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chapter 1 kitchen

White steam puffed into the kitchen from a low cupboard door. Lying on the stone floor with his head stuck inside it, Aaron, dragon-wizard and Master of the Singing Tower was making both his children squeal with joy as he worked.

“Poof! Ha! In this tower we support witches of all shapes, sizes, ethnicity, genders and power.” Henna muttered in very frustrated tones. “Right, wizard?”

“Yah, great. What did our daughter do this time? Is everyone ok out there?” The darkness dripped and Aaron sighed as he switched to dragon mode, sizzled the water off into another puff of steam and squinted into the gloom above him. The determination in his wife’s voice meant one of two things; it was us-or-them time in the kitchen.

He had no idea which it was or if it included him.

Dragon-eyes narrowed as the wizard thought fast in the dripping dank. Their children had done nothing to deserve this tone as far as he knew; and there were no visitors or customers due.

There was a small witchy sniff as Henna answered his change and grunt. “Just fix the pipe, Aaron. You aren’t getting out of this that easily. And hurry, please. There’s lots to do today.”

“Witches? Her name is? Henna, who’s coming to visit us this time, your dead mother? Did your old familiar finally find his way back here?” The muffled and peeved voice from somewhere in the dark under the counter did not sound happy, even in dragon-mode.

Being a witch, Henna’s ghost-familiar had been about for years before it’d wandered off in a storm; with his help she was famous for ghost-oil flowers now. The tea-witch also hated being teased about leeching off the dead.

“Aha! The old witch, then. Is Harvey’s girlfriend mooching fresh power-plants?” The wizard went on, squirming on his back as he glared at the pipe overhead.

It dripped on him and Aaron sputtered revulsion, then steamed the damp off again. Steam puffed from under the counter and out into the kitchen; his children cheered for the leak.

“No, the old witch isn’t coming back with Cerberus. And don’t believe anything she tells you about visits while she’s here, husband. Or plants. Next week the Hasin flowers blossom; she might stop around for them. There’s a big market for oil in the northern colony and lots of profit to be made, so she’ll be around soon.

“No Cerberus today either, then.”

There was another wizardly grunt as Aaron fought with balky pluming in the gloom under the counter. Cerberus was the dwarf next door; he wagoned into town to sell magic mushrooms from his mushroom mine (and dwarf mushroom-beer) twice a week. Being a dwarf he mined and brewed and would not admit to anything else; farming was undignified and smithing only a rumor.

The riper crops from Henna’s garden usually went with him into town; occasionally they all went. Henna’s dragon-manured magic-plants were very popular with the other witches in town, even her radishes. Local healers couldn’t take the day off just to visit her garden, tho.

This lack of traffic made Henna sad. It was thought Holmwood customers would be coming to the Singing Tower in droves for dwarf-goods and wizardly magics by this time, but they weren’t. Most of the people coming here were garden-raiding bandits or local farmers looking for pig-cures.

The tower made sure the bandits only ever tried that once. She could shoot lightning and Henna had gotten used to losing a percentage of her crop to sloppy strikes.

The dwarf next door had treasures mined from the vast dragon-hoard the gate had dropped; he was using the manure left over to grow mushrooms now. Cerberus and his new wife had several varieties of prisoner-witches and relatives helping him, plus dyraids and talking tree Ents; the dwarf had almost as much dragon-magic over there as Aaron had in his tower.

None of which he would admit to. Dwarves did not rely on magic-mushrooms for food.

Fortunately Cerberus seemed to relish gossiping and comparing the market’s pub-beer to his own magical brew, not raiding. And other dwarf brews. And any other local efforts, with the minor exception of the old witch’s spicy pepper-beer. His cart brought back all shopping needs twice a week, sometimes delivered by a singing dwarf. (One using up the last of his goods.)

People from town did follow Cerberus back to the wizard’s tower occasionally. Yes, followed. The dwarf charged to carry anyone from town, as too many mooching gods put a damper on any enthusiasm he had for company back to the Singing Tower a while back.

Flat on his back and busy unvineing a kitchen-drain to the flower-bed outside, Aaron coughed, spat and muttered curses as the pipe dripped on him. Henna didn’t bother answering any of that.

“Did our daughter do something rotten to her brother, hon? Anything permanent?” Aaron went on, shuddering and shaking his head in revulsion, scales momentarily appearing and disappearing on his face. The offending drip steamed away as he did. “The witch-school in Port-town dumping apprentice-losers they want married off on you again?” He went on absently. “Who did what out there?”

“Nothing! Seriously nothing. It’s grey out here, wizard.” Henna answered him shortly. “Foggy. There’s no sunshine and I was thinking of the troll-dancer.”

“The night-clad star-dancer? Oh.” Aaron sounded relieved. “Why? Cerberus married Ansal when she won’t talk to him anymore. She’s a witch-healer in the troll colony, right? Big girl.”

“Ow. It’s dark in here.” There was another frustrated bang as Aaron hit the pipe. The rough, slimy drain clogged every time the tea-pot got emptied these days.

It was only a few inches of rough, gunky pipe to an outside flower-bed from the counter but this pipe backed up and flooded regularly. The wizard grumbled and hammered at the wet stone unhappily. You only used dragon-fire on clogged pipes only once; the back-explosion of yucky steam and exploding water had splattered smelly gunk all over the kitchen the last time.

That had not gotten any cheers from his family. Dragon-fire blasts hadn’t cleared the pipe either, son Ronnie had pulled vines out from the outside instead. The boy was nimble yet; of an age where he climbed trees for adventures, privacy and spying; he was also able to bend down and still see what he was doing in the green of the garden, something that Aaron was starting to complain about.

The Ent-trees rarely complained about climbing; most of them had moved to the manure-pile next door, even Ronnie’s favorite walking tree, the one who’d been sprouted here.

“And I’m thinking of Gina, the off-world birth-witch. Ambrosia, the invisible wizard’s apprentice witch. Mindy and Xerdria too.” There was a thoughtful pause as Henna ignored her husbands blind yelping. Apparently pounding stone hurt. “You do realize most of them haven’t been back since our daughter’s birth.” She went on.

“Thank the goddess. Birthing! That crowd! Everyone wanted to help that night; and everyone that could find their way here turned up. They all thought they were the lead witch and best birther too. The goddess, Masina and her pups and Drivna included.” That grumble came out from under the counter, mixed with cursing.

