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chapter 1 new gold

Call me Shopkeeper.

The Finest Evil in The System for sale or rent; that’s me and my very life-like magic-shoppe tucked away in the Rideau-Center mall. Downtown Ottawa, between the Arts Center, DND, U-of-O (connection-U), The Arts Court and the Bay.

Just a dandy place. Parliament, the Senate chambers, a couple of famous hotels and the Rideau club (SOBs) are mere steps away. A convention center and a hotel are attached to this complex; and all the traffic is good for me. Weird sometimes, but hey; around here who isn’t?

A lot more fun than the downstairs food court, lemme tell ya. That’s a teen-hang.

Relax, you can’t find my shoppe unless she wants you to; and neither can tourists. (Yes, she has odd ideas on good people occasionally. I’ll tell you about her charity-cases someday. Not the desperate ones, the prank ones.)

Since this is the capital I have a LOT of very determined competition for that best-evil label; politicos, a sitting government, the supreme court, national bank, a huge bureaucracy, a couple universities full of very motivated people and 3000 national lobby groups swarming about.

Plus the secret organizations from every embassy that can afford them. We get a lot of those types in here and nobody admits to anything.

The help I hire is off sometimes; (way off) but magic students from UU (Unseen University, part of U-of-O.) are easy enough to handle. Desperately broke, vital secrets slipping badly and scrambling for gainful employment (like most magicals), but easy to handle.

I hire girls. Witches. Plus the locals are around here too, of course; old timers, gangers, mafias and thugs. The hills next door are 4 1/2 billion-year-old rock with some very old monsters in the deeper caves. No one knows what they are exactly, but we try not to disturb them.

No one sane does that. Or uneaten, eventually.

Still, I managed to survive here. In fact, I loved being in the mall across the bridge from DND; traffic was brisk, the title was mine, disliked work I farmed out and everyone mystic in town loved my gossipy sandwich-bar.

Neutral territory. Eating is popular; me being between two or three art galleries helped with the lunch traffic. I have no idea why.

Life at my place? Great, with old-school quirks and new-fangled fads. Dance magic, for instance.

(I rent a hall to those clod-hoppers. Sword-dance? Celtic Dragon-style with blades is popular this year, with what sounds like Klingon opera and to-the-death duels. A couple old dragon blades having a go at each other is apparently quite the spectacle. Occasionally we have dance-classes in here too, for artful moves.)

The capital? Think professional gossips, pathological liars desperate for cheap thrills and witch-hunts as social climbing. Just like working for a living.

In applied fink-world information was currency, cash and credit. King. Ideas were gold, performers were heroes, contrivance hard sought after. Being popular is your life-blood and most swords were beaten into shovels long ago.

Traffic was good. All the better to beat you with, I guess. Normally there were more than a few masked people a day lined up to order and buy things in my shop, including lunch.

(Mostly lunch, really. Lunch was a wrap here. A page from an old book erased with new spells written on it. Spells and odd ink wrapped around a filling of some kind; in a page from an old magic book.) There was always a trickle of semi-people and demi-urges from various places coming in looking for snack and rarities.

Also information. The pages? How to extort tax-breaks from presiding ministers was popular. 1001 uses for fennel wasn’t.

UU (Unseen University, a magical campus.) was right next door at U-of-O; connection U. A facility no one would admit to knowing anything about, naturally. I usually hired a first-year witch from there every year to help handle the lunch-rush.

No, the girls don’t always come back. Some get married, some make connections and find better work, some quit the biz. How do I hire students? A notice board at the res, then elimination.

First test, find my shoppe. Second, get in. Accept the wages and show up when needed, third. Lastly, the cuter the girl, the better the sales. Having huge boobs worked for better tips too. You get used to using magic like that; (and the zombie-beer) here.

So did the girls, they lived it. No complaints from me.

I have more than books and sandwiches, fortunately; this was a real magic shoppe and rare books line all the walls and shelves. Experts are for rent on a bull-board. This place has seen more than it’s share of events and inheritances over the last few millenniums. There was a suspicion the shop had ET origins once, but she wasn’t talking about it.

My girl won’t admit anything. If she was, this store was a shell that’d get dropped with something (or someone) new popping out of it someday eventually. I’d love to see that, as the infinite treasure-rooms would empty as soon as she changed and left the nest.

Everything would empty out and pile up, where ever we were. All at once, in a heap. We have more than a few rooms here. Magical rooms. An infinite number and size of them.

Yes, she has some stuff I want back and she wasn’t giving it to me.

An AI was scanning books for us right now; my latest entrepreneurial effort was building specialized automata for various people from a library that was thousands of years old.

Yes, it was an automated build, sort of. Books were found on the shelves and scanned. (Maybe millions of them and some from outer space. Yes, the magic of interstellar life was real; they also wrote weird books.)

(Magical books are a pain. There was one set of books that did answers; open one and what you needed was right there. Not the answer to your question sometimes. The usual find open read and apply problems.) Building an AI with them got very weird results as sometimes deadly answers came out. That’s how I started working the shop, actually. The former owner retired after he exploded reading something.

Me, I was walling gardens this week. A 6-layer, 12000 node LLM DB on alchemy and dross-2-gold.

I loved the traffic. Just gold or dross? No problem. An AI that researched and built better love potions? (And only love potions.) Easy. An expert system apprentice-bot who could prep and run magical defenses? Done. Immortality? A work in progress. Rejuvenation? HA!

Then there were the weird requests for specialized AIs, mostly from frail elders who should’ve known better.

Those I couldn’t always handle, so I don’t talk much about them. For instance, my shop wanted a delivery-boyfriend for company made and I was still trying to figure that out. (Make a truck-driver who did overnights for her?)

I keep busy and not everyone is honest, friendly and cute here.

For instance, rats were invading my shop in hordes this week. A female dragon had figured out a library was a big paper heap of new-gold and was desperately trying to collect my shoppe’s entire stash by hook, crook, contrivance, borrowing and whatever she could make work.

Monster-rat thieves and poison-portal leaks were the least of that. For dragons, anything except buying a tome, right?

Spending was considered bad luck with them, I guess.

