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chapter 1 kidding

“Boom!” The boy’s name was Arron Ali and ‘boom’ was his favorite word. Ronnie. Only two years old, named for his wizard father Aaron and his mother Henna’s only known male relative, brother Ali. The almost-married brother; to the new witch of the mountain, Mindy.

Unfortunately, dwarves had misspelt the birthing-scroll. Damage done. Arron, doubleR as compared to double-A Aaron. His son. Called Ronnie by those who knew him well.

The kid was also driving his father the dragon-wizard Aaron insane.

Teething had been bad enough; it’d seemed to bring the boy to life too. Not that Ronnie was any different from any other two-year-old, according to the best authorities the miserable wizard-parent could consult; that being his wife, the old witch of the mountain and a couple bachelor friends. None of them had any children either.

Wizards like Aaron normally knew bachelors like his dwarf neighbor Cerberus and Harvey, a trader in town. His almost-wife Henna was a different story being a tea-witch and midwife; she knew mothers and children all across town. Child-rearing was a well-known process to her and she said to relax, the little hellion was a normal enough little boy.

There was still lots of cause for concern. A rowdy two-year-old in a magical wizard’s tower was trouble enough; the dragon-pups that visited occasionally didn’t help. They were almost the same age and were all in favor of the boy’s adventures; they encouraged him whenever they could. Aaron shuddered, remembering.

You think a two-year-old is bad, wait till you try to deal with a flying two-year-old, his magical friends and none of them a lot older than he is.

Being present when a witchy midwife gives birth was no joy, either. Magical mayhem in a hen-party of local powers. Henna had gotten expert help from everyone that fateful day, and that including blessings for the boy from all magicals that’d come around to kibitz the birth. Most of them owed her a favor or two.

Ronnie’s birth-presents were still hid as being dangerous, like the enchanted sword, book of defense spells and the guide to fun plants of the plains. Aaron winced again, remembering that day. Henna love the Book of Tantric. Connect, accept, self; applied bedroom-politics. The outdoor forge (and distillery) was still seared and grease-stained from the impromptu dragon-roast following the birth.

The dragons had roasted something for them all to eat. Enthusiastically. Still, everyone said the boy was normal. Ronnie was just being an average two-year-old, exploring, running around, having fun. Pulling on everything in sight. Asking questions. Having fun today was apparently defined as destroying Henna’s garden by pulling plants up; that was the maneuver that’d gotten Aaron saddled with babysitting duty as Henna attempted some fast repairs on her ravaged greenery.

Completely understandable, as pulling things up was the only thing Ronnie had ever seen his mother do there, right? Completely boom, according to Ronnie. Hurling clods of dirt at people was a little out of his coordination range, thankfully. Not that he hadn’t joyously tried handing things off that way. Aaron was grateful Ronnie didn’t like the fairly aromatic dragon fertilizer Henna used there; he’d managed to miss the more fun parts of her smelly plant-garden.

Not everything a witch grew was suitable for a kid that still liked to shove everything he encountered into his mouth. In fact, almost none of it was. Thankfully, most of Henna’s garden smelled bad and got avoided by her child.

Looking around to check on the boy again broke the wizard’s concentration. It was supposed to be an easy job; watch the kid. Answer the boy’s unspoken questions and keep him amused till Henna had restored what she could of her ravaged herbs.

No one but her knew which plants were poison, which were food and which were medicines, feed-stocks or trade goods so she had to repair the damage herself; Henna was wearing thick gloves for it too and wanted to concentrate.

Aaron looked over their home dubiously. The singing tower was famous already, but not as a day-care. Not many people had a home that talked and sang to you, even other wizards. The magical witchy flowers outside didn’t do anything but smell bad as far as he was concerned. His traditional thorn hedge was more useful at keeping the unwanted away (and Ronnie in), but it’d been a long, bitter battle to get one accepted by his witch-wife.

Things lived in hedges, according to her. Nasty things that tended to eat her plants, or at least try to. Aaron sighed and tried not to think about that. He’d seen his full quota of dancing rabbits and singing gophers this year already; occasionally they ended up as dinner. Henna was less than pleased at the marauding chipmunks and other famished animals that were fast developing a taste for catnip, loco-weed and a couple of the more toothsome herbal delights she grew.

Some local birds came out of her greens flying upside down, too vaporized to chirp straight and with a tenancy to hit buildings, trees and the ground. Even the bugs got silly in there, those that survived Henna’s industrious growths and dragon manure.

The wizard groaned to himself. The Singing Tower had been prepped as much as a newborn wizard’s tower could be for children and it hadn’t helped, Ronnie got into everything eventually. The garden was no surprise, it was about the only unguarded place left. The kitchen addition and basement storage-tunnels had all been childproofed; there was always a list of other Ronnie-related chores to contend with.

Not that the well in the basement was dangerous to anyone, really. Or all the magic lying around in forms of wizard staffs, magical forges, applied witching herbs and books called tomes for good reason. All clutter on shelves under three feet or charming low-hanging posters had been secured.

There was more to do yet. Anything that looked like a stair was a special little hell these days. Ronnie loved traveling and going down a special delight.

That was all boom, according to him.

Ronnie was a runner and tended to be rowdy. The little nuisance could go up as well as downstairs and the only reason he hadn’t fallen off the roof yet was he couldn’t open the trapdoor up there by himself.

Plus there was the little problem of a magical talking wizard’s tower not much older that Ronnie was, one that really didn’t understand the fact a two-year-old didn’t always need instant expert help and instruction on how to get into things. On the positive side, imaginary playmates weren’t necessary around here. The house would always babble back to the boy; it had since the day he was born.

Neither Henna or Aaron understood a single word of that ongoing nonsense and hadn’t since the tower sung the boy to sleep on his first day. Their friendship was understood to be dangerous now that some of their yakking was decipherable, but the problem was neither the tower or Ronnie really understood what safety was yet.

‘Hot!’ was about their limit of ‘ouchy!’. There were lots of earnest explanations of everything to each other these days too, mostly in gibberish. Everything from ovens to sticks was a topic of prolonged discourse between the two.