“They all had suggestions for the process from Iris’s start to funeral.”

“Ha. I helped most of them birth, they were just returning the favor. You fainted that night anyway, wizard, the same way that happened with the cow last month. Thank Drivna; she’s a good apprentice. She took care of you.” Henna said defensively.

Most of the apprentices the witch-school had sent Henna’s way married before they got here, and out of pure desperation. The Singing Tower was a distant exile for them. The last apprentice from Port-town’s witch-school delivering books here had been a man-hater goth-witch named Drivna; she’d eventually married a farmhand next door.

“The birthing! I never did find out who was being chased by that trouble-making gargoyle that day.” Aaron grumbled and he thrashed around in the deeps of his home. “I thought we were about to be the sad recipients of a birth-curse. Bah! Enough of this and idiot apprentices too.”

“Whoa, wizard. Idiot apprentices are fine. Gatetown likes them, we lived off them for eons.” Henna sniffed again. “You were one once, remember?”

“Holmwood. Gatetown is gone, the Gate is gone. I fixed that years ago. Destroyed it.” Aaron grumbled unhappily. There was a small answering grunt at that. Holmwood in general (the old Gatetown before Aaron removed the Gate) was a small town perched on the far end of nowhere according to most people. A broken relic from another age troubled by bandit-camps just outside town, troll smugglers, a new troll cathedral and lots of old magics.

Holmwood was where unwanted, slow-developing and dull apprentices had been sent to die fixing the gate for eons before Aaron had gotten here. The gate was no longer dangerous or interdimensional; the dragon living in it was dead and gone too. The old gate was now just a grey stone arch on the plains, not a murderous trap.

Highly charged magical stone, but mostly just a stone arch in the middle of a dwarf mushroom mine. Looking up from the mayhem of her son Ronnie and their only daughter squabbling in the steamy kitchen, Henna blew a wisp of red hair out of her eyes and tried not to think of grey hair as her husband Aaron thrashed around. He was lying on the floor with his head stuck in the cupboard, a wooden wizard’s staff was leaning against the counter beside him.

Steam puffed out of the small dark cupboard occasionally. The squalling of her daughter as she got teased and tortured by her older brother was background as Henna thought about grey hairs on grey stone. The Witch of Wizard’s Hill knew what caused grey hairs; babysitting her children did it. Watching her little boy seer and new-powers witch grow up as she tended pig-illnesses took it out of her. Her wizard husband was no help there. Aaron liked to play.

“Xerdria fixed that gargoyle party-crasher.” The wizard went on. “He wandered into the wrong place that day. Isolating the tracking-spell let the magics get back-tracked hard. Kaboom, and from everyone! He got oiled then; that gargoyle probably still hasn’t woken up.”

Her adopted elfin daughter’s antics made Henna grin. “Truth. He’ll be blind when he does wake. He’ll look good and have a big headache for years.” Henna giggled happily. “I think Mindy took him home. Maybe one of the trolls on someone’s payroll wanted a snack. Xerdria might’ve kept him as a trophy too.”

Their new daughter had gotten blessed by various magicals that day; no one quite knew what powers she had yet. The little girl was more than a bit reluctant to co-operate with the investigation.

“Trolls, probably. If they haven’t eaten already. There were enough hungry chair-carriers outside. Say, Henna? Is Mindy listening right now?” Aaron grunted as he started to wriggle his way out of the dark and into a ferocious kitchen mayhem. Henna blinked as her children halted their battles to cheer this new development.

Henna groaned. There were previous lessons for a birthing tea-witch here. ‘Never get caught in the middle of a magic duel between a ten-year-old boy and a two-year-old girl’ was one of them, especially when either one of the children outclassed her magics by several orders of magnitude.

Her husband the dragon-wizard was currently lying right in the middle of their fight, egging them on. She nodded at the children and they swarmed over to greet their father, doubling their efforts at helping mostly by jumping on him.

“The tower says no, Aaron.” Tilting her head, Henna listened to the jugs connecting them magically to the witch-mountain as Aaron howled protests at being beaten up by his progeny. “No, Milly is not listening to us, she’s trying to teach Tilly land-magic.”

“Good. Tilly is Ronnie’s age and still doesn’t talk, right?” The laid-low wizard responded with explosive mock grunts and complaints for his cheering children. Henna groaned again. The Dragon-wizard of Wizard’s Hill, Master of the Singing Tower and accidental sword-smith to gods was no help with the kids; as a father Aaron was mostly concerned with not doing chores and puttering around with his still/metal smelter with the dwarf next door.

Henna knew with a very set determination that what little coin the two of them got was better spent on her shopping than hiring the help Aaron wanted. Or getting any scrap metal, or ore, or charcoal. Hired hands seemed to spend most of their time watching her wizard husband wiz things instead of working anyway.

Then the farm-help escapees usually ran away, long before a chicken-coop or pig-sty could be built for Henna. None stayed very long after being introduced to weeding a magical garden. Non-magical types got very nervous trying to work with someone who flashed into and out of dragon-mode at every flying bug who nipped them, too.

Still, the two had it good here; most of Henna’s tea-magics were paid for in trade. A recent pig-plague had set the Wizard’s tower up with enough eggs and chicken for a year.

“When you’re finished fooling around, Aaron.” Henna started evenly as the war at her feet showed no signs of slowing or getting any quieter. “There’s work that needs to be done at the Singing Tower today. Outhouses need to be dug and gardens need weeding. Firewood is something we could always use. The water-barrel is leaking and the tower is complaining about something too.”

“Oh? The dragon-pad on the roof needs something again, right?” Aaron mused as he fought. Well, lost. Even his daughter was besting him today.

There was a small nod from the tea-witch as she moved to prep a brew for her husband, stepping over the squirming havoc currently on her kitchen floor. The war seemed to consist mostly of noisy ‘Booms’ from Ronnie, happy squeals from their girl and yelps of anguish from Aaron. Sighing, Henna pulled ingredients for dragon-tea out of various hanging satchels and boxes as her family thrashed around at her feet.

“The tower says midnight visitors tend to fly into things hard up there in the dark.” She murmured. “And they don’t bounce much, the stone crunches instead. You’d think dragons could see better in gloom, they live in caves.”

“And Elves. Dragons? Who did it, Ronnie sneaking out flying? Almost none of the dragons fit up there anymore. Boy, was that you?” Aaron wheezed unhappily. This was a quiet moment for Henna; the children had to be entertained, taught, separated and watched a lot these days; being young the children seemed to be all energy and elastic; more crying wounds and band-aids than clothes most days.