Dragons, here in town? Yeah, that happens. Lots of ‘em, comparatively. The downtown gold-vaults were parked here years ago, dug down deep and just across the street from west-wing. Across the street from the 400 club on Bank, too.

Yes, the pest after my paper was a guest-member at the 400, the island and other exclusive bean-clubs too. How dragons earned memberships in those very (key-only) clubs I didn’t stop to think about; all I did know is that the beasts loved sitting beside that much gold. One or two could usually be found up there savoring the aroma.

Gold sang to them and dragons loved it; that element was addicting to them. There was a hoard here? Presto-changeo, the lizards took human form and got friends, apartments and club-memberships as close to the vaults as they could.

Just in case they leaked, right?

Being dragon? Reasonably immortal, sometimes they inherited junk from grateful friends. It was best not to look too closely at that but I haunted some estate sales for anything useful that might go by and saw them there on a regular basis.

Sometimes as avatar grieving widows, girlfriends, mistresses or health companions. Or buyers. It varied, but all the immortals were be-reft (still on this plane); most of them were collecting rarities as hard and fast as they could.

Especially the things that could kill them. Dragons are very practical that way.

I would not put a little fastidious grave-robbing for nifties past them either. Not for snack-food and dragon cremation services for human remains were another deal entirely.

The BNW stuff? Selling specialized AIs was new and something I had big hopes for.

The local bat-brewery (Zombie brew. Best in the world. Tucked away in a deep cave in the hills across the river under an old cemetery.) wanted a brew-master AI to play with. Generate new recipes, I guess. Witches considered beer their first applied potions, ya see and most brewing was real old school.

Maybe get a few personal AI slaves too, zombies being the trendoids they were. I took the job and was putting ten thousand years of secret brews into a box; it was taking me a while. Recipes? Man, some languages were ancient, obscure and hard to translate.

You needed time-travel to get the ingredients too, something I was keeping to myself. A few items called for had gone extinct before the dinosaurs did.

The books I ordered hadn’t all come in yet, either. Beer was known as food of the gods for a reason; it was made from anything from magic mushrooms to fermenting shark.

Plus flavoring, naturally. Pure spring water, dew from Ginkgo leaves harvested by virgins in moonlight, peppers, corn, etc, etc, etc. Some of these ingredients did a lot more than put a pucker in places you don’t normally think about.

Fortunately we didn’t make beer, we sold crafted AIs. (If we ever got them finished and working. No, you do not want to know what a wonky AI thinks beer is. Or how I get it tested.) I did tip a few brews myself every now and again. Oh, by the way? Do not get hammered and sing in a magic shop, ever. Unexpected things can happen.

Ha! If you think my sandwich-shop is weird, you should see who I buy from. Or my customers. (Hint. Try a cloudy day, a lot of my clients avoid sunlight religiously. Some only come here at night or via the underground.)

Rats, tho? The people after me and my world by hook and crook. The best-evil shoppe in the city was currently a target for the desperate types and lots of contrivance. More than dragons, really.

You get used to it. Violence, targets, scams? People never change. The old ways are simpler.

Dragons don’t either.

***

“I sell beer, sandwich wraps, books and magic information, Sal. Not girls, drugs and weapons.”

That got me a dirty look. My sandwich-help was usually co-eds from UU; more than a few of them were daddy-hunters. Magical daddies, if they could find them. More than one had gotten hired away from me as corp receptionists as soon as I broke them in too.

Corp money was better and looking good most of the job. Keeping your mouth shut was most of the rest and there wasn’t a lot I could do about them.

“These AIs of your can be used for all sorts of things, shopkeeper. Like suggesting targets.” The smirk with that comment was irritating and I winced. That glitch had happened a long time ago and was one of the reasons I sold specialized units these days.

“Yah. Information is for sale here, Sal. If you want to know how vamps collect girlfriends from Procurement you’ll have to ask them, not me. Or who’s buying what AI, ya pest.”

This Monday-morning walk-in was an old scrounger I’d known for years; a magical who’d run out of juice a long time ago and was now living off threats, scams, stealing candy from babies and any opportunistic scrounging that didn’t hurt him.

Oh, and my wraps. He was one of the vultures found gloating over battle-scenes and a great source of the latest gossip for me. Where buried vamps were taking a hundred year dirt-nap was something he tried to keep track of, for instance.

Raiding a vamp’s home while he was on one of those va-ca’s was dangerous as they liked intelligent traps that reset themselves. Not minions, self-repairing magic spells. Nasty ones.

With Aids and whatnot about, waking up in worse shape than when you fell asleep (IE, a half-rotted zombie.) was getting common for vampires. When you woke too weak to move, having a trusted alarm clock was vital. Their whole community was very active in finding and making clean artificial food too.

“So dragons are after your library, Shopkeeper.” Sal looked thoughtful. “I wonder what they want to do with it.”

“Same thing as I am. Build a better flunky.” I said absently. “Between charms, glamours and gold, dragons use books and minions. Hunchbacks with real-time hunches are snacks so now they want AIs.”

“Some of them have offered to bring in their own libraries.” My messing about on my side of the counter was feigned. I wanted to see if that hook sunk in. “To get something made for them. The logistics are a mess and they need up-to-date indexes. Inventory.”

“Books are heavy.” My sigh was real. People bringing their books in would make my life so much easier and about as likely as money raining from the sky. I was getting tired of being considered a paperboy, too.

Heavy, man. That remark got an odd look from Sal. AIs weren’t always workable. I had tried replacing the counter-help with an automated sandwich builder once. (Shop boyfriend 101. Remember that? Now in beta.) A very unpopular move. People kept forgetting to pay, so I had to take the AI out again real fast.

He used too much dried ranch cheese anyway. (Don’t ask.)

“More books, here?” Sal looked interested. “Who died? And dragons. You’re fending them off all on your lonesome, right?” The look from him was incredulous. “Oh. Your shop doing all the grunt work.” He added as the penny dropped.

I gave him a dirty look and looked smug. “Dragons bounce, Sal. Mostly off, like their magics. No trick of theirs has worked here yet.” I waved the leaky news off. “My shop ignores them all. Well, I do. Besides, predators know enough not to get hurt. They don’t have many friends.”

Sighing, I looked at Sal wearily. “Besides, people send stuff by Fed-Ex Sal, everyone does these days.”