The wizard sighed. Most of his conversations with Ronnie were fairly basic; ‘DON’T!’ about covered it. Anything past ‘MINE!’ was pushing ‘way past the edge with both Ronnie and the singing tower. The dragon pups as well, come to think of it.

There was a resounding crash behind him and Aaron jumped and reluctantly turned to see what new mayhem his son had just created, putting down the trice-spelled dwarf blade he’d been attempting to repair. He was spending his time trying not to wistfully think of sending Ronnie to sea as soon as the boy could drag rope around instead of the leather voo-doo doll he favored these days already.

“Boom!” Aaron wondered about the doll as he picked up a distraction-toy and ran to recover the volume of troll lore and legends the lad had just dumped; Ronnie was standing over it looking at the book thoughtfully, fingers stuck in his mouth.

“Yes, boom. Ouch-boom!” That was another problem. Ronnie was about as magical as a rock and showed no signs of any wizardly skills, regardless of his parentage, environment and friends. He did have a knack for blundering into things, tho.

  *

“The second secret door? What kind of magic is that?”

“It’s not magic, it’s wizardry. A long, complicated spell some long-dead alchemist put on this thing.” Annoyance colored the wizard’s tone as Aaron answered Henna; she didn’t seem to understand the difficulties of his work.

“Forged with wizardry, it was. Repairing the blade without destroying the outer spells is tricky.” He went on slowly. Wizardry repair work was about all he got these days. The demand for new spells was low in Gatetown.

“This was designed for weird stunts too. Basically, it’s a nutty blade. It seeks chestnuts. Chestnut trees. That’s the second secret door.” He went on absently, looking the blade over again. “And it glows. A thrice spelled blade. Tricky work.”

“Ha. It sounds like a Gatetown dwarf blade to me.” Henna murmured quietly. “A useless forgery. This is prairie, there aren’t many chestnut trees out there.”

“Just in the hills, that’s why he likes it. It saves chasing after squirrels every fall.” Aaron grunted at her. Holmwood was no longer an enforced mecca and deathtrap for failed apprentices since the gateway to another world had been destroyed; the troll cathedral wasn’t important since the trolls had mostly moved up north to start their own city. Dwarves were almost the only non-religious magic-users left here.

“Eat your tofu Aaron, it’s good for you. The veggies too.” Henna smiled absently at her husband and they both ignored the crash from the kitchen as Ronnie attempted to teach his toys to fly. “Honestly, you’re as bad as Ronnie is.” She went on.

The distant thump and ‘boom!’ rolled away and got ignored. Ronnie was almost on permanent exile in the kitchen and the tower warned not to let him out without parental supervision. So far both of them were listening, one fairly unwillingly.

“Have you talked to Cerberus? Has the outhouse been fixed up yet?” Henna went on, frowning slightly as she cleaned up from the battle of lunchtime. Ronnie had won hands down, again. Happily throwing his cold grain and veggie mush and squealing in delight was a new trick for him. After being in the garden this morning he hadn’t seemed all that hungry anyway. Aaron sympathized with him.

“Cerberus promised to deliver a few dwarf-sized things.” The wizard answered uneasily. The dwarf was a lot closer to Ronnie’s size and had all the parts necessary to make the outhouse a safe journey for the lad. “Our little goat should be ok in there soon. As soon as the new seats get here.”

“That’s good.” Humming a small tune, Henna stirred her mash and started spooning some herself, tasting it thoughtfully. “The pups might like something like that too, you know.” She added.

“No. I am not building a separate outhouse for dragons.” The shudder and twitch in Aaron was visibly prolonged. His home was built on the top of a hill that’d turned out to be mostly rock. Digging the only facilities here had turned into a long, back-breaking chore of prying rock out of a hole, one he didn’t want to repeat.

Or clean out every few months. No matter what herbs Henna threw down there or how long he waited, it was still smelled like a used outhouse.

“Are you taking the knife into town?” That question got asked lightly and Aaron winced again. Trips into town were a horror these days, every beggar that saw them pulled his thumb out and stuck a pleading hand at them, one always full of it. When that didn’t work they tried to mugging them. Henna seemed to enjoy it, Aaron hated being nagged.

Every wandering female in town wanted to gossip with Henna too. It took hours to get thru the market and Henna called it necessary relations. Most of the females that wanted to yak with her were old customers with an eye for freebies as far as Aaron could see.

“Go into town? Soon. If I ever finish it. Your spring tonic ready? The first pussy-willow stuff.” He asked her, looking at the blade again in concentration as he absently spooned gruel down. His staff stayed ready at his side in case he needed it’s help.

Her answering nod was slow as Henna thought. “Ah, magic pussy-willows. Spring tonics. There’s a couple ingredients missing yet. Fliers from maples, sprouts and spices. There’s a lot of elders waiting for the rhubarb.” The nod of agreement was very slow, as Henna seemed to thinking of recipes again. Aaron shuddered.

Maple syrup was fine but the fliers were only good for squirrels and birds. Green maple seeds tasted awful to him, but Henna seemed to think they were good for you. Henna was a tea-witch, she seemed to think horrible-tasting teas were good for you in general, from dandelions up.

“Anyway Aaron, the garden needs to be watered right now.” She finally said as Henna came to some sort of conclusion. “A lot. Take your staff to the blade and finish it later, my plants need a drink. A couple of them, actually. Please.”

“And do not try to make it rain again.” She finished quietly. Aaron cringed. His tower did have a problem with getting struck by lightening, but most of the problems with those little incidents had been cured; and the energy rechanneled long ago. The noise of a strike and the impression you were on the inside of a drum when that happened stayed, tho. Sometimes for hours.

“Yes dear.” Sighing heavily, Aaron reluctantly put the blade down. Rattling continued from the kitchen and he seemed puzzled. “He’s putting something in the oven, is he?” That got mentioned to Henna as Aaron looked towards the kitchen in horror. “It isn’t him, is it?”

“No. The fire is long cold anyway.” That came without a pause; Henna knew more about kitchen dangers than Aaron ever would. “He does seem to enjoy shutting the oven door these days.”

“Ow. Boom. Repair the oven, got it. The tower doesn’t do any magic for him after he locks his friends in there, does she?” He asked reluctantly, listening to the slam of the door as it got opened and firmly closed a few times. “Or slams the door on them.” He added.