The witch sniffed as she checked her children before stirring tea. “The pups land there, Aaron. Masina could drop there she had to, if she draped herself over the roof.”

“Interesting. The roof won’t survive that and it would clear a larger pad if she did. The tower would object, tho.” Aaron muttered between squeals.

Sighing, Henna glanced up. The tower did help watch but had a stone’s idea of danger; sometimes the tower had magical repair requests too. Wandering ley-lines, cracked energy channels, foundation drips and roof-patches were normal.

All more chores for a witch-mother, then there was the cleaning, sewing, babysitting and repairs an adult wizard needed. Still, the dragon-pup landing-pad on the roof seemed to get pounded a lot more than any known dragon visits needed, but that was probably their adopted elfin-daughter sneaking about to ask information favors of her son the seer.

Ronnie never complained about Xerdria; the tiny blond Elf was cute. She claimed to be his sister, Xerdria Elf-Queen.

(Sky-Elf Queen of her own kingdom as soon as she got around to claiming the crown. It was an empty land and Xerdria said there was no big hurry in nailing her presence to a throne-room just yet; the elfin-wars that occupied the rest of the high-elfin royalty seemed to be a bit leery of a dragon-flying warrior-queen. Xerdria had been having adventures.)

The elf had slept with their son for a while after being hatched and the bedrooms were made but with the way a sky-elf grows, the hastily-made room was finished about the time Xerdria was ready to move out.

That left Ambrosia, the invisible apprentice to sneak about as quiet visitor. She was the first female wizard apprentice anyone had ever heard of. Being invisible, sneaking around was second nature to her. Getting off witch’s mountain and away from her master seemed unlikely, tho.

Getting all the way here even more unlikely for Ambrosia. Witch-mountain was a week or more walk off into the hills and she hated to fly. There were six people on mountain watching the apprentice these days and there might be more soon. They all needed firewood, as every apprentice knew most intimately.

Clara, the blond wife of Ambrosia’s master always seemed envious when children got mentioned regardless of the havoc they made. Ambrosia’s master, the old apprentice, was married to Clara, another Holmwood girl. Clara tolerated her husband’s duties there. She also knew what a terror a baby-witch could be as Mindy’s child Tilly was active now.

Mindy was a power; the witch of the mountain, married to Henna’s brother and extremely dangerous in her own right. Land-magic was her specialty. Even dragons thought twice about pranking or raiding her magical gardens.

Not everyone was that wise. After thinking twice, the pups usually pranked Mindy anyway. The dragon not-pups-anymore that visited both places, and had been coming to them all their lives; they were still young and more than a little foolish.

“Ok kids, back off. I’ve got an idea.” Aaron struggled to his feet and grabbed at his staff with his protesting children still clinging to his robes for ride. Henna handed her wizard a cup of tea as he shook hair out of his eyes and tapped his staff on the floor.

Grabbing and taking the children away from their father only seemed prudent; Henna squatted to hold them both back nervously. How the kids would react to dragon or wizard magic was unknown but they’d start doing that soon. Aaron grinned, grabbed and drank his cup of tea in one long swallow, then leaned over and crammed the base of the staff into the pipe-hole.

“Aaron, don’t. You remember what happened last time.” Was as far as Henna got before Aaron, already in full dragon-mode, leaned into the staff now capping the pipe and poured fire down wet tube.

His weight on the staff kept the pipe capped. There was one shudder, then the flame blasted the clog free; the whole mess got fired out and exploded into the flower garden around the tower.

Quickly followed by steam, roaring dragon-fire and a small spray of molten stone, all splatting into and spraying around the crater the clog had blasted for itself in the soft earth.

“Oops.” Aaron backed off a bit and muttered as smoke wafted back up the pipe and into his face. “A little too much oomph, I think. Don’t dump anything in here for a while, Hon. It’s very hot right now.”

Sticking her head outside the kitchen door for a look at her flowers, Henna groaned miserably. “Great. Roasted garden. Oh look, a whole plot of cooked flowers to deal with today! Aaron, get the tincture-press down, please. The colander and big wooden mallet. The mortar and pestle are here already.”

“The apple-sauce maker.” She elaborated as her husband looked at her, confused. “It looks like an upside-down witch’s hat. The rolling pin for it, too; that wooden pestle is my wand these days. Then go fix the roof and landing pad before you get any closer to my flowers again.”

Blinking uncertainly, Aaron decided against going outside to see what’d just gotten blown out of the pipe. Henna’s nice ruddy complexion and sweet tones? The way she was clenching and unclenching her fist told him all he needed to know.

“Ronnie! Get the good gloves, please. The special dragon-skin bag from downstairs; we have lots of cooked oil-blooms to shred today.” Henna grinned merrily at her children. Aaron could tell by the clench of her jaw his wife was not happy right now. In fact, she was practically shooting sparks from her ears.

“Ahem. Ok, landing pad. Has Ronnie told anyone who’s bugging him for secrets in the middle of the night yet?” The wizard asked in an embarrassed way as he reached to the higher shelves for the cone with grid-holes in it. It was dwarf-make; something Ansal, Cerberus’s wife had given them and Henna loved it. “It got to someone who knows how to sneak past the tower.” Aaron went on quickly. “There’s not many of them.”

Ronnie blushed but kept quiet as his parent talked about him. “Yes, I know who it is.” Rolling her eyes a bit, Henna sighed. “They spell the tower quiet but always forget to include the well. Here’s a hint, wizard. My garden gets snacked on almost every time they pass thru.”

“Ah.” Aaron nodded sagely. “Xerdria being sneaky, fighting her battles with insider info? Riding Coldfire dragon-pup, too. I was wondering where the venison was coming from.” The wizard mused, more to himself than anyone else. He looked at the smoke and steam still pouring out of the newly cleared pipe and sighed as he got the tools his wife wanted down. “Here ya go, dear. If you need me I’ll be welding broken tiles on the roof.”

“Do that. Then come right back here, we have lots of flowers to press. You’re the muscle today.” Henna said sweetly, not looking at him. Aaron sighed and wandered thru the inside door, turning up the stairs as he poled his way towards the roof.

Ronnie reappeared with the gloves. The Singing Tower pinged an alert at Henna as she got the magic-proof dragon-skin on. Someone with a jug like hers wanted to talk; there weren’t many of them.