“You need to be a Prince of Darkness before she pays any attention to an attack.” I rambled on. That was true, to a certain point. For my shop, disappearing was the first and best defense to something being annoying.

Occasionally she disappeared the intruder to far-distant places like remote desert islands, so even dragons went on tiptoe around her. (And she sneaks. A couple of times the books that leaked out on five-finger discount were not the ones people were after, they were traps.)

The books that disappeared here were usually pure applied misadventure; you didn’t want to look at, know about or read them. Touch them? Having these books become aware of you was very dangerous; they were malicious, fought dirty and were always hungry.

Spells gone wrong, even for us. They came back in on their own steam belching, just appearing on the counter mornings. Smothered screams from inside the books that lined the walls of my shop were common around here; sneaks trying to invade my inventory disappeared often enough no one dared try it anymore.

Nasty traffic, really. The messes these unannounced visitors got turned into weren’t always cleaned up when I found them. (And you think a dirty washroom is embarrassing? Mine gets used as a graveyard for still-twitching pieces.)

“Wait a sec. Curators.” Sal seemed thoughtful. “All that AI-input has to be filtered, right? Corrected occasionally. Curated. What item doesn’t belong here. Which answer won’t kill. What kind of help are you getting with the AIs, Shopkeeper?”

“Dragon help? Nope.” Instant cringe. Sal would sell everything he found out if it leaked from me, so I shook my head sadly. “Dragons putting dragon-magic into an AI? Fergetaboutit, Sal. That’s not happening here, I want to live.”

“Dragons eat things that disagree with them. That’s why they’re so grumpy and I have lots of rotten books.” I nodded at the walls. They nodded back, some smirking at me. “And that’s what I use.”

“They want them all now, or at least one of them does.” I added. “Dragons!”

“Curated efforts? The shop can order copies from anything in the world. She curates the bonding connections during scans.” I sniffed at Sal. “Double, weak or polar bonds for defenses, spells and errors. She knows the difference between profits, prophecy and portents. The scanner doesn’t.”

“How to take over the world.” Sal sounded dreamy. “The AI version. Can you make one for me?”

“No.” Polishing a glass, no. I looked bored and returned to reading my book.

That refusal got ignored, Sal never admitted to having any money; probably because he didn’t. “Say, how are the kids from UU this year?” Sal went on.

That got another wince. “Gothic. Fat ones.” I answered shortly. “Talented and hate working for someone who sleeps in his shop. Most of ‘em are probing for any advantage; or someone to take advantage of them.”

“The usual, then. You’re always on duty and they hate that.” Sal nodded. “The pork-barrel patrons? Politicos? Your usual traffic?”

“Them? Election last year. Newbies on the hustle, bleah.” I grunted. “Politicos scam a lot and usually and die fast. I’m pretty sure a couple godfathers out there send me trashoids just to get rid of them. They try threats on me, the idiots.”

“And don’t get far? Well, actually they do.” There was a nasty chuckle from me. “My shop scans everything that tries to get in. Some intruders she returns-to-sender sans pants. Or they just disappear. Where, I never ask. They just go and leave warm pants behind.”

“No wallets, tho. I’ve looked. Anyway, Sal. You aren’t buying? Get out then.” I snapped at him. “Pay for your breakfast and leave.”

“I do have a few things to trade, boss.” Sal protested unhappily. I nodded. One mystery explained. Found-items were how he’d gotten in here today. Picking up something hot (That an angry magical was probably searching furiously for, or would be soon.) and wanting to sell it somewhere safe.

Or at least protected. I’d gotten a lot of unwanted attention from Sal’s scores before.

“Ghost-items? This is not a pawn-shop, Sal. Or a grave-robber’s dump.” I snarled at him. He made big eyes at me and I relented.

“Fine. What’d ya get this time?” I asked reluctantly. “Show me. Quick.”

He was here. If my shop thought it was worth looking at, I should really look at it. Sometimes she made offers when I wasn’t interested in whatever relics Sal turned up with and left me to deal with whatever it was.

Hot potato salad! Like I said, the rock next door was 4½ billions years old. That’s a lot of graves, dead gods and guardian Ents; most fairly close to me. Sometimes they got upset with whoever disturbed their sleep too.

“You’ll love this.” Sal enthused as he pulled and unpacked today’s treasure from his robe. “Trust me.”

***

It was a book, naturally. A library index.

A magical index, I was guessing. I felt a heavy gold appear in my still-clenched fist. My shop was very interested; apparently the index was quite valuable.

A good magical index doesn’t lose books, you see. They have abstracts embedded and can recover whole volumes from mere fragments. (No matter where the books have gotten to.) Lost, stolen, destroyed, it doesn’t matter. A good index can rebuild entire libraries of burnt tomes from their internal notes.

Not the margin notes, tho. Sometimes those were warnings you really needed and they did not get transferred. That was a risk you took with rebuilds.

Rebuilds just required lots of power and loads of paper. I’d seen mine once; the shop had a current inventory somewhere she updated daily; far more than the general ledger she guarded almost as jealously.

This was a very good index from a very private library, probably some now-extinct wizard. You could see titles moving around as Sal flipped the book and showed me a few inside pages. Good subjects. Rare titles. A generalist library, not a specialist wizard for anything weird like a butterfly fixation.

As I’ve said, using magic can be dangerous. Old wizards were smart but usually ended up very bent in one way or another. After a couple centuries of playing with demented fire and nasty enemies, most wizards were severely bent, actually.

This book was well worth the gold. I moved my hand and showed Sal the coin.

Gulping, he nodded, leaving the book on my counter and looking to grab and leaving again in a breath. I covered the gold again for a moment.

“Some free advice. Get ahead on your arrears with Janet, Sal.” I told him seriously and lifted my hand away. The gold disappeared in an invisible snatch of his hand as he cringed.

“Just watch out, it’s fall outside. Her side-door shop won’t have any bugs other than hungry spiders in there. Wandering, tired, wired, hungry spiders. Magical ones that might like you.”

That got a snort. Stoned spiders were not considered a problem with Sal. “There are other things looking to hide the winter away there. Worse ones. Students, for example.” I added carefully. “Escaped minions. Housewives.”