“Relax. The oven is his favorite toy in there. Other than Slick.” Slick was Henna’s name for the doll Ronnie carried around with him where ever he went. Mostly because Ronnie also seemed to spend a fair amount of time chewing on the doll since he’d started teething. “Drink your tea, Aaron. It’ll pep you up.”

That got a suspicious glance or two at the tea from the wizard. A really peppy tea from Henna meant Aaron won’t be able to concentrate on wizardry for the rest of the day. Or even be able to sit still for very long.

“You can always use the tower to help you later.” That was added brightly and completely ignored the troubles Aaron had with tower-magic with a family on-board.

When the tower touched something magical, it knew everything that they did. That was handy when you wanted two people reading and searching, or needed to snoop an uncooperative customer out. The problem was, there were a lot of noisy things that touched the tower these days.

Ronnie, Henna, birds, dragon-pups, dwarves, ants and trees were among the more disturbing influences. The tower got confused with all the traffic occasionally and even Henna making tea in the kitchen could have a profound effect on any quiet wizardly research.

Yes, the tower could help with his staff, but it got easily distracted. More than once Aaron had accidentally learned the secret ingredients to one of Henna’s teas as she excited pattered about the kitchen and he was deep in his studies.

More than one of his spells had gotten a stray basil leaf added to it. The herbs usually weren’t anything he wanted to know about, either. Being struck by an insight into how to adulterate mother’s milk with garlic-flavored tea while trying to re-cure an over-tempered blade wasn’t helpful to a dragon metal-wizard at all.

Henna did tend to blare when excited and drown out other tower matters when she worked. It was usually faster to get thinking done by the outside forge now, in fact.

Ronnie also squealed ‘boom’ a lot, and at anything. That didn’t help.

“I’m gonna sit here and say yes-dear till you let me finish my lunch.” Aaron growled at Henna. The thought of heaving buckets of water from the well into a trough for an hour or so didn’t put him into a good humor. “Then soak your garden. Ok?”

Henna didn’t say anything else, she just smiled at her husband and picked up her bowl, mincing off into the kitchen to check on the damage Ronnie was doing there.

Aaron listened to the resulting squeals come from there uneasily. Apparently Ronnie had stuffed everything movable into the oven, Slick, a toy or two, his bowl of crunchy snacks and small chunks of firewood. Henna was objecting to his clothes getting stuffed in with them and the debate about what the boy had to wear now was brisk and ongoing.

Picking up his staff and the blade, Aaron snuck out the front door to avoid getting involved in another domestic dispute with his youngling son and almost-wife.

  *

The garden was getting to be wince-worthy sight as Henna had decorated the plot with skulls. Another anti-ron attempt, Aaron guessed. One skull at each corner of a fair-sized square of turned, fertilized, over-watered, weeded and much cared-for mud-with-greens.

With lots of scary mystery plants in it. The dragon-fertilizer from Cerberus’s fertilizer-mine made the place eye-wateringly fragrant, tho Aaron had some serious suspicions about the plants.

Magical gardens grew up bent and catnip for instance, stunk to start with; some odor was just coming into an enthused flowering and the bug-swarm too. So did a number of places the other herbs and weeds Henna grew here. He groaned as he looked the garden over; you could even tell where they’d been last year with a couple of them. Some spots had a mist of flying bugs over various spots today, both icky mud, smelly flowers and old graves.

The skulls being here meant Henna had reactivated her ghost-guards to protect her budding growths from the more animal appetites around. Aaron shook his head sadly. Between chipmunks and deer it was getting hard to salvage any sort of crop anymore. Chipmunks did not make for good eating, but Cerberus had no objection to taking a lightening-blasted deer and butchering it for them for a price.

Well, that only happened when Aaron actually hit the ravenous beasts. His last attempt at protecting the garden had actually done more damage than the animals had; Henna usually put most of magic-struck foods in the weirdness bin after a blast or two.

A magical radish that’d just been zapped by a wizardly lightening bolt often had a couple new peculiar magical properties added to it. Unknown ones. Henna could not give magic to her patients when she didn’t know what it’d do, tho.

Very often, that is. The old witch of the mountain was a more than willing lab-rat, guinea-pig and test-tube for most of those stray shots. They couldn’t’ve been that bad because she came out here specially to see what new havoc had been made when on her collecting trips; then enthusiastically traded rarer herbs for some of them.

Henna was still reluctant to experiment with paying customers. Aaron looked around and sighed. He missed his witch’s first familiar, another ghost. It’d been a smart one. These skulls meant Henna’s garden was now password-protected. Unfortunately, by very dumb ghosts.

The wizard winced. Some of the ghosts were so dumb they didn’t know their own skulls anymore, in fact. There had been fights over who slept where out here and Henna having to come out here and chant in cool moonlight to settle her guards down made for hectic sleeping back at the tower.

She did sleep nude on hot nights, too. Aaron suspected the ghosts were doing it on purpose. Plus a sudden dose of ghost-oil in the middle of the night meant Henna didn’t sleep very well at all, she had too many people to whisper to all of a sudden. That meant Aaron didn’t sleep either. Ronnie seemed to snore thru it all, thankfully.

Looking around, Aaron stretched his back gingerly. Watering the garden was not a big problem, ghosts just complicated it. They liked to argue, but didn’t have much in way of magic. More like stinging insects than anything else, but with any luck they’d keep the boy out. Aaron went to the well and eyed the set-up carefully before beginning.

Lift bucket of water up high, dump it in trough. Five or six times, watching for leaks in the chain of hollowed-out tree-trunks to the hillside garden.

Go back to the garden, give the password a few times to a ghost who was likely to forget what he was doing in the middle of his challenge, move trough-end carefully to new spot.

Back to the well for another four or five buckets. Repeat. Do not wash garden away, do not over-water certain plants, soak the wilters thoroughly. Do not try to stand or walk in wet manure, it’s worse than wet ice. Very slippery and it stinks. Water from far to near, from top to the bottom of a gentle south-side slope.