“He does try, you know.” Came Mindy’s distant voice. “And he actually got something done this time. I’d give him a treat, not more chores.” She seemed quite up to date on everything that was happening in Henna’s kitchen and fairly smug about it.

“I did. Tea. And your Tilly wants people in her magics, like most other girls.” Henna answered her friend. “Try adding that. Everything ok over there, Mindy?”

“Yah. Clara and the old Apprentice spend all their time trying to get Clara pregnant. She seems to think it will somehow encourage Xerdria to settle down to the throne.” Mindy grumped, exasperated. “The Apprentice seems to enjoy it; he keeps Ambrosia working the wood-pile. Other than that, everyone that can stand upright is busy harvesting whatever’s in season before my thieving relatives find it.”

The native witch chuckled. “Say, remember the time Aaron stuck a glass sword in a boulder and couldn’t get it out again? I have one now; don’t try it. We get barbarian hordes sneaking about trying to claim the mountain-crown every day.” Mindy said in an aggrieved tone. “It’s a handle I attached to a rock and gets used to glue grabby types to the spot.”

“Aaron’s buried sword was a dragon-trap.” Henna corrected absently. “Same idea. Bait.”

“Yeah, bait. But the idiots like it, they’re lining up for a try. We have trolls here this year too. Uh. I’ve had to upgrade all the traps to stop them.” Mindy went on absently, firing her pipe up again. “Needed a really big boulder to stop one charge. Ali has to clean the traps out and hates it when there’s only one hand left behind.”

“They empty traps if they can. Trolls spray huge mounds of scat behind when they eat, trolls do.” Mindy added, cringing. “And don’t like to leave leftovers.”

“Like the bait?” Henna giggled at the thought of her brother trying to empty troll-traps.

“Like the bait stuck to a rock.” Henna corrected. “Then the trolls get stuck there. It’s simpler now, Ali just gives everyone he finds trapped a berry and prays for rain.” Mindy explained absently. “Locally grown, too. Everyone is usually very thirsty when Ali finally finds them; the berry is tainted. Eating one develops a mad compulsion to go swim in the lake; the one just outside the trap-line he just fixed, usually.”

“Ali’s been swimming twice I know of, the idiot.” Mindy went on, sighing. “No complaints about that, he could usually use a bath.”

“They all leave? You make trespassers repair the fence, traps and trails then go skinny-dipping?” Henna asked incredulously. “Wow. Good thinking. Oh, wait. The young native girls wanting to be witches too?”

“Especially the young native girls wanting to be witches. Going home naked usually convinces them never to try this again.” Mindy groused unhappily. “Ali is still not very bright about fluttering eyelashes, tho. He berries them, opens the trap and everyone goes their own way. Mostly.”

“Nice. He still tries to steal everything they have first, right?” Henna asked absently, pulling on the gloves Ronnie handed her. He was happily making boom noises into the open bag he had and his sister was watching him closely. “That kind of thing is in his blood, he is a hill-bandit.”

“He does. When he isn’t falling in the lake.” There was a sudden explosion of screams as Tilly started screeching at Ronnie and Henna’s girl-child from her side of the jug divide. She sounded like a teenager desperate about something. Both children yelped back reassuringly. Henna blinked in alarm, then ignored the noise.

“School will be in session later. It’s my day to teach tomorrow, right?” Mindy sounded irritated. “Lock the doors this time Henna, your boy likes to wander. He won’t learn much that way. Getting big, too.”

“We gate the stairs and doors closed for Iris but he gets out anyway. I think he’s teaching Tilly and my girl how to open them.” Henna grinned at the cupboard. “After he spheres how to do it himself, that is. Talk to you tomorrow, Mindy. I have an early harvest to process today.”

“I heard.” Mindy sighed and you could hear her tapping her small pipe out clean. “Here’s a hint. After you… Or Aaron, there’s a lot of mashing to do over there… Have rolled the oil out, add a little willow bark. Makes it hurt less.”

“Um.” Henna got both her children in hand and started walking to the door outside. “I might do that, there’s lots of complainers in town these days. Talk to you tomorrow, Min.”




chapter 2 rooftop

The view from the tower-roof dragon-pad was nice, and mostly downhill. Green grasslands and blue sky with a cooling breeze was wafting around the tower.

Panting a little and enjoying the air on his face, Aaron sighed and leaned on his staff in the stairwell doorway, staring out over the land for a moment before stepping out on the platform.

The platform was one third of the tower-top. Peeking over the edge, he saw Henna and the children collecting blossoms below, starting with the tattered blooms blown past the edge of a new crater dug right by the kitchen pipe. The witch was watching her children like a hawk, as a witch’s flowers usually had lots of side effects.

Bugs, birds and bats lurched away after getting too much of the fragrance from this one.

Henna’s colorful flower-plot looked nice but was really the witch version of a wizard’s hedge. Aaron’s wizard-hedge was a thick bush ten feet high, six feet thick and had nasty four inch thorns all thru it. Circling the entire top of the hill, that hedge left only one way to walk in. Henna’s garden circled the tower, smelt really good and tended to make people yelp and go sleep if sniffed a little too vigorously.

His witch-wife was ripping the colorful heads off broken stems and dropping them into a bag. Noticing Aaron, Henna blinked, looked up hard then started viciously ripping blossoms off and stuffing them into the sack Ronnie was holding a little more enthusiastically.

The wizard knew she was saying something to him, but couldn’t make out what it was over the rush and pounding of blood in his ears. Climbing the stairs up here was getting to be hard work for him.

Sighing, Aaron stepped back from the edge and looked around. Chores. First puzzle, the stairs. The landing overlooking the lands, the landing-pads and the damage. The tower-stairs ended with three blank doors; all opened into darkness by design. One was Ronnie’s bedroom, the other his daughter’s, Xerdria’s old room, the third led outside.

Outside was the dragon landing-pad; it was polished stone sloped to drain rain (and other fluids) off and away. The open-air pad was rough stone stuck between bedrooms. A small knee-high railing tripped people right over the edge if the slippery stone didn’t slide the careless right off the tower, but Aaron was used to it.

First clue. The door out here from the stairs was supposed to be magically locked, but wasn’t.