Janet was a local witch who made rejuvenation potions; she bought supplies from me when she couldn’t make them herself. Her potions were very popular with old men trying to date young girls, if you wanted to drink the whole bottle in one go.

Chugging a potion like that was not recommended. Dosage and mileage varied greatly and her potions tasted like crap; far better to sip at it for months the way Sal had to.

Sal blinked and disappeared out the door as I reached for my laptop. The index was already gone, probably getting searched for missing or helpful items for my AI builds. The shop was indexing the index and that was something recursive I did not want to think about.

Indexing an index for your index? Don’t. Magic on magic makes magic splashes, and very dangerous ones. You learn things like that; there were whole oceans of side effects every wizard knew not to trigger.

Magic battles were all side effects, according to them. What you hit opponents with was not as half as important as what bounced off; any two magics were likely to turn into something weird fast if they combined.

Warnings were useless; Sal was dust on the horizon already and far into the park around city hall. Booting up my trusty old surf-machine, I googled obits. Sal had scored. There was time for this before the lunch-rush and apparently someone had died recently, or gotten his tomb looted.

I nodded at the shop.

“Hensis’s gold?” There was an almost imperceptible nod and ping from my shop. That got a sigh from me and I brought up email too. Janet would probably notice, but it was best to warn her now before things went south on her.

We had just given Sal some dragon-gold and dragon-gold was dangerous. It was real, all right; gold that won’t disappear like fairy-dross with a glamour on it.

The problem was this gold was marked as being part of a hoard, something that’d sat in a treasure-room for a long while. Something that would sing laments 24/7 to a specific dragon as long as the dragon was alive; laments about gold wandering lost.

If not buried again soon, the dragon would arrive eager to recover his treasure. He (or she) won’t be able to help themselves, the gold would be a constant singing in their ears till it got recovered.

Or deloused, but that remelt was a pain. Most gold purified (acquired) by dragon fire was tricky to deal with.

***

“Them? Or just him?” There was a derisive snort from one of the UU students stuck standing outside my shop. He had pimples, I noted and hadn’t gotten in my shop.

“Twads! If it wasn’t for line-jumping they won’t have a culture!” The kid went on, looking angrily back at the university.

“Desperate times.” There was a languid wave by one of the cute girls in the group. “Relax. Try to see the musician instead of an act: you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

“If you can walk, chew gum and watch all at the same time, that is.” The Cutie went on. She freckled at him, wriggling a cute snub nose in a bored way.

That did not get much enthusiasm in reply. “They’re bull, thieving and 3-minute hate-ons back there.” The boy complained bitterly, still furious. “Professionally. Not a great crowd, a vicious one. They target.”

The kids from the university thronging my outside shop still sounded like kids to me. Smart high-school kids, to tell you the truth, but still kids.

“Ew. They’re warlocks?” I asked, shaking my head in total disbelief, safe in my shop. My new sandwich-girl popped her gum and thought, head tilted to one side as she looked thru a window at her friends outside. She polished her workstation up a little thoughtfully.

The rush was over, she was shiftless and free to go as soon as her station was neated up. I’d be making my supper from leftovers there later. Her friends outside had found us but weren’t able to get into my shop for some reason.

No one worried about that. First-year students had a love of magical toys; fascination charms, power-pendants and magical rings, some of which were unstable enough to explode if you looked at them hard. A good ring was University ID, a room key, a cell-phone and weather guard; most new students loved them.

My shop was leery of things that exploded occasionally so over-dressed students did not always get in my shop. Broke students, never.

“Magicians.” Tess finally answered me, popping gum again. “Not wizards, mages, warlocks, bards or whatever. Magicians. First year newbies. Most of them would be lucky to get called that.”

“And relax. Hasin just found out seniors steal whatever ideas they can.” She added, with a small polite bletch behind one hand.

She’d had already eaten her lunch, I guess. “The complainer there? Something he said got passed off as the senior’s insight to a prof. Someone at an after-class talk on shield-spells leaked a thought.”

I nodded. The only way out of the university was to apprentice to someone, or you might end up staffing the place permanently. (Shoveling walks in winter, for instance, instead of just shoveling.) Neither was easy. You didn’t actually learn much till apprenticed unless you had a good feel for magics.

Native talent got you in the Unseen U. Background was developed there, then you looked for gainful apprentice-employment with a master. Slavery, really. Students were always looking for something they could make cash with too.

Loop-holes and bugs in standard spells were popular. Taught, stolen, a happy lab accident, learned, no one cared how you found a working hustle. The object was to get out of the apprenticeship before a bored master got rid of you.

(Yes, by burying the leftovers or feeding them to pets. Yes, there are stories you weren’t always dead yet.)

The burning of the (apprentice) ring was traditional. It was the pro kick-start release of magics that infused power into you. (The master was supposed to do it for apprentices. It didn’t always work out that way. The burn part was sometimes on both sides.)

Oh, this year’s goth-girl? My sandwich-help was short, stocky, dressed in flowing black from head to toe with lots of shiny rivets holding folds together. Loose blouse, long full skirt and heavy boots on a short person.

Cute, but young girls are always cute. She had everything except the traditional witch’s hat and a broomstick, both of which got earned at graduation and then put away for the next generation.

A 38-inch chest that made her look like a small tug-boat under full-sail, full steam and with happy, happy rowers; she ghosted and billowed around her counter demurely. Very popular tho; my customers loved her, a disconcerting lack of dead languages or not.

Dead languages were very important to my clients. Sometimes they were the only known speakers of it left and they were guessing at the writing; getting the blessing scripted right on their lunch-wraps was critical to them.

Her name was Tess for reasons I hadn’t bothered to ask about. She’d wow’ed today’s lunch-crowd with her speed, infectious grin and easy ability with odd-ink quill calligraphy.

Now she had a group of young UU men outside. Broke young University men I won’t trust to do an essay on drinking were here to pick her up after work and trying to get in my shop.

Their conversation was the usual; prof dickhead was a pain. That got cheers, nods of approval and lots of heavy sighs. It all looked very familiar to me; none of them would have beer-money to spare.

There was one styling little pest out there that didn’t quite fit in the group; cute rich-bit, I was guessing. A Disney princess gone bad; money if not brains.