Then since you just soaked your feet in dragon-manure runoff, change boots before ghooshing back into kitchen for a well-deserved treat. Possibly a nap, too, it depended on what Ronnie felt like doing at the time.

Placing the staff and blade leaning where he could see them, Aaron started the messy process of his wife trying to make a living with green tea. Somehow, that always turned out to be Aaron doing a lot of heavy labor for her.

He did pick up the staff and blade while resting between winding up bucket-hauls. That was a risky distraction. Getting anything out of the staff’s libraries was lot like walking a fascinating maze full of sparkling distractions when he could concentrate on it.

  *

“The grass needs to be cut again, Aaron.”

A sparkling wife, partner in crime and second-biggest pest in a wizardly life greeted Aaron with that cheery little rejoinder; it snapped him away from studies in staff wonders.

The research was distracting. He’d gone into the staff to find a couple tricks of the metal-trade; layered spells on metals and how to get around them. Reading an interesting little monolith on layering hammered metals to get new and wondrous materials was what he’d end up doing instead.

“Huh?” Looking around carefully, Aaron wondered a bit before answering her. Henna was being silly, the yard still looked like the yard to me, green with small white flowers in it. “It’s clover, hon. You don’t need to cut this. Grows low and smells good.” His protests got ignored.

“Holds dew. Very slippery in the mornings.” Henna answered back impishly, grinning. “And distracting. Bees like it more than they do my garden.”

“Self-fertilizing. Instant burglary alarm, holds tracks so you can see who was night-wandering in your veggies.” The wizard answered back went hopefully. “I like it.”

“Needs to be cut again. It didn’t when you came out here.” That flat answer held brooding tones of all kinds of trouble.

“You don’t need to cut clover!” He roared.

“See?” There was a flounce that meant the argument was over and Aaron lost. He decided it wasn’t worth pursuing. “Where’s the little hellion, Hen?” The wizard asked carefully, looking back at our tower like it was due to explode soon. “You tie him down or something? Revert to witchery and lock him in the oven?”

“Hey! And how is it you can walk away from him for more two seconds and I can’t?” Someone getting annoyed with her was a way of life for Henna; she was a bandit’s daughter. She ignored his frustrations.

“He’s napping. Honey works wonders if you know how to use it, wizard-mine.” Henna leaned against the trough and studied her garden. “Aaron, you haven’t even gotten to the part that needs watering yet.” She pointed out in disgust, one hand on her hip. “What’ve you been doing out here?”

“Reading.” Aaron didn’t point out the tons of fresh smelly mud, water-channels or anything else in the rest of the garden. If Henna wasn’t satisfied, she’d do the last few buckets herself.

She would anyway, then tell all her friends she’d done some watering after the troubles. Henna was like that, treacherous. Sabotage was so deep in her bones she didn’t even have to think about it, it was a reflex.

“Ha. Thought so. That bucket full? Good. Go check on Ronnie.” She ordered her almost-husband absently. Noting the dipper Henna had with her, Aaron sighed. Henna was planning to add a few finishing touches to the efforts and from the looks of it, have tea-water left when she was done. “I’ll finish this.” She told him, looking determined all of a sudden.

Never send a wizard to do a witch’s job. You could hear her thinking that even if she wasn’t saying it.

“Ok. Say, what did Ronnie pull out this morning?” Aaron asked, looking things over. The garden did not look that damaged. Actually, it looked like a mud flat of furrows and small soft green things.

“The beets.” Henna answered absently, already pulling weeds and weedlings out of the ground. How she could tell them from the regular plants the wizard never did figure out, but she was busily doing it and seemed satisfied with her efforts.

“Good. You needed a beeting. Or less of them. Ha!” Picking up his staff and dagger, Aaron stomped away, listening to Henna giggle and snort behind him. Henna was in one of her moods today. You had to wonder if Ronnie had started out-thinking her back in there.

That day boded ill for him. Aaron was the only other person around and Henna’d try to take out all her frustrations on him when that happened.

Not if; when. Ronnie was already the argumentative type. A loud one.

  *

Aaron stomped away to check on our child muttering to himself again. He was doing that a lot recently and twitching when anything bothered him. Henna wondered if she should break down and marry him and decided against it, as usual.

Not yet. Their child was growing, but Aaron wasn’t desperate yet. Not enough to pay for it, anyway.

There was a small internal groan at that. Henna was, but he wasn’t. There was also the small item of the bride-price her useless bandit brother had to pay for Aaron marrying her and that wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon. Ali tended to drink up every copper he could lay his hands on and since Mindy held the purse strings in their life, that meant little enough for him, let alone her.

Men! Watching Aaron walk into the house, Henna noted he did three things wrong before getting out of sight. His staff tapped the floor. The dagger rang out as he dropped it onto the table. Then the door slammed behind him. The door also caught his robe.

Ronnie woke instantly, screamed, and wanted to taken outhouse. Not Aaron’s favorite place but a chore he couldn’t refuse. Henna weeded, repaired the garden and was back in the kitchen making tea by the time the two of them got back from that outing. You could tell from the thunderclouds on Aaron’s face he didn’t want to talk about their walk.

Aaron refused to talk about Ronnie over tea. Or after a nap, he just sulked down into the basement and spent the rest of the day trying to fix the broken magic dagger he’d gotten from one of his dwarf friends last week.

That was another problem. If Aaron was taking his wizardry out in trade again, their be silly things here, not anything they needed. She wondered what he due to get for this little effort.

  *

The bed was wet when Aaron woke up that night. He stifled a moan, then peeked over his side. Yes, Henna had taken Ronnie into bed with them and he was curled up between them now, snoring happily on a dry spot, sans diapers. Henna was still sound asleep.

Easing himself out of the bed, Aaron cursed softly as he slipped off his wet gown; it dropped invisible in the dark and slopped to the floor. He shrugged and crept down the stairs to the tower’s main room, cold and shivering.

Maybe he could get some quiet time and a little work done near the basement forge. Most of his clothes were up in the bedroom, but finding them would’ve meant waking everyone in the room with a candle as he dug for a dry gown. Getting Ronnie back into his own bed would’ve been a longer struggle than it was worth, what with Henna probably being on his side again. The forge was a better idea.

