like it.” Ambrosia noted with a small happy squeal. “Very crummy thing to do, elf. You’re learning. Here’s your bun.”

“Actually, I’m just hungry.” Xerdria mumbled around a mouthful of stale bread. “And I can look thru other eyes if I want to make the effort. Bird ones, too. But your crummy ideas are handy sometimes, Ambrosia.”

  *

The direction the great-book, or what used to be the great-book, was tugging itself was a mystery to the family. Not even Ronnie could puzzle out why it was interested in one of the items in the storage room, or even what the item was till it finally twitched at something very specific in the slow shuffle of items Henna was doing.

“What? The great-book is interested that dragon-pup skin apron?” Aaron asked in puzzlement as Henna pulled items one at a time from a heap and waited for the small tome to show some reaction.

“I think so.” Henna seemed puzzled too and looked at the magic-stained apron in her hand. “Odd for a godling-type, but there it is. Dragon-scale is a good magic shield, right? Immune, that sort of thing. Worse yet Aaron, the great-book is still not talking to anyone, not Ronnie, the tower or me.”

“I wish he was. If the book likes dragon-skin I might be in trouble soon. A dragon-skin book-cover. Pup-skin, too. Masina would destroy this book if she saw that.” Aaron started doubtfully. “Maybe just chomp it down. It might end up in her hoard, we could ask her.”

“Ew. Her hoard?” Henna did not want to think about that. “Say, do you think Masina attacks caravans over on her mountain? Would she have a lot of gold in her hoard or just mine-slag?”

The wizard snorted. “Lots of fish-bones, more likely. These days its military types that attack dragons for fun, profit and the merchant way; and the merchant-way tends to go bad real fast if there’s any gold there.”

“If there was more gold discovered on that mountain the merchants would find excuses to go there.” The wizard admitted. “That might get her something interesting to eat, but not any more gold. The army would have that.”

“Humph. If we wrap the book in dragon-skin it can travel undetected.” Henna started dubiously. “Without being noticed, flaring magics or calling anyone. Where would we send it, tho?”

“First thought? Hidden in this heap. Our intrepid elf adventurers just left if the book wanted to travel anywhere. Rats, we missed a trick there.” Sighing, Aaron looked around the room, testing his sore foot. It still hadn’t quite healed, even as a dragon.

“There is no way I’m asking the old witch to have anything to do with this. Take it anywhere.” The wizard grumbled, still working his leg. “She’d sell the dragon-skin and leave the book in an outhouse before she left town.”

“Ow. Henna, do you have any salve around here?” Aaron asked his wife, testing his foot gingerly. “This leg is being a pain.”

“Yes, somewhere here. This book wants out, wizard. Hidden but away from here. Our tower knows where it wants to go now.” The tea-witch of the Singing Tower started weakly. The tower chimed at her, indicating agreement.

“She does? Ok, nothing dragon in this.” Aaron seemed startled and looked around. “Or dragoon, I’d know. So what happens next? Who gets this book?”

“You remember that dear old troll who did all the negotiations for the great-book appointments?” Henna asked quietly. “We never saw him much, but he’s been here before.”

“Yeah. Angel. He disappeared after consecrating the new troll cathedrals, one here, one in the new colony.” Aaron started. “He did all the line-ordering for the great-book visits. Very holy guy. Nice even to old dragons. “

“Lord knows how hard that is for a troll. Trolls are dragon snack-food.” Henna sniffed at her currently-dragon husband. “Anyway, he didn’t quite disappear.” She corrected her husband. “He just went back to his mountain-top. Maybe never left it. He gets the book as his reward anyway. Do we owe him anything else, like a magic sword, ring, jug or something from the old witch? A visit from someone?”

“Anything else? Mountains? Troll-mountain? Is that anything like… Oh, no.” Aaron stopped and stared off into space. “Is this what I’m thinking it is? Who, Henna? Who does this? Who takes a delivery to troll-mountain for us?”

“Me? This, that and a couple of other things. If I have this right.” Henna started, looking thru her book and the collection of godly loot dubiously. “It’s hard to say. The old witch?”

“There’s lots to go there. We’re going to need a few dragons.” Henna muttered uneasily as she looked around. “I’d better get more popcorn.”