Evil is a lot easier, right? Daddy would get her anything she wanted, from graduation positions to secure apartments. It looked like her small brown pixie-boots cost more than everything anyone else was wearing. They did help set off today’s outfit, tho.

“Her name is Celia.” That answer to an unasked question was accompanied by another gum-pop. “She wants contacts.” There was a bright-eyed look at me. “Magical ones. She started auditing courses right after HS and needs every second of it. Almost talentless.”

“You interested in becoming a conquest, another pearl on her necklace? I can introduce you.” Tess offered with a knowing smirk at me. “She collects older men for later use. Profs, usually. You have resources here she might get interested in.”

I shuddered. That had been tried before, with truly horrible results to the girl and me.

“Ew. Nope, I know better and my shop gets real testy about things accidentally borrowed. Let her rampage thru the librarians over at UU instead. So far my shop likes me.”

Having a teenager rummage thru my shop looking for a valuable life didn’t sound healthy for either of us. My shop would defend itself and her daddy might try to make life difficult for me.

Maybe for a couple of lives, actually. Very difficult problems if dad hired profs to get even. Things would be a lot worse if anyone got the shop on their side.

“Want to get those food stains cleaned off, girl?” I offered quickly. “You can almost tell everything you made today by the splashes on your tunic.” Tess stopped and looked vaguely pleased with looking like that.

“Naw. I smell like food. That’ll drive the boys nuts.” She decided and put her damp cloth away.

“See ya tomorrow then.” I said as Tess set sail for the door. It was a very dignified surge of black, really. Like a tiny humming thundercloud in clumpy boots.

“Ya. I’m bringing in a taser for the werewolves, tho.” Tess looked annoyed. “You might’ve warned me about them, Shopkeeper. Fur tickles.”

“Warning you about my clients?” That got a derisive snork. “All of them? I’d still be talking. Some of them have a collection of centuries-old wanted posters staring at them at home.”

That came out kind of bitterly. A couple of pickpockets had come in once and almost gotten away with murder before my shop twigged onto their tricks. They hit clients, not the shop.

Some of my clients couldn’t be trusted to tell you the time, either. Pickpockets that stole everything right to the nail-holes were claimed.

My shop switched out purloined loot for explosives last time, I think. Stink-bombs, ink sprays or spiders, I forget. Something. The pickers never came back to try anything again anyway.

“Warning is waring with an extra ‘n’, student. As in no.” I added dryly. ” Even talking about certain people gets some attention returned. Attention you don’t want, as eventually they’ll get bored and find something rotten to do.”

I got a dirty look from Tess; she sighed resignedly as I slumped. “I’ll do what I can, tho. Did anyone bother you today? First shift, all that? Who?”

There was a pause at the door. I hadn’t noticed anything untoward and I was mere feet away from Tess most of the time. Runs to the beer cellar exempted, of course. My clients were a thirsty lot and the parchment most of them were eating was very dry.

“A couple small accidental grabs. They won’t do it twice. Boss.” Tess said sweetly. Without looking at me, I noted. “I pulled a few wires around back there; now I can jolt any stool with a flick of the wrist. Whoever’s sitting on it, too.”

“It was ‘Here, hold this. What time is it, please?’ for me today. Zapped with household current from a wired cup.” She mentioned as the door opened for her. “Most of them got jolted, dumped swill on their crotch, then did a puff-and-fluff dance from the live wires. It’s in the stools now.”

“They’ll live.” Came back to me as the door closed. “With higher voices, probably. They might need clean clothes, too.”

“That’s kinda dubious. A lot of them are dead already.” I muttered as the door sealed itself shut.

I waited till the coeds were out of sight before dancing in glee. It did not do to let Tess see how happy I was, she’d ask for a raise. A defense-witch, here?

Excellent. Really excellent. A fluffy werewolf was a sleepy one too. Most people do not know puffing a werewolf up made them fall asleep almost instantly. Sound asleep, too. It took a hose in the ear to wake the last werewolf that’d gotten put to sleep in my shop.

That trick worked for most birds too. I thought about warning her about Ramon, as he was a werewolf always wanting a paw on his neighbor’s person; somewhere delicate if he could manage it. Like your wallet.

Girls really seemed to like him when he was human. I looked at her tricks and decided she could handle things herself instead.

***

“The gold? It wasn’t a problem. There’s a pottery shop next door and they’re glad to do melts for me. They’re happy to clean infused gold. Fraying dragon-magic imbued into clay gives them a special luster, according to those pot-heads. They fill the kiln.”

“I have no idea what dragon-magic does to ceramics. It might be cute, it might be a dud.” Janet seemed thoughtful. “Or just a glow. Laptop open, Shopkeeper. Talk to me. That’s the second dragon trying to get rowdy here this week.”

That got me a nasty look as the witch geared up to accuse me of malfeasance. I blinked at the hologram of her that’d popped over my laptop’s email. (A cloaked, private email, naturally.) “What are you up to over there, Shopkeeper?” Jan went on, looking pensive and a little alarmed.

“Me? Zip.” I shrugged and tried to look innocent. “Making specialty AIs. Cheap and without help. Avoiding new students. Dragon and rat raids. You know dragons anyway, Jan. Upset, are they? It was probably gold shipments to various places from the vaults; any gold leaving town irks those cry-babies a lot.”

Jan nodded and relaxed a bit. “Yeah. Maybe. There was one girl-dragon in here buying supplies a while back, Shopkeeper. Actually buying and not bargaining or stealing. I know this girl; she uses Sandi-with-an-i as a human name. In a big hurry and it looked like some serious spell-work going on somewhere.”

Janet mentioned that carefully. Cash is cash, right? Repeat customers are precious and she knew Sandi and I had history.

“Couldn’t tell what Sandi was up to but cleaning her coin kept the kiln next door hot for days.” The witch grumped unhappily. “One of those lizards is up to something big and she won’t say what. She won’t even admit to being dragon or having dragon gold.”

“No lizards here recently. A week ago, yes. Scrounging books.” I mentioned absently. “Probably. Say, you want an AI, Jan? I’ll use just books you want embedded; it’ll make you a witch-apprentice helper.”

“No. Gawds no, but thanks.” Janet shuddered in revulsion.