“Visitors, wizard”

The singing tower stayed true to it’s name and sang it’s message to him. Quietly, as it past the midnight now. That particular nickname being used meant the new night-stalkers arriving here were friends, too.

Midnight visits always meant trouble, tho. Aaron sighed and still naked and shivering, went over to look down the path that lead from the front door to his thorn hedge.

There wasn’t anyone on it.

“That’s because I’m behind you, wizard.” Came a careful snort from his rear. Aaron jumped; smothering his screech was automatic. Having Ronnie run to see what was happening had gotten to be fairly embarrassing since Henna liked to screech a lot at the start, middle and end of certain things.

You did learn to keep certain things quiet around here. Eventually. “Mindy!” Aaron choked as he came down facing the new witch of the mountain, wide-eyed. “What are you doing here?”

“Wondering what you do in the middle of the night that needs naked stalking around.” Mindy raised an eyebrow at the shivering wizard. “You can’t tell me you knew I was coming, wizard. No one can do that, least of all you. Not this tower, not anyone.”

“Oh, you’re a surprise alright.” Aaron growled at her, heading back to the stairs. There was no choice for it, he’d have to wake Henna up now. Ronnie was a likely addition but at least he’d get dry clothes out of it. “Just a sec, I’ll get Henna. She’ll be right down.”

The glow of a pipe being sparked up came from behind him, along with Mindy’s dry chuckle. “Take your time explaining why I’m here and you’re naked, wizard. Ali is still hours behind me.” She mentioned as she wandered over to sit on a bench, puffing her pipe to a nice rosy glow. “Buffalo is out back eating clover. The cats are out stalking deer. Hope you don’t mind.”

Buffalo was Mindy’s pet buffalo. She rode him everywhere and hated the people that tried to eat him. That was almost everyone.

“As long as Buffalo stays out of the garden back there, fine. You’re taking him to a migration hunt? That’s kind of silly. Say, does he like beets?” Aaron didn’t wait for answer to that, he trotted back up the stairs to tell Henna the witch that’d sold Aaron to her was downstairs visiting again.

  *

The smothered squeals and hugs between the two witches got moved to the kitchen before they did much damage to the peace of the night. Aaron yawned, watching the new witch of the mountain yak with Gatetown’s premier tea-witch and wondered if his bed was dry enough to be comfortable yet.

“There’s a surprise for you two on Buffalo.” Mindy finally mentioned as she finished her second cup of travel-tea. Henna and brewed it up specially for her and out of thin air, apparently.

Spices replaced heat sometimes up here. The dry warmth of the fire felt good to Aaron and he dozed as Mindy got up from the table and went out to get something from her bags. Henna was beside herself with excitement, hugging herself happily as she watched her friend move silently thru the night.

“It’s so nice to have people stop in.” She murmured to him. “I wonder what the excitement is? What got her here?”

“It’ll come up eventually. Yeah. Mindy hasn’t been around Gatetown since the godling war. Happy on her mountain, or so we all thought.” Aaron yawned again. “Have her unroll a bag in here Henna, I’m going back to bed.”

“You’ll want to see this, wizard.” Mindy stepped back into the kitchen noiselessly. “Wait. Trust me.”

“The last time I did that we ended up growing a new god in the basement. Or something like that.” Aaron grumbled back at her. “What’s so important, Min?”

“Your nephew.” Mindy had a small bundle in her arms. It was wrapped sleeping child. “Only a week old.” She went on as Henna went slightly berserk and tried to unwrap, cry, congratulate Mindy, feed, nurse and rock the new baby at all at the same time. “Her name is Tillicum.”

“Friend. We’ll call her Tilly.” Henna translated for Aaron as he tried to come to terms with this latest development. Mindy had children now? Unusual for a mountain witch. Even more unusual in that he was a great-uncle to the babe.

The tower beat him to greeting the child, who solemnly listened to the happy noises and fuss surrounding her swaddle, closed bleary eyes and went back to sleep to the harmonious chime of the tower’s soft calling.

“And I need you two to babysit for the next few years.” Mindy sat back wearily at the kitchen table and sighed. “Something has come up, wizard.” She said seriously to him. “I need your answer right now.”

  *

“Of course we will.” Henna didn’t even hesitate. “He won’t be any trouble. I can be lactating again by this time tomorrow, Mindy.”

“She.” Mindy mentioned quietly.

“Oh. Do we get to tell the babe his mother will return some day?” Aaron noted the sword in place at Mindy’s side, the serious look on her face and the steaming buffalo out in back of the kitchen-yard. Mindy was moving fast on something.

“Her mother.” Mindy corrected wearily.

“Oh. A girl. Another Witch-child. Ow. I think I’ll go get my staff.” Aaron murmured worriedly, blinking at Mindy. “You know, just in case.”

“It’s right beside you, wizard. There’s no danger here right now, anyway. You just can’t carry a baby into war.” Mindy said flatly to him. Then she stopped and seemed to consider something. “Well, I could but she’d be a pest. A target, that sort of thing.”

“You declared war on Gatetown again?” That shocked whisper came from Henna as she stared at her friend, already rocking the new baby absently in her arms. “Mindy! You promised you won’t!”

“No, I didn’t. Stop tempting me, tho. It’s a troll-war this time.” Mindy explained, with a glare and snort in the general direction of Gatetown. “The tribes that live up north and the new troll city there are having words right now. With spears.”

“Pitched battles, you mean.” Aaron groaned and held his head in his hands. “Trolls have berserkers as first cousins and maniacs for parents. The tribes aren’t any better. Whose side are you on?” He asked her carefully as a thought struck him. “We know people on both sides.”

“Haven’t decided yet.” Mindy said cheerfully. “Won’t till I get there and see what’s going on.”

“You stopping in at the old witch’s first?” Aaron looked at Mindy suspiciously. The old witch had a brisk trade with the new troll city, supplying them with certain of her more festive herbs. Aaron was sure she could stop any war up there cold if the miserable old bat wanted to.

Her concoctions were legendary among the trolls, but there were certain side effects occasionally. Sleeping for week was not out of the question there. Explosive ear-hair growth common, or sudden baldness. Probably the tribes too, who never missed a fun trick like that happening to them.