“Definitely Xerdria and Coldfire. I wonder what our little blond warrior-princess wanted? Something from her room she had to come here to pick up?” The wizard murphed to himself as he looked around for any cracked or shattered stone in the walls that meant a really clumsy dragon-landing. There were a few fresh scratches in the stone, but nothing else visible.

Deeper scratches from a panicked emergency landing were underfoot; someone had come in far too fast. Someone was after them? Xerdria being a yahoo again? She did like to dive off the tower.

Not very urgent tho; Coldfire could plow the whole rooftop clear if she wasn’t careful with her landings. Neither Coldfire and Xerdria would not bother the sleepers up here unless they were in serious trouble; leaving again without visiting suggested the Warrior-Elf’s usual problems to the wizard.

Xerdria had snuck out in the middle of a battle to get some secrets. Information.

“Something was wanted here. Tower defenses? Henna Healer, a quiet place to hide, or the latest view from Ronnie?” The wizard went on, sighing happily as he studied things. “Something from someone. Anyone but me, I guess.”

Leaning on his staff and looking off into the distant grey-green prairie and white cloud puffs, Aaron happily scratched his ear with his staff. It was early and there were both cool shadows and warm sunshine on the pad. “Tower? Can you tell me anything about what happened up here?” He finally asked as nothing else leaped up at him.

His staff chimed in response and Aaron leaned into the contact. His impression was the tower knew nothing except the location of a shattered shingle or two, with a stuttering magic flow there. A dragon swipe that’d missed, or maybe gone right thru something.

Clawing cold stone into gravel would not bother Coldfire the dragon at all, it would be effortless. Dragons dug caves out of solid rock when they wanted one, but shattered stone up here would leak rain inside the tower. Aaron rubbed his staff between his hands absently as he looked for any other damage that might interrupt the flow of magics here on the roof.

“What did they want and why were they in such a big hurry? Rescues? Heroes for rent, alliances needed?” The wizard grumbled. “Her secret storage room? Oh well. As long as our little blond menace isn’t breaking the godling tryst, I don’t care.”

The tower chimed agreement and Henna added a thought to his musing via the tower; the tower would be sure to tell him if Aaron could help their adopted elf. The wizard nodded agreement.

The Singing Tower was currently enjoying a reputation as neutral ground for ethereal meetings between demi-gods and supernaturals, a reputation Aaron hoped would spread to the more mundane powers about. Not that the gods were likely to war in Holmwood even if they were fighting about anything; but so far none of them had decided to trade, vacation or set meets up here either.

Everyone except Aaron thought that was for the best. Cranky gods would not make the best visitors to have drop in on you, according to Henna. Xerdria winced every time the topic came up and advised against it in the strongest possible terms, even while stuffing her interdimensional storage room full of royal birthing gifts from them.

It would be hard to argue with supers if they did show. They would not enjoy the whimpering tower, so giving up, Aaron primed his staff and aimed it at the shatter-sharp breaks in the stone roof tiles. Claw-tip holes, mostly. A few blasts of dragon-fire from the staff softened the rock enough for the sharp edges to flow back together and plug any leaks, dew-seepage, rain and dull the razor edges. The tower added channel finesse as it thought best.

Then Aaron went back down to the kitchen to press oil out of flowers with the apple-sauce maker. It meant spending most of the day drinking tea outside, as the fumes made him giddy, but the effect of squishing the flower-buds was even worse on Henna. She did her prepping in a bowl of water, Aaron ground things to paste outside.

In dragon-mode the oil was fragrant, tasty and fun; using his staff to roast the flowers slightly first was always a good idea. In fact, after grinding and pressing blossoms for a while, using his staff to vault the hedge and steal a pig or two sounded like a great fun.

Henna kept a jug of tea at Aaron’s elbow and insisted the wizard drink some every time one of his giggles was heard from the yard. Giggling meant Aaron had thought of something stupid and was about to start getting silly; you only need to have that happen once before doing all you could to prevent them.

The last time Henna’d gotten child-delayed in her wizard-rescue, she’d come out to find Aaron was using his staff to bat flies out of the air, complete with rumbling noises fit for a war.

While bent double, arms out-stretched and trying to make the staff spin faster.

His daughter had thought that looked like great fun, but Henna wasn’t letting the girl out of her arms. One big problem was there weren’t any flies at knee-height and the face-plants Aaron was spinning into were digging divots out of the grass. He laughed as he snorted grass, tho. That much Henna was thankful for.

The breeze was not strong enough to make the work safe today. This time Aaron was leaning on the table, his staff beside him while he hiccuped small fireballs. The wizard was giggling madly as he watched the little colored bombs waft away on the breeze. The floating wizard flowers sputted as they landed, some sticking to the wall of the tower.

His flower-press chore was finished, a heap of over-mashed blossom table-left with an empty bowl of washed flower-heads table-right, beside the wizard. The upside witch-hat was still dripping something greasy into a bowl underneath it; a cone-mallet inside it.

“Impressive.” Henna chirped at the happily-swaying wizard. Aaron had switched into full dragon-mode and his mad giggles at the floating fires were getting compounded by the colors they were changing into and the new fires they made on landing.

“The oils splashed, did they?” She started regretfully, looking at Aaron carefully. “Don’t waste the fireballs, Aaron. Can you put them all in your forge and see what happens there instead?”

“Lots of splashes’ing. Hard work pays off sometimes, right? The forge s’good idea tho. Hon.” There was a happy blear over at his wife from the slightly-fried wizard and he hiccuped another small blue fireball out. It wafted in the general direction of his cold outdoor forge, the new one.

Xerdria had been egged and birthed from the last one and it had not survived the process. “Nothing in there, tho.” Aaron mentioned sadly. “No metal. Wasted heat.”

“We have lots of sand. Make a crystal sword this time. A magic one.” Henna smiled brightly at her husband but didn’t get very close to him. “Gosh! I bet you can get them to land in there from here.” She added, with a wide-eyed look. She also shook her long red braid at him wonderingly.

“Ya. I can try.” There was a bletch mixed with the hiccups. Henna made a note to make sure Aaron wore gloves the next press as his hands were smeared with a colored gunk now. Mashed flower heads that’d splashed up on him, obviously.

His robe looked clean and what oil was on it would evaporate fast, especially in forge-heat. “Look, there it goes!” Aaron said in a pleased tone, blinking happily as a new small blue ball ambled in midair towards the huge stone beehive forge.