“I saw a potion-maker demo at the convention center last week. Automated shaker, cooker, chiller and mixer. Hazel sticks and blenders, EMP pulses. AI recipes.”

“Witches Northwest Con, did you get there? No?” Janet blinked sympathy. “Wonderful demo. An AI generated potion turned the drinker into a frog almost instantly and from only touching the wet bottle.”

“Nice spell, ugly results. He shimmered.” She shuddered again. “Into a big frog, then a louse, a sea-gull and finally into a small black cat, all in under a minute. No one could change him back again, either.”

“The extra weight just vanished; most of him is still out there in never-never land somewhere. No one wants to spend the time trying to rescue the vendor.” Janet remembered idly. “Actually, they don’t dare.”

“Bringing him back might kill him anyway; the volunteers trying to save him were enthused but not real skilled. The organizer is looking his next-of-kin now.” Janet blinked and sighed wearily. “Vendors! Know anyone that wants a really grumpy familiar? A small black cat?”

She asked me that hopefully and I could hear a disgusted meow in the background.

“He’s still hanging around my shop somewhere, complaining about life, people and his food.” Janet went on with a sigh. “You can have him, if you want. Free mascot?”

“Teach Demo there to hunt your spiders. Too cheap to build a good AI? An engineer, then. Stupid kids.” I snorted. “We do high quality AIs here, Jan. Big libraries, lots of connections, all that. Specialized. Focused. Expensive.”

“And needs a huge mainframe to run at anything other than glacial speed.” She glared at me. Auto-witch potions made good stories but not great magics; AI potions needed a lot of experimentation before they got tuned up right. Most potions were still specialized, one-use and for specific targets.

“No? Nope, we don’t need a cat here. They’re bad luck.” I shuddered, remembering. One cat had gotten into my shop before, years ago; a young female. I let her stay and it was several litters and lots of friends before I got rid of them all.

Parts of the shop still smell like litter box.

“Wait. You were around the convention center and didn’t stop in? I’m hurt.” I sighed and reached for the ‘ESC’ button on my laptop. “Next door, no less. Fine, be that way. You’re covered? Good. I’m gone, Jay.”

“Too busy avoiding people trying to sell me things while I was there. See ya, Shopkeeper.” Janet nodded and looked thoughtful “Wait. Wanna buy a dragon-jug? An infused one. You could try juicing it up and see what happens.”

“No? Well, I have some now. Sandi’s gold, if it helps. Remember that, the pot-heads got scared at what a couple of them did. Haunted hookahs aren’t their speed.” Janet giggled and grinned at me. “If you find out what the dragons are up to lemme know, wouldja?”

“Not thru Sal either.” She added, glaring at me again with one finger on the cut-off.

I nodded. We hit the button together, the connection broke and I sat back, closing the laptop.

The dragons in town were definitely up to something. At least one of them; and I’d one making trouble here. One was buying at Janet’s shop too?

Messing with dragons was a lot of delicate work; they were thousands of years old and usually knew a few thousand really dirty tricks. I sighed and wondered if a brief va-ca in Aruba would cure things, then decided against it.

This was fall, a very pretty time of year. Dirty tricks and Halloween went together anyway and anything I wanted to try in return might go unnoticed in the new students festivities about.

Or anything happening to me, unfortunately.

Going unnoticed was a habit for magicals; always handy in a town with more secret police than diplomats.(Every country in the world sent secret-service trainees here. I knew of one donut shop that had more CSIS than customers in it on a regular basis.)

If I was lucky I could wrap this up by the full harvest-moon. It was a super-moon this month and that seemed a good sign to me.

***

Students? More vapor than work there.

Hurray for the east side. The UU student-crowd was searching for me in the mall today. Again. Entry to my shop specifically and thru the power of gossip.

It looked like an assignment-project. Find the shop and get in. Broke, confused first year students hoping for a savior and looking for bargains flooding the place. Groaning, I tried not to watch them walking by, searching for me and my shoppe.

Every year, the same damn thing. Desperate kids from UU looking to score an anything they could that might get a fast course-pass. Finding my shop was usually right after finding out the UU library was protected against snoops.

The only thing you could look at in the UU library were the spell books you could open; and you couldn’t open them without the right spells. A lot of geeky wizards were leering around the library-booths trying to date ditsy first-years this week.

Or second year students with a grudge against everything. Grads, too.

Once I had tried to help; (yes she was cute) and it was like giving a lottery-win to a teenager. Her and all her friends ended up in more trouble than you could imagine after she (borrowed) a working relic from my shop.

Killing with kindness meant no good deed went unpunished. I got both ends of that with vengeance sauce.

She released havoc at the res with the (borrowed) toy. I got letters from the university asking me not to eliminate the unwary, foolish and more reckless rich kids with kindness that way again.

Or else.

The or-else didn’t worry me much. The last prof that’d made a move on me had all student-rings reset to randomly open his private vaults when one walked in his office. Lots of things leaked, included deadly things he’d put a lot of effort into locking away.

My shop does not take being threatened lightly.

This year my shop had her complaints to take care of long before I got too involved in escaping the attentions of amorous coeds. The buzzing in my ear meant the shop has a short, sweet message for me.

Listening was mandatory. “Forget the girls out there, think rats. Monster rats are invading by the battalion. Right now.” That appeared in my brain. I blinked. Rats, more rats.

“OK, on it. I promise.” Was my silent reply.

A quiet but derisive snort came from my shop at that as I looked around, I swear. The damage the rats were attempting was obvious even to me; spaces were on the shelves. Spaces never happened here, as my shop kept nifty stock visible at all times.

She was complaining vigorously about tickling crawlers behind the shelves too. Apparently the rats could read now; or the spiders could. The teams were very selective in what they tried to steal.

As usual they were not getting away with anything. There were furry bodies thudding to the floor, some the size of pekingese dogs, books tucked under an arm and still twitching. They looked happy, just stunned. There was a whiff of sweetgrass burning in the air.

Picking them up by the scruff of the neck shook the books loose. Filled a traveling hole that appeared beside me with what I’ll swear were huge giggling rats was next, as I reshelved the dropped volumes.