It was boring in the hills. Mindy had mentioned that about her old tribe on more than one occasion.

“I might stop there. Or send a couple requests back here. That blasted new god!” Mindy groused unhappily. “She’s useless. Someone up there’s making trouble.”

“Trolls and tribes? That could be anyone. Including the new god, tho I doubt that.” That came from Henna. She’d birthed the new god and always felt protective of her charges. “The leader of the church is an ex-inquisitor, Aaron. Maybe he reverted to his old ways.” She added thoughtfully.

“Or his apprentice did.” Aaron shuddered again. The inquisitor had been sent to Gatetown to get rid of the trolls and hadn’t minded taking passing swipes at the local witches, wizards and new godlings while here. He’d done that by becoming the new god’s high-priest, after managing to recapture his runaway apprentice who’d snagged a witch-wife of his own just after getting here.

Or maybe she’s snagged the apprentice, that was open to debate. He’d seemed happy with his new job when leaving Holmwood but neither of the wizards up there had very peaceful backgrounds. You see, the Inquisition asking questions in that church was done with wizards; wizards with whole armies backing them up, if necessary.

“It’s urgent?” Henna asked Mindy carefully, rocking and cooing at the baby at the same time. Mindy nodded bleakly, one hand on her sword. She seemed distant.

“Trolls ate a migration.” She said shortly. “The whole thing. It looks to be all of them next. There won’t be a bird left up there soon, from what I hear. And migration season only lasts a few weeks at best, so I need to hurry.”

“They did park their new town in front of the pass.” Aaron sighed and seemed puzzled. “On a river. The trolls did, anyway. Everything gets funneled right to them. You gonna need any help?” He asked the witch carefully. That was risky. Mindy had land-power to spare, a couple magic cats, a husband with an off-world sword and better connections to the unseen than Aaron knew of.

Aaron was a metal dragon-wizard could make a mean sword, almost. With a little help from his dwarf friends, of course.

“You still dragon?” The witch of the mountain asked Aaron skeptically. Aaron held out one hand and even in the dim light you could see it form scales. His eyes slitted to become cat eyes too. He relaxed and everything went back to normal.

“Oh. Help? Not yet. Other than a babysitter. Wizard.” Mindy put her pipe down and yawned. “Ali should be here soon, I didn’t get that far in front of him.” She said quietly. “He stopped at the tavern. We ride out tomorrow morning.”

Henna firmly handed the baby to Aaron, who took and juggled the small bundle into a safe position clumsily. By the time he looked up from checking the still-sleeping girl, the two witches had prepared bedding.

Equally firmly, Henna took the child from his arms and headed back into the tower, taking Tilly with her. “Someone has to stay and welcome Ali, wizard.” She said evenly, looking back at Aaron. Then she marched away into the dark.

A soft sluff came as a blanket got thrown down the stairs. Mindy was already sacked out on her bedroll and seemed ready to start snoring, her back to the warm glow of the fire.

Wearily, Aaron fumbled thru the dark and settled on a bench in the front room with his blanket. Ali would be stumbling in soon. Someone had to be there to greet him.

  *

“We stopped to look at an ant-hill. Boom, he ran. I had to open the outhouse door. He ran. He got up and left again while I was using the place. There were two more attempts to get away on the way back.” Stretching a creaking body, Aaron stopped watching Ronnie, who was sitting on the floor playing with leather and grimaced at Ali, who was cringing thru breakfast with a seated Mindy. “He needs a lease. That’s my boy. Yours?”

“Eats. Sleeps. Needs cleaning.” Ali answered, holding his head up carefully and blinking slowly. “That’s it so far. Quiet girl. Pass the water, would you?”

“Tea.” Henna corrected Ali. He groaned and shuddered; Aaron grinned. Henna had practiced her hangover cures on Ali before.

“Gods, no.” Was Ali’s comment. “I’d rather have the hangover.”

“Quiet kid? Good. I was hoping to get some sleep this year. Caught up on my sack-time.” The wizard mentioned that hopefully to Henna, who was berating her brother again. “Or something. But so far, not much of anything there.”

Henna sniffed at him delicately and went back to cooking, miffed. The cats had brought in a present for Mindy while everyone slept, a freshly semi-gnawed deer haunch. The tattered mess had been cleaned up and Henna was busy frying up a hearty breakfast for everyone now.

Aaron thought it smelt wonderful. Ali looked like he’d just spent a miserable week on the road and finished it with a harder night in the tavern. Ready for food or more travel he wasn’t, but Mindy was being heartless about her plans. They were leaving within the hour.

“You really left the day after giving birth?” Henna asked Mindy, wide-eyed and in shock. “And did it without any help?”

“Please don’t mention the birth.” Ali turned a faint shade of green as his sister questioned Mindy. “I never want to go thru that again.”

“It was noisy.” Mindy snorted that at Ali as she tore thru her grilled meat. “So was he. But fast. Easy birth, kinda fun. We left the next morning after a wash or two.”

“Slow trip here.” The witch of the mountain added absently, her mouth full and still chewing. “And a bit out of our way. We’ll have to travel faster now.”

“Oh gods.” Ali covered his eyes after looking at the food Henna had just put in front of him.

“You get to ride Buffalo, right?” Looking at the weaponry the two were carrying, Aaron sighed. If there wasn’t a war there at troll-city, these two were equipped enough to start one when they got there. Ali had a sword, a hunting bow on his back and stone blades stuck in his stained belt. He looked like a battered bandit. A more-than-slightly ill one.

Mindy looked like a witch on the warpath, as usual. Her appearance never changed much even while trading herbs in Holmwood market with Henna.

“Buffalo is carrying supplies.” Mindy corrected Aaron absently. “We run beside him. Like you did.”

Aaron cringed this time. He’d been spelled to keep up with the one-buffalo stampede Mindy liked traveling on once before and remembered it well. It was a hard way to travel.

“So you won’t be stopping in town.” Henna sighed regret at that as Mindy shook her head. “Rats. We have mail to deliver.”

Old habits die hard. Henna had a practice out here in the hills that was mostly trading cures for food at the surrounding farms. She also picked up and passed on any news and mail that came thru from traveling tinkers and traders.