“Wow! You might have a new sword for you and Cerberus to take in to town tomorrow if you work hard.” Henna mentioned happily, one finger on her cheek as she pondered things. “Can you really do that?”

Blinking at her now-swaying husband, Henna mentally crossed a few fingers and toes. Having Aaron fall asleep by the forge was something she could deal with later. Right now she needed to get him somewhere he won’t accidentally burn the tower down.

“Yah. I like these flowers, hon.” Aaron enthused, swaying a bit as he grinned at her. “Can I wear your hat too?”

Henna decided to avoid trading clothes with her husband right now. That looked dangerously distracting.

“No, that’s my apple-sauce hat. You have a wizard’s hat somewhere and haven’t worn it in years. Hey! Put the used mash back in it and let it drip. Yes, that’s the way! I’ll take care of everything here for you.” Henna ordered briskly. “You better get to your forge before you forget, wizard.”

“Forget what?” Aaron asked, leaning on his staff as he turned to blear at her suspiciously. Henna sighed wearily and rolled her eyes upward.

“That you need a crystal sword to take into town tomorrow. A magic one. You and Cerberus are heading to the market, remember?” She narrowed her eyes. “Is it ready already? You’d better get busy.”

“Oh. That. Ok. No, really not ready-ready. Not even red yet.” Pushing on his staff, Aaron started poling towards his forge, swaying like he was fighting a hard headwind. Luckily for him, the forge was downhill and his travel soon got a lot easier.

The small blue fireball spatted as it hit to the forge and rolled its way into the fire chamber. Aaron nodded at that. “Yeah, better get busy. My forge is made with dragon-rock from the old grave, from the quarry we buried the old dragon in. It might need something to get started, heated up.”

“You have lots of fireballs today, just stick them all together. In there.” Henna suggested hopefully, called to him. “You don’t even need wood. Or coal, just the bellows.”

The witch of wizard’s hill nodded seriously at her husband. A few minutes on the bellows might make her wizard tired enough to nap. He seemed to like the idea, because Aaron grunted and hiccuped another fireball.

One that wafted against the wind and headed directly towards the forge, she noted.

The Tea-witch of the Singing Tower (wizard’s hill, according to Holmwood) stood and watched as her husband poled his way towards the stoneworks, humming a weird tune as he did. When he was safely out of range she turned and started carefully cleaning up the mess left behind, holding her breath as she did.

  *

Climbing onto the seat beside Cerberus the next morning was more of an effort than the wizard wanted it to be. The dwarf driving the produce cart smirked at him and the new sword clattering on Aaron’s belt as he slowly clambered up and in.

“Ah, the mighty metal-wizard of the Singing Tower! You’ve finally started making swords without me. Without any dwarf expertise at all, right?”

Cerberus narrowed his eyes as Aaron groaned himself into position; he shook the reins slightly. “It’s about time, wizard.”

“Ah. Cerberus, you were a stone-mason before this; not a smith. Before the dragon-hoard and your new mine most of your help was in drinking my beer.” Aaron seemed a bit delicate this morning and pinched the top of his nose between thumb and finger. “It still is, ha-ha-ha. Listen, can we just have a quiet trip into town this morning?”

“Aha! And the mighty wizard smells a like a flower.” Cerberus went on clucking to his donkey and letting cart lurch forward. Aaron seemed a bit green, but settled into his seat. “Why’s that, mighty wizard?”

“I smell like a flower? So? You smell like…”

“Manure.” Cerberus broke in. “I know. There’s some in the back, along with dark dwarf brew, mushrooms and some of Henna’s produce. It took you a while to get out here, wizard. The cart is loaded with whatever sells, from both your place and mine. Whatever sells.”

The cart creaked as it eased downhill, Cerberus with one hand on the brake as they eased away. “Putting the ‘m’ in sell today, are ya? You fit right in with the tavern waitresses, the ones that don’t wait anymore.” Cerberus went on merrily.

“No need to get personal.” Aaron grumped unhappily as he pulled the new sword up. “See the new sword, dwarf? Ow.” He winced as the crystal glittered in the sun.

“Ya. Bright, isn’t it? What’s it do?” The dwarf seemed vaguely interested. Aaron winced and sighed.

“I dunno.” The wizard confessed uneasily. “I made it yesterday while under the influence of one of Henna’s witch-oils. Can’t remember anything.”

“The forge isn’t even cool yet, that I can tell you. I slept beside it last night. While singing, according to Henna.” Handing the sword to the dwarf as they got to the bottom of the hill and eased into the cool gloom of the forest, Aaron sighed relief as the bright sun stopped hurting his eyes. “I don’t think the singing was a spell of any kind. I’m hoping it wasn’t.”

“Me too. You sing like a stone screeching. How?” Cerberus asked professionally, looking over the bright crystal carefully, testing sharpness and tapping it to hear it ring. Aaron winced at the bright sound the sword made when tapped.

“Badly? I don’t sing often. Oh, the sword. Heated sand and wizardry. Can’t remember much past wiping some sweat off my nose yesterday.” Aaron confessed uneasily. “I have the oil I helped make in my pocket. Nasty stuff. The old witch gets some, so does Gatetown’s other happy-healer witch, Mel. Don’t ask me about that either.”

“Holmwood. Gatetown got destroyed years ago.” Cerberus corrected absently. “You should know, you did it. Henna know you’re off to visit the tall blond by the tavern? Mel. Really?”

“She sent me.” Aaron sighed at Cerberus’s smirk. Mel was tall, blond, wonderfully built and lived right next door to a water-front tavern. She was known as the best healer in town these days and was certainly the busiest. Lots of her regulars got distracted by her friendly manner and low-cut gowns; she was famous for filling dresses out to distraction.

“She told me to, dwarf.” The wizard winced and leaned into his staff between his legs, closing his eyes. “And the old witch too, they each get some. Apparently, this stuff will drop a troll. Or a rhino, whatever that is.” Sighing, Aaron rubbed his head. “There’s no cure for using it.”

Cerberus handed the sword back and Aaron fumbled it back into place. “Harvey’s it is.” The dwarf said expansively. “You walk to Mel’s from there, I have deliveries to do. Meet you at the market after you’ve tried waving the sword around for cash instead of at it.”

“The miserable little pests are trying to grow their own mushrooms and want my manure these days.” The dwarf added thoughtfully. “The idiots!”