It was easy work. Drop rat in, the rat disappeared. It was raining giggling spiders too, but they were getting sucked into the portal, cobwebs and all.

A polite cough told me when I was putting a book back in the wrong spot.

There was no damage; the books were not gnawed, foxed, split, bent or chewed. Rats aren’t stupid; they were here to steal and that meant taking undamaged items back to an open portal. Besides, most of my books could and did fight back all on their own if they felt like it; that was the noise that called my shop’s attention to them.

She was just complaining about getting a thousand rats appear inside her. They tickled more than roving spiders did, apparently. That startled me as spiders can really tickle when they want to.

My job was simple. I walked around and tossed interlopers into whatever portal was following me. If we were lucky the rats got caught appearing here; that meant my shop simply bounced them back along the same magic that brought them here.

Delivery refused. Whoever was sending them was the unhappy recipient of several hundred twice jet-lagged-by-surprise rats.

Then my shop’s nasty sense of humor kicked in.

The faintly-dragonish (and currently being ignored) portal that opened to collect the pilfered books was the unhappy recipient of several thousand years worth of piled-up magical garbage. Slimy, disgusting magical garbage that got poured thru a portal now being held open by us.

My shop was a bit fastidious about things like trash; strategically placed baskets in the shop and kitchen emptied almost as soon as anything was dropped in them. The garbage disappeared; it went somewhere I never asked about.

More than one body was probably mixed in that flowing gunk-pile, but most of it was flush from the garbage disposable; and today, giggling rats.

And big spiders. You do not want to see what happens in my kitchen, by the way. More than bad cooking and potions get dumped down the drain there. Beer experiments, collected oddities for wrap-sales and things that gone bad all got dumped in there.

My disposal was a mystery to me. I’d never asked where or how my showers, sewage and garbage got taken care of. My best guess was we hooked up to municipal services; my shop didn’t delight in keeping jars of pee stored anywhere I knew of.

I hope. Whatever the magical implications of flushing, they were her secret. Stuff disappeared and I never asked where, I had bigger problems to deal with.

Right now we were being raided. By who we knew; a dragon named Sandi. What she was after was next. A singularity; thru AIs and books, right? Making a god your personal slave must’ve been a very attractive lure to her.

Checking the titles the four-legged pests were attempting to collect was useless, they were almost random, not a specific collection on some obscure magic. My guess was someone was trying to mask whatever they were really up to.

That or there were connections between some fairly odd titles I couldn’t see.

Since a (disguised) dragon had been by trying to get a lot of books recently (For a hoard. Insistently and real cheap, too.) who was behind all this was fairly obvious. Finding her was something else, as most dragons had thousands of years practice at disappearing suddenly and completely when hunters showed up.

Dragons! The most obvious trick was to turn into a princess that needed rescuing. A naked one. Sometimes staked-up and promising anything. That allowed for a lot of very sneaky attacks on the more distracted heros invading.

The second most common reply to an attack was an all-out total bad-humor magical blitz in reply to be disturbed. Turning the attacker into a radish (or frog) was very popular, but it didn’t really take much to bend, deflect or evade dragon-magic in the dark.

Dragons had powerful magics yes, but most of their attacks was easy to deflect away. They also couldn’t hit anything worth a darn. Fire and dragon-magic is like that; close is usually good enough.

Running away under the cover of smoke was used a lot in the old days; if the dragon wasn’t sleeping on a piled-up hoard. That was not very common anymore; living in caves wasn’t either. Sleeping in a condo as an avatar (near a bank-vault) was far more convenient.

Cleaning the rat-spider invasion out only took moments; dumping garbage at them thru a portal my shop held open actually took a lot more time than you’d think.

It went on and on, a thick torrent of crap and crap zipping into the portal. My shop’d been saving gunk for eons, obviously. Where it was going to end up worried me; I hoped it wasn’t anywhere close.

Magical trash heaps did magical things, you see. And fairly randomly. Today some obscure corner of the planet was about to get more fun dumped on them than they’d seen in the last few thousand years.

If the attacker did not recover fast enough to get rid of the gunk (wherever it landed) things would start happening. The garbage would start doing things with rats, spiders and old rotted spells finally set free.

You think haunted houses are fun? Try an apartment where a magical battle has taken place. It’s scads of random magical mayhem a couple floors in every direction; and for years. Side-effects galore; top and bottom affects too.

Cleanup is expensive and specialized work. Remember students? They learned that trivia the hard way. The res at UU had to be replaced every few years because of random magical-study leaks from sloppy students. (Sometimes because the res disappeared entirely with the students inside. There were lots of experts on hand for those days.)

But it was time to get serious about this raiding and that meant my answer-book.

There was a special shelf here in the shop; it held a special set of magic books. I’d only ever been able to get one of them open, and the book always opened to the answer for whatever question I had in mind when I opened the book.

Yes, it took practice to concentrate at the right time. Yes, one of my sandwich-girls had been able to open two books; they fell right into her hands and I had to haul them off the shelf to work this. (Someone married her halfway thru first year, I think. She disappeared before talking the shop into replacing me with her anyway.)

A raid, tho? It was time for me to get the big guns out; someone was trying to invade and we needed to take care of it. Surprisingly, my shop agreed. After she stopped giggling about the garbage dump, that is.

***

“What did you ask?” That comment came from a long-missing regular who was snacking his way thru leftovers in my storefront sandwich bar. I ignored him, but studied my wrap like I was thinking of leaking some news to him.

“Nothing yet.” You don’t do leaks with demons, it was dangerous. They had ways of reading subtle little signs that confounded even my shop; and any talk ended up telling them a lot more than you thought you had mentioned.

Balreth. Demon 3d class. Voluntary exile up here in the frozen tundra till his prince forgot what he did. I didn’t ask how he got past the students and inside; invisibility, maybe. My shop had let in him and jangled a few bells to get me back up front a few moments ago.

He was eating my dinner, but we hadn’t seen Balreth in a while so I was glad to fix another scrupulous little wrap. One that was almost free, but info was the coin today.

The demon agreed, complained about the mayo, my calligraphy, spelling, the curse I’d written (on enemies) and the book the page had come out of. He wolfed the snack down fast anyway, smacking crumbs off his talon-fingers happily with a really fast forked tongue.