Traffic at Cerberus’s manure farm also came by here. Some even made it thru the thorn hedge and magical tower defenses to trade with Aaron’s witch-wife.

“We might. Prices there are high in town, tho.” Mindy grunted. “It depends on what the old witch has in stock. We’d like to keep this trip quiet.”

“Don’t mention money here please. You might jinx things.” Aaron groused unhappily. Henna had a habit of spending before making and trading for everything else. Expensive metals weren’t often included in her forays and that was a sore point with him.

Mindy blinked as a thought struck her. “Say, that reminds me. Here.” She said quietly, trading Henna a small pouch for her baby. “For nappers and stuff.”

“Consider it wedding-gift from him.” She went on, nodding at Ali. “Your bride-price.”

Henna blossomed a smile that almost showed her back teeth and started hopping up and down excitedly, holding the pouch with both hands tightly.

“Really? Honest? You’re kidding. A dowage at last?” She squirmed happily, shaking the pouch quickly the smile threatening to break her face. There was giggle, a squeal and lots more grins at everyone in the room. “Yes! At last!” Then she stopped, sighed and handed it back to Mindy.

“Thanks, Min. And since he’s your closest relative here, here’s your bride price.” She told the native witch, nodding at Aaron. “This is from him. You get Ali out of it. Deal?”

“Hey? I’m one of her relatives?” Aaron asked in shock, looking at Mindy.

“You were adopted into the tribe at one point. Mindy has mentioned the ceremony to me before. Remember it yet?” Henna told him frostily. Then she went back to being near-tears happy, wringing her hands and the pouch happily.

Mindy stopped chewing and looked at Ali closely for a moment. “Deal.” She said reluctantly, taking the pouch back and putting it away again.

Ali twitched, then groaned again. “Oh gods. Guess what, Aaron? We’re both married now.” He said that without taking his hands from over his eyes. “To witches. Different ones. Is there anything else for today, Mindy? Any other little surprises in store for us?”

“You get used to her doing things like this. Kinda.” He went on to Aaron, lifting his head and blinking at him. Then he buried it in his hands again. Mindy ignored him.

“We’re married now?” Aaron asked an ecstatic Henna in disbelief. “That’s it? That’s what you’ve been waiting for all this time? Money?”

Henna was a bit misty-eyed but she nodded at Aaron. “Yes. After Ronnie was born. And survived. Ali had to give you the dowage.” Aaron sat there with a blank look on his face while Ali continued his groaning efforts to join the land of the living.

“This calls for a celebration.” Ali finally said hoarsely as the girls chirped and gloated female triumph at one another. “Got anything to drink around here?”

“Tea.” Henna shoved a cup into Ali’s shaking hands, then moved over to sit on Aaron’s knee, still smiling. Ali groaned and pushed the cup away.

Henna was watching the children as she sat. Ronnie was being good this morning, sitting fascinated by bead-work on Mindy’s travel bag. Tilly having been fed by both witches already and was a peaceful sleeping bundle in a handy bin now.

“We’re married.” Aaron asked Henna, still stunned. He wrapped an arm around her. “That was it?”

“Yup.” Henna was still vibrating as Mindy prepped to go. Ronnie was disconsolate about the loss of his new toy-bag but hadn’t decided to cry, complain or discuss it with anyone. He was watching his mother quiver, puzzled.

“Did you even count it first?” Aaron asked Henna in disbelief. Mindy snorted at him.

“Nope. We can both lie later about how much it was.” Henna wriggled happily. “Gods, I’ve been waiting for this for so long.” She whispered to Mindy. “What a relief.”

“Me too.” Mindy said evenly. “Figures we had to do it ourselves, too.”

“Time to go, Ali.” Mindy turned said gruffly to her new husband. “We get a few fast miles in and we can stop to celebrate. Good?”

“Great.” Ali got up and shambled out into the clover to Buffalo without another word. The sunlight out there did seem painful to him.

Henna wordlessly handed Mindy a few leaves of something from her stores, then thoughtfully added another from a small clay jar on a high shelf. The two of them blushed and giggled a bit as she did.

“Buffalo can carry us.” Mindy murmured, looking at the leaves carefully. “For a while.” She gingerly put them away in a vest pocket and smiled at Henna. “Thanks.”

Aaron ignored that as he came to terms with this latest development. Somehow, Henna had just married him. Without even telling him about it first.

  *

The staff chimed with the tower as Henna bustled about the kitchen, fussing over babies, fixing foods and radiating a serene happiness. The chime was a magical notice someone wanted to talk at them. Aaron sat there and watched Henna, still in shock and ignoring the call coming in.

“Mindy did that on purpose, didn’t she?” He finally asked in wonder. “Both of you getting married on the same day this way.”

“Probably. First you produce children, then family arranges a match, then the bride price.” Henna sighed happily. “Unless you’re marrying a cousin. Family events like this are common, wizard. Now I can finally go into the bandit camp as an honest woman.”

“An honest woman in a bandit camp, OK, fine. Did I buy you or you buy me today?” Aaron asked in puzzlement. “I think I’m confused here.”

“Don’t worry about it. Answer the call on your staff.” Retreating into domestic bliss, Henna hummed as she smiled at Aaron. “Special treats for everybody tonight.” She said happily. “A wedding feast.”

“With meat. Boom!” She said to Aaron as he opened his mouth. Henna’s usual feasts were boiled road-weeds and tortures like thistle jam; Aaron had learned to avoid them. “Boiled meat unless you answer your staff, Aaron. It’s probably Masina.” She added.

“It won’t do to keep a dragon waiting, even on your wedding day.” Aaron finally agreed, looking around for his tall oaken staff. “I wonder what she wants?”

“To find out what all the noise is.” Henna said quietly. “Mindy and Ali are celebrating already and they probably set off a few alarms being this close.”

“Oh. What alarms? You have can-trips and incantations on the road out there?” Aaron asked in confusion. “Oh. What else are you up to I don’t know anything about?”

Henna just smiled at the stunned wizard, then sighed and handed him his staff.

“Answer the call, wizard. We’ll talk later.” She said evenly. Then she winked at him. “Maybe.” She added with a coltish grin. Aaron took the staff and groaning, looked into it.