“Oh. Will that work?” Aaron asked, vaguely interested. Henna made a lot of her sales because her garden was grown in magical dragon-manure. Cerberus delivered a load right to the edge of her backyard plot every spring.

“Not without a few witches, dyraids, ents and other magicals watching the grow.” Cerberus grunted in triumph. “You have a tower and a witch, right? I have my own staff, the live kind. The customers don’t know that and I’m not going to tell them.”

“Wake me when we get there. Pray there’s no bandits today, I’m not in a good humor.” With that Aaron closed his eyes and tried to dose in the creaking cart.

Cerberus chuckled and chucked to his mule. The old mule ignored him and plodded slowly on into the gloom.




chapter 3 town

“Whatever it is you’re selling we don’t want any!”

Blinking in the sun, Aaron waved at the old witch. She was sitting outside Harvey’s store in the center square in Holmwood; on the porch outside, making sure the customers that straggled by were buying the right goods.

Harvey was inside, leaning on the counter and probably reading. He was like that.

“Yes you do. Tincture of Hasin, fresh pressing.” Aaron yelled back. “Henna says a whiff will drop a troll.”

“Oh. That might be handy.” The old witch allowed, looking interested. “Lemme see.”

“Cash in advance, witch.” The old witch ignored that and held out a hand imperially. Aaron ignored that as he eased himself off the cart, standing there and leaning on his staff. Cerberus chuckled and shook the reins, heading out again with a nod to Aaron.

“You only get a drop. Half a drop. Henna says to get cash in advance this time because you won’t wake again for a while.” Groaning, Aaron made his way up the stairs. “I can tell you this stuff does have a wallop.”

“You know eggs yet, youngster? Fine. Chew a raw one. Harvey is right inside, he does money.” The old witch mentioned. Then she snorted and pulled a straw from somewhere and handed it to the groaning wizard. Aaron stopped and carefully dipped a small drib out of the little bottle he had in a pouch, then handed the straw back to the old witch. She sniffed, tasted it and rubbed the straw under her nose.

“Ah, true. Phew! Very good stuff.” She murmured, smacking her lips. “In fact…” Then her eyes rolled up and the old witch fell asleep in the chair she was sitting in. Aaron just sighed and opened the door to the shop.

“Harvey? I just knocked your girlfriend out.” He called into the gloom. “What do I do with her now?”

“Being nasty again, was she? Aaron, come on in! Leave her there, nothing works for very long with that one. She’s better than a scarecrow for keeping people away tho.” Harvey’s voice came back out of the dark at him. “I think it’s her snoring, myself. Come on in, we have time for a brew.”

  *

Walking into the frantic burly of Mel’s practice, Aaron shook his head and cringed a bit at the noise. The blond witch Mel was a popular healer in a prime location. She had two apprentices and her shop was still insanely busy.

Messy, but busy. The usual childhood troubles, female complaints and hobbling old crumblies lined chairs on along the walls. Mel herself was reigning behind an examination table and various people were climbing on and off that as she administered cures. Her apprentices were making up cures behind her as Mel tended to the flow of complaints.

“I heard, wizard.” Flashing a quick smile at Aaron as he stepped inside and tried to adjust to the gloom after the bright sunshine outside, Mel did not stop the flow of her work. “Hasin. We’re interested.”

Someone from the tavern lurched in right after Aaron. There was a knife someone had shoved into his side and he was gingerly holding it in place as he whimpered and stumbled in, blinking. The wound looked a little desperate and was seeping blood thru his fingers.

“And here we go.” Mel noted, shooing the oldster she was talking to off the table and let the brawler collapse there groaning. “Aaron, gimme.” She held out her hand and the wizard hurriedly dropped the bottle into it. “Now we’ll see. Half a drib, right?”

The straw trick worked again; the bleeder fell asleep on the table in seconds. Mel smiled as Aaron grinned weakly. An apprentice was already washing blood away and stanching the wound; another was threading a needle in a bored way as Mel pulled and cut his clothes free.

“Yow. Is that intestine leaking out there?” Aaron asked weakly, blinking unhappily and trying to hide behind his staff.

“Yup.” Mel nodded briskly but absently, heaving her chest happily as a wet shirt finally came free. “Unless you want to learn how to sew someone back together wizard, go away. Or you need a new knife, there’s one still in the wound.”

One of the apprentices was pouring wine into the cut now. “Actually we might keep the knife till we get paid, tho. Nice sword there.” Mel noted, tilting her head a bit but not removing her gaze from the injury. “I have just the dandy in mind for it. Go next door, tell them I want John to look at it. No commission this one time only. Now go away. Tell Henna I still love her even if you don’t. Come back later.”

“Yes m’am. Done. Later.” Aaron blinked and backed out of the shop as Mel giggled and jounced at his obvious discomfort.

  *

The dandy was just that; a noble son out adventuring and not quite spent sober yet. Taking the money gladly, Aaron watched the new sword leave sword strapped to the dandy’s side; he finally relaxed and decided to tip a few.

Mel had more concerns for him when the wizard went back to her shop.

“Wizard, listen. We’re hearing things about your little girl. From the church.” Mel started up without preamble as the wizard returned to her shop in the heat of the afternoon. Most people were busy or asleep right now, except for the more desperate merchants. Cerberus for instance, was still out in the heat of the day hawking vegetables and mushrooms in the market after finishing his deliveries.

Actually, he was trading for fish with other merchants, all of them as miserable as he was with the day’s sales and all of them prepping to go home.

“The church? Why? She isn’t a saint, trust me. Neither is Ronnie.” The wizard settled into a chair as Mel delicately made up a package for Henna. Since he didn’t know witching what she was handing over in trade for the oil was mystery-meat to him.

“Your little girl has the attention of someone who might want to use her later.” Mel said quietly. “The kind of person that’s really hard to argue with. The local church says so.”

“There’s official interest? My little girl has a guaranteed job waiting? Anything rich like Xerdria’s queen-dom?” Aaron asked incredulously. The local church was a death-cult that used to worship buffalo-kills. Both were almost extinct now.

Except for owning a huge chunk of town, the church was not popular.

“More than a mature interest.” Mel said seriously. “Situations Henna might not like are sneaking in. Her newly hatched goddess knows. The details are vague, but coming from a couple very different sources and almost the same.”

Aaron blinked incredulously. “You do know my latest daughter is a dragon-witch, right Mel? Or a witch-dragon. First and only of her kind and so far she hasn’t shown any sign of anything. I’d know, I am a dragon. A dragon-wizard, anyway. I’d know if there was anything going on.”