  *

“Some mountain-top where ideas like this one won’t be able to get at him, probably.” Cerberus said seriously. “He’s not stupid. For a troll.”

“That’s exactly what you said the last time.” Aaron crowed, slapping his friend on the back. “Now then. Henna wants to kill you for looting her spice-racks, dwarf. How do you plead?”

“At the top of my lungs and by begging for mercy. I heard, wizard. Ansal has been talking to me about it. We specialize in mushrooms over at the farm now. Not nutmeg-mix brews.” Cerberus mentioned gloomily. “Or she kills me too.”

Aaron chuckled at that news. “There’s a line-up? Cerberus, you have a knack for getting the girls irked with you. Has Sally started in on you yet? Drivna and her new husband?”

“No. Mel has, tho.” Cerberus confessed uneasily. “Her apprentice, Glenda. A little. And the old witch. Hedra doesn’t like anybody, so she doesn’t count. A few of my regular customers are getting nasty.”

“Anyone who talks to you twice, basically.” Aaron stuck in. Cerberus nodded glumly.

“Ha! I’m not so bad. You should see how fast Hedra’s boyfriend can clear a room, wizard. Obsessed with c-ment, explosives and tunnels, Ambler is.” Cerberus rumbled in his own defense.

“Tunneling sounds normal for a dwarf. I guess.” Aaron started, then slowed as Cerberus started glaring at him.

“Aren’t they?” Aaron asked weakly as his friend stayed glaring at him.

“Yeah, they are. Especially the miners, but we’re the only ones allowed to say so.” The gnarly little dwarf grumbled out, looking furious. “That’s dwarfism, wizard.”

“Anyway, I’m newly-wed, have a manure-mine, a magic-mushroom brew factory, a dragon’s hoard, some weird magic trees and more than a few people at my place I won’t trust with a sharp fork to deal with. So whatever you’re asking for, the answer is no.”

The wizard looked at his friend and chuckled. Whatever else he was, the dwarf was not stupid.

“It pays, Cerberus.” Aaron said simply. “And in decent beer-recipes. And I hear Ansal is pregnant too, right? This will get you back here just in time for the birth.”

There was a long silence from the dwarf. “You know about pregnant dwarfs, do you?” Cerberus cursed steadily. “Rats. I hate wizards.” Got muttered finally. “How much does it pay and is it before or after? Is this far?”

“I’ll talk to Ansal tonight. Are there any dragons involved?” The dwarf asked warily. “Better them than her when she’s grouchy.”

  *

“If you’d offered that boy a little kiss he would’ve become your willing slave, you know. For life. Any time you walked in there and for the rest of his life.”

The brisk walk away from the doomed settlement hadn’t gotten interrupted by anything except Xerdria finding things to eat. She had a witch’s knowledge of what was edible, nonpoisonous and delicious in the shrubbery thanks to Henna; the medicinal benefits of various leaves were purely secondary to staving off starvation for the elf.

“The serving boy, you mean? Wow, quick thinking there, apprentice. It’s nice you’re whispering this kind of advice into my ear, but he would’ve appreciated this little talk hours ago.”

Ambrosia smirked to herself, quite forgetting Xerdria was magical enough to see her. “Better late than never, elf. And if…”

A small blond head perked up and stared off into the space right above Ambrosia’s head intently. “Later. Quiet please, apprentice. Hiya, Domirac.”

The blond princess just stood there staring into air while her travel companion fretted. The elf was speaking to something invisible. “No, just wandering. You have a tribe around here, do you?”

There was a small blond nod and the elf relaxed. “Yah, we saw them just over there a bit. Soon. Down to their last goat; the goat was looking pretty nervous, too. Thataway. Just head for the smoke.”

“There is? Thanks! Seeya.” The march got started up again by at least by one of the two. Ambrosia was staring over her invisible head and fuming to herself. She was an invisible that couldn’t see invisibles; and that irked her.

“That one of your godling friends?” The world’s only female wizard-apprentice asked the princess, who was staring at the plant-life around them with lust in her eyes again. The elf was always hungry and looked as if chewing bark would be next on her list.
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