“Took you long enough, wizard. I almost had the Singing Tower’s Secret Name figured out.” Came a grumpy snarl at him. “And no, I won’t tell you.”

“I already know.” Aaron protested. “Hi, Masina.” It was the dragon Masina calling thru the staff and she asked for Henna only, completely ignoring the wizard. Aaron handed the staff over as soon as he got things arranged and sat back as the two females nattered at each other.

Males were not important people to Masina, even wizards. They were used and discarded. Male dragons were mostly brutal thugs to her and Masina even treated her male pups that way. Henna tempered things a little there. The pups visited often on their adventures, so she was still helping.

Aaron had gotten some dragon-gold out of a cave-wall for the egging, but that was considered trivial. So was he. A small bead of it still decorated the top of his staff.

“The pups will be coming in with gifts later.” Henna mentioned. Aaron was watching Ronnie dismantle a stick that’d leaked from the tinder pile somehow in a fascinated way. “Pup gifts, not dragon ones.”

“You prepared to get the 12th vertebrae of a dead alligator as a wedding present? How about half a dead frog? Glitter from a brothel in Ta’skina?” That remark got ignored as Henna went over and took Tilly from the bin and held her up to eye level. The two of them regarded each other solemnly.

“Oh. You want to introduce the latest member of the family to them.” Aaron went on, enlightened at a last. “Then feed the little pests my dinner.”

“The last of your breakfast. Mindy mentioned there was another haunch somewhere.” Henna nodded at the yard absently, hooking a running Ronnie back from the door with one foot as she fussed over Tilly expertly. “Boom, gotcha! Ribs, too. Go bring it in, would you? The pups’ll just fight over it if they find anything out there.”

“How much do you expect a cat to carry in?” She asked him puzzlement as Aaron looked outside. “Go get your supper from the clover, Aaron. Clean the ants off it, too. Send a message to Cerberus we’re married now and invite him over.”

“He hates dragons, even the pups. It’s a dwarf thing, you know that.” Aaron protested, dragging himself up to his feet with the help of his returned staff. “He won’t come around if the pups are here.”

“Then don’t tell him that. Ask for help getting the still fired up, that always interests him.” Henna went on absently, busy introducing Tilly to Ronnie. The two of them seemed fine with each other. “Oh, and finish the dagger. We’re going into town tomorrow.”

“Ok.” Aaron looked his new and growing family over. The two children were ignoring each other but with Ronnie that was sometimes a blessing. Aaron shrugged and went outside to see if the winds were right to send Cerberus their usual smoke-signal.

That was the easiest way to get a dwarf’s attention. Make it look like your home was burning down and there was free loot to be had here. Better yet, a still had just gotten fired up. One of those two usually got a quick response from him.

  *

“Thank the gods. Quick, to the forge! There’s important matters to be dealt with!”

Getting out of the house seemed to be a priority for the disheveled wizard. Aaron almost ran Cerberus over as he left the kitchen, grabbing the small dwarf by the shoulder and pushing him towards the outdoor forge. The wizard used his staff and polled his way towards the grease and smoke-stained forge, leaving the dwarf behind. “As quick as you can, dwarf!” Aaron muttered over his shoulder, leaving the singing tower.

Cerberus shrugged the wizard off, not letting himself get towed away and sniffed the aroma coming from the kitchen instead. “Be there in a moment.” He grunted, brushing himself off and eyeing the hurrying wizard. There was small outhouse seat by the door beside him. “I’m hungry.”

Listening to the raucous noises from inside the kitchen, Cerberus tilted his head. It sounded like a bat-cave in there. Three or four high-pitched squeals coming from several different people, the tower included.

He stuck his head in cautiously. “Boom.” He grunted. “Hey.”

“Hey, Cerberus. There’s a feast being prepared here.” Came from a happy but harried-looking Henna explained, running around a busy kitchen and nodding at him as Cerberus stayed in the doorway and peered inside. “Everything has to be ready at the same time. That means I need to be in six places at once, and right now.”

“A wedding feast. Aaron and I got married today.” She explained. “Stay here and I’ll put you to work, dwarf. Oh, and this…” Henna gestured at a kicking basket on one of the tables. “Is Mindy’s little girl, Tilly. She left here this morning to go start a war with the new troll-town up north. Mindy did, that is.”

“Oh.” Ronnie was running around the kitchen, screaming ‘boom’ happily and laughing. The singing tower seemed to making a game out of saying boo at him where ever he stopped. Ronnie loved it. Cerberus winced. To him it sounded like fairies at war.

“Seriously, everything needs to done right now.” Henna went on, moving from pot to roast to child and chopping at things between. “Everything happens at once and there’s lots of prep to do. Can you cut veggies? Aaron needs some help at the forge, too. There’s a dagger to be fixed.”

She was too late. Cerberus had already vanished. Puffing hair from her eyes, Henna giggled and went back to her frantic scurrying around. “And the pups are invited too.” She murmured to the empty doorway. “You have been warned, dwarf.”

  *

“You need to let the mash ferment before you can distill anything out of them, wizard.” Catching up to a now-quiet wizard standing morosely by a few empty barrels and a cold forge, Cerberus looked around. “It helps if you fill them with something first.” He went on, peeking into the barrels one by one. “Any sugar that ferments.”

“Last year’s sugar beets.” Aaron pointed at a withered-looking sack or two lying in the grass just past the stone flagstones of the forge. “And a couple apples. That’s all I could find.”

“Good enough.” Cerberus nodded happily. “By this time next week you should be able to drink them.” Cerberus wandered over and looked inside a sack. Then he winced. “Maybe.”

“You’ll also need several buckets of water, a mash press, three pounds of honey and a clean stick to stir things up. These will need some extra soaking time before you mash them. Extra fermentation time too, probably. And something to filter whatever comes out of the still to take out the poisons.” The dwarf went on, smacking his lips.

“Fresh distill is poisonous?” Aaron looked up, startled. “Oh, her name is Tilly.”

Cerberus nodded. “So I hear.” The dwarf said quietly, looking startled for a moment. Then he looked back at the forge.
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