Almost demonically, really. As I suspected, the usual story. Balreth was out of work again and nosing around here only because he’s heard a few rumbles about dragons wanting (and stealing) whole libraries for their own AI constructions.

Balreth was decent-caliber hired-help if dragons were still after any collections. A watcher, usually.

I smirked. The demon was not welcome at home right at the moment. That moment has stretched out to a few hundred years by now, but he didn’t seem all that disturbed by it.

Name-magic would force Balreth back eventually; his name grew as he aged and there was a lot of pressure being built up, forcing him hellbound occasionally to release his new names.

If he did sneak home and blare magical news he was back whole armies would fight to bring his head to the prince.

(Rewards were not posted. One big enough to get any attention would empty the land of warriors and guards. The prince avoided things like that, he had his own problems.) Balreth was glad to stay up here in the polar regions till things quieted down.

Trying to work for anyone else below would just get him sold back to his old master, so he stayed well clear of anything hellish these centuries, even up here. Or so he claimed. As long as he was stingy with his magics, he’d go unnoticed by his prince.

“Ha. Your last job was three months of thinking that destabilized your names?” I asked carefully. Balreth nodded and looked worried.

“Horses? Stalls? Oh. I held still and thought for a long time, yes. Enough it would’ve gotten me a few more names if I were home.” The demon said quietly. I blinked.

Balreth having names grow in up here would set off alarms all over. It would be magic fountain; everyone back home would know exactly where he was. He shrugged.

“Names! You just let them come in slowly and no one notices. Not a problem. You having any troubles here, Shopkeeper?”

“Raids. I have a couple advantages, Bal.” That nick was insulting but I had no idea whose side Balreth was on yet. My advantages? No one had told the dragons how long it took to populate and update all nodes on every level of an AI; it was a supercomputer exercise and three libraries of congress to get anything up and running.

Data? Ray-tracing database correlations would take forever, even with my tricks.

The AI working right was something else entirely; not all the hired-help doing corrections was good at it. Around here not all of them were even classified alive, but I wasn’t telling anyone where I got my aids.

Most curators were paid by the bundle, not for accuracy; but dragons had thousands of years to fiddle with things. They weren’t stupid either. One of them would make a working spell for AI construction sooner or later.

“Insane mathematics. That’s what dragons have.” Balreth sighed happily and patted his stomach. “And that’s all you get from me today, Shopkeeper.”

“It was a decent wrap, but not a great one.” He added as I fumed at him over my own snack. “You’ll have to do a lot better than that to get any good news from me.”

“UU turned your services down again, eh?” I got that without any prompting. It was kind of obvious.

UU had the biggest library around; any idiot would know that. UU also had a few hundred practitioners protecting their personal libraries there. The UU library was surrounded by a live-in army and they won’t want a demon protector on-staff.

“You’re here. So who’s trying to offer you what?” I asked carefully, munching down on my own snack. Balreth sighed and looked slightly embarrassed.

People were supposed to pay him to go away, not try to hire a demon at an unliving wage and for time and effort spent.

“They have nothing for me yet.” Balreth sighed and looked unhappy. “Other than rats and spiders; no one is offering gold, cursed or otherwise. The idiots.”

“Dragon-blessed. Yah. Dragons are like that.” I nodded and looked outside. Another gaggle of students was passing by flashing UU rings at each other. One of them was the cutie here earlier; Celia. She flicked a glance at my shop before moving on with her friends.

“Your door is disguised as a broom-closet in a maintenance corridor right now, Shopkeeper. A corner-office without doors, windows or displays.” Balreth yawned and grinned. “You behind on your rent or something?”

“We don’t pay rent, people pay us to appear. We get five calls a week to make appearances at gatherings and the shop goes somewhere every few months. For a few hours.” I muttered that quietly, staring outside. You could see someone else coming down the concourse now.

It was Sal carrying a package and it looked like he was hunting for something.

Me, probably. “My girl? She’s expensive.” I noted as Balreth fumed. “And exclusive. We do the occasional wizard’s con and that’s about it. No one else has any serious money.”

“Dragons do.” Balreth noted quietly. “They just hate spending it.”

“I’m finding that out.” A bell tinkled gently and we looked outside. “Here’s Sal with a delivery.” I mentioned as the bell sounded again. Balreth cursed as the noise startled him into looking around trying to find the door.

“I don’t think it’s a beer-run for anyone.” I added, looking for any other traffic in the mall outside.

There wasn’t any other foot-traffic at the moment and Sal wandered right to my door and stood there looking at it expectantly; after getting into the corridor and closet first.

***

“Sal. You a delivery-boy now?” I opened the door just long enough to pull him inside. Sal took one step in and balked at the company in the store as the door closed behind him.

“Balreth.” He said evenly, after a bugged-eyed double-take. “I didn’t know you were in town.”

“I never left. Some jobs pay you to hold still and watch.” The demon mentioned quietly. I did not know what was happening between them but Balreth’s pupils had narrowed to slits like a cat’s. “For months at a time.”

“Oh. You’re a gargoyle at UU again?” Sal was hiding behind the package he had in his hands, looking nervous. “After cheating husbands or something?”

“Something. Was.” Balreth inhaled and looked anywhere other than at Sal. “Whatcha you been up to, Sal? Vulgarizing estate sales? Sorry, vulturing.”

Sal nodded and sighed, still looking startled. Not scared, startled. “Yeah. Watching the usual places for goodies. Gimme a number, I might see something you’d like.”

Looking worried, Sal chattered nervously. “Bankruptcies, collection sales, police auctions, insurance recovery, repos and lockers. I provide leads to interested parties; to only one person if they pay well enough.” He went on nervously. Balreth looked bored.

“This is for you.” Sal said to me, holding his parcel like it was a bomb. “Janet says you might be able to use something like this.” The package got thrust at me.

I took it and let a nervous Sal collapse into a stool. He was obviously waiting for a tip and not looking at Balreth.

Tearing the paper off was easy; Janet had put the goods into a bag. I lifted it out and looked. Inside was a tall, sturdy hookah. Two feet of bright green, thick transparent glass. Fresh made, never seen water, a coiled hose-stem. Tall standing bowl; wide, with a metal screen. Squeaky clean.
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