The wizard seemed puzzled at Mel’s warnings. “Precautions have been taken. No one knows her true name, we haven’t even told anyone. You do not know what it took for me to get Henna to talk to me about even that.”

The wizard seemed happy. “I’m still paying for it most Friday nights and I’m her father.”

“Ha. Masina will know, wizard.” Mel told me sadly. “Set this up with your dragon. There are lots of people who’d love to have a dragon on staff, even a witch one. Ones that have no compulsion about twisting her to their purposes and before she can even talk.” Mel sighed unhappily as Aaron just stood there and stared at her. “Just tell Henna, would you? The girl has been targeted.”

The penny finally dropped for the wizard. “Aha. Midnight visits.” Aaron said gloomily. “Dragon-ride bribes. TLC from a friend.”

Mel sat quiet for moment. “Xerdria?” She asked finally in disbelief.

Aaron nodded and Mel seemed to relax.

“Well goodness, that’s a relief.” The healer finally murmured. “I thought it was going to be someone unwieldy and awkward, like the godling you pinned to Harvey’s roof for a few weeks. That type. Xerdria we can handle, she isn’t even noble yet.”

“And won’t be till she takes the crown.” Mel told the wizard firmly. “Men! Trust me, you’ll notice changes as soon as she does. Things will change. She will adapt.”

“Maybe Xerdria, Mel. I think Henna’s in on that.” Aaron finally said, abet a little faintly. “It does explain a few things. I’ll mention your concerns to her.”

“Good. Oh, and here’s a hint for the dumb wizard.” Mel finally said quietly as Aaron sat there in shock. “Your girl-child is going to want to sleep at Harvey’s so she can get to the cage there. Early, often, and with you. Be ready for it.”

“I’m her designated dragon-teacher?” Aaron said in surprise. “Wow! I thought Masina…”

“Will come to take your child when she thinks she can train her like she never got to train you.” Mel told him sweetly. “That’s when your girl will start to blow right by you and your staff in abilities, wizard.”

“That won’t take very long.” Mel the healer told him quietly.” I mean, you’re nice and all Aaron, but you’re not a heavy-weight in any division. Your girl will need a real dragon-teacher soon. Very soon, maybe.”

“I hope Henna agrees with that.” Aaron said quietly, glaring at Mel as she giggled at him. “Things will get messy if she doesn’t.”

“My witch really likes the thought of having another witch out at the tower.” The wizard went on faintly. “This could get messy, you know.”

“Could?” Is all Mel said as Aaron sat there shocked. “Ha! You optimist you.”




chapter 4 watched pot

“Daddy silly!”

“Yes. Look! Look here!” There was a pleasant high-pitched female giggling at him, so the lesson was not a total loss. The little girl sitting on Aaron’s lap smelt good too. Switching from dragon-mode and back was really most visible in Aaron’s eyes and he was trying to get his girl to watch. A deliberate change rotated square goat’s-eye pupils, cat’s slit eyes, human and dragon pupils.

“Yes. Silly! You try!” He humphed to her, bouncing. The giggles stopped; his daughter was having none of that and her eyes stayed distressingly human no matter what the wizard tried to surprise her with. One finger went into her mouth, she looked pensive about things and refused to look at him anymore.

“Ha. Use your staff on her, wizard. It tingles. Make it a family affair, too. She might join that.” Came a grumpy suggestion from Henna, appearing from the yard brushing dirty hands together. She was still trying to repair the damage done to her garden.

Glaring at her husband, Henna did not really approve of this except as free babysitting. The Singing Tower’s witch objected to the loss of the tower’s only other witch, her only daughter and only female company greatly.

So did the tower, but that was another matter. Not to the point of stopping Aaron from trying to teach his dragon-witch daughter dragon-lessons, but Henna objected. Strenuously, in private and to any suggestion their daughter might leave.

“A staff meeting? Hey!” Aaron looked surprised. “Good idea. You too, c’mere please. RONNIE! Say Hen, I thought you were headed into town to spend the sword-sale money today.” Aaron asked absently as he fumbled his staff into position. His daughter giggled at him again.

That got a sad, weary nod from his wife. “I’m planning on just that. We do need some things and that list grows longer by the minute.” His wife admitted dourly. “Two growing children to dress, for instance. And there’s LOTS of gossip to catch up in town, from what you’re telling me. But Cerberus heads into town tomorrow, not today.”

“Not enough people buy his beer.” The tea-witch admitted ruefully, in the tones of one passing on a guilty secret. “Or the magic mushrooms they grow, so one trip a week is all he needs to make. He must want something himself there.”

Aaron shook his head. “Betcha it’s a manure-run tomorrow. If the townies don’t want his magic sell them crap, that’s his philosophy. So he does. Can’t blame the tavern-crowd, myself. The dark-mushroom brew Ansal makes is horrid.”

“It may be dwarf-magical medicine; but it tastes like crap and not even dwarfs drink it unless it’s free. My own wizard’s brew is fun and a lot cheaper.” That confession came as the dragon-wizard tried to entertain his daughter by blinking at her and weaving his head around on the other side of the staff; and failing miserably to hide from her squeals of joy.

“Wow. Henna, have you thought about all the fun our girl is going to have when she hits puberty?” Aaron asked his wife incredulously as his little girl squirmed, trying to get away from him now. Henna’s approach had distracted her attention. “Magic, all that. Being boy-crazy. I’m thinking you should cage with her, not me.” The wizard went on in a one-armed struggle. “Or maybe join us. You’ll be more help than I would be.”

Snorting as she reached out for the little girl, Henna ignored that remark. Aaron regretfully gave up and let his daughter go. “No.” The witch finally said. “No, wizard, sleeping is your job. The cage is goddess, you’re dragon. The changes our small-person here…”

Stopping, Henna scooped her little girl off Aaron’s lap and plunked her on a hip, smiling a bit and holding her there with one arm. The girl seemed content sitting there and looked around happily.

“Will go thru are just like Xerdria’s.” Henna went on, reaching for the staff herself. “Only not for a few years. We expect quiet changes; nothing unless you know exactly what to look for. Move over on that chair, wizard.”

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Aaron + Henna
Dragon Witch

Is this a lighthouse
or a Wizard's tower?

A seaqull?

Mom just set the main-sail
for laundry, right?

\






