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chapter 1 smith

“Boom! This is an evil empire!”

“No it isn’t, Aaron. It’s a blacksmith’s shop.” Henna seemed strangely quiet as she looked at the shop on the bustling Holmwood street with all its odd window ornaments. After a good look the redheaded tea-witch Henna sighed and headed away fast, tugging on her son’s leash to get her suddenly squalling infant out of the shop door. “A small one at that wizard, so stop being silly. Ronnie, come here!”

There was a quiet, sullen ‘boom’ come from the end of the leash as Ronnie answered his mother and reluctantly left the window.

“Not evil at all, even if those things do look like torture-tools.” Heading on quickly after another fast glance at the shop window, Henna kept a tight grin on her face.

“Not even the beginnings of serious torture, really. His name is Cliff and he mostly repairs pots. Works for the church, yes; that display stuff probably hasn’t been paid for. Around here the elders want to hear what they want to hear and doesn’t care how answers are gotten, remember?”

Henna seemed mildly exasperated at the fuss her son was kicking up, but the boy quieted as they moved away from the shop and its gruesome displays. So did Aaron, her wizard husband.

“Ew. You have an old friend with a little tech-shop of horrors. Just like your garden, witch. I guess.” The dragon metal-wizard Aaron, tea-witch husband and Wizard of the Singing Tower shuddered a bit and looked over at his wife and son carefully, ignoring the bustle of the street.

The busy street was also ignoring them, an odd occurrence here. Henna was usually a popular figure; a local tea witch-doctor, goddess person and bandit’s daughter.

Even if her husband, Aaron the dragon-wizard wasn’t quiet as revered. “Holmwood, bleah!” The wizard grumbled on, looking around. The street ignored them all.

“Gatetown, wizard. This place is called Gatetown.” Henna corrected him impishly as people ducked his gaze. Dragons tend to blow fire on people that got annoying and Aaron had been involved in a more than a few suspicious incidents that involving a fair amount of singed hair and smoldering clothes. For one reason or another, Aaron was regarded with suspicion locally.

This quiet was something the wizard was actually thankful for. His wife’s friends and customers could talk for hours if they wanted to, and frequently did if they thought there was a freebie at the bottom of it for them.

“Stop hissing, Aaron.” Henna whispered at him. She almost hissed that at him and Henna cast her eyes skyward for moment and groaned, embarrassed.

“Me? Why? I’ll swear the vines hissed at me the last time I was out garden-side, witch. Your garden; and on purpose, too.” Aaron grumbled on, staffing his way forward on the rough cobblestone.

“They did.” Henna grinned up from beside him and held up her end of Ronnie’s leash, shaking it meaningfully at the wizard. Their son ignored the parental by-play. “My vines are smart, they can smell the horror on you. The metal-wizard’s smelter. Dragon-fire, too.”

“Not that smart, I was trying to water them at the time. Ha. Those tools back there are why all our cases at the tower are miserable. Only tough nuts get sent our way.” Getting bumped a bit by a stranger, Aaron staggered into his staff and glared around wildly as the bumper disappeared, surging into dragon-mode as he did.

His eyes instantly changed; now the wizard’s eyes looked more cat than human. Aaron seemed a little shocked at this treatment and had to put some effort into turning dragon-mode back into human as they kept walking along the bustling street. Henna nodded approval as they moved further away from the tiny shop Ronnie had been upset with and her husband gradually turned human again.

“Har! We get the cases that survive torture-treatment questioning, basically. Right?” Aaron shook himself and went on after getting himself human again, still glaring around. There wasn’t quite steam coming from his ears and scales on his ears anymore, but it looked like he was close to it. The crowd was very carefully avoiding him now, as well as ignoring the whole family group. The wizard looked pleased with that and smothered a grumbling snarl.

“Something like that.” Henna’s answering murmur was soft as people ducked around them. She ignored the traffic and shook her long red ponytail absently as she looked around. “We’re last-chance healers, yes. Local witches handle the messy work, wizard. Kids, childbirth, burying elders. Mel, mostly. The old witch smuggles, Hedra poses for the church.”

“The church is here to warlord with nobles. Steal, feed or fight covers that; blessing the saved with a little loot and booty sometimes.” Henna went on quietly.

“Well, not really. Nobles keep everything they can.” She admitted ruefully, after a moment’s thought. “Salvation was all the church was offering anyone the last time I looked. Everyone sends us their problems, tho. We are the last resort.”

“Mostly steal, that church. Or salt-mine, like nobles. Fine, we are strike three. If no one else can handle things, us and the colonies. So you’re an intruder today, huh?”

Aaron asked that in disbelief, shaking his head. “Look at this! Everyone is ignoring you. I thought you sat in a market stall selling ghost-oil and smelly summer flowers for years. Weird! Why aren’t the ladies lined up for freebies and gossip today the way they usually are?” He asked in puzzlement, glancing around. “What are they up to?”

“Blanket not stall, and only a few seasons. I was younger too. But this is a little odd, wizard. You know, I think the church might be campaigning against magic again.” Henna was distracted and was looking around. Ronnie was toddling along behind the two on his leash and he stopped to look into another shop. His magic seer-sphere was mercifully hidden right at the moment and Henna turned to give things a quick downward appraisal. “That means us. Why, I wonder?” She went on, watching her son carefully.

There was no telling what Ronnie’d get upset at. Upset usually meant a two-year-old screaming at something for reasons only Ronnie knew about, you see. Fairly embarrassing till things got sorted out and it usually ended up being something an innocent stranger couldn’t stop without starving his family anyway.

The finding-out wasn’t always easy, even with the boy explaining why and what he didn’t like. Pulling root-foods from a marsh sand-dune that’d blow away in the wind once denuded of cover was the last one.

Ronnie had run over and tried to replant the poor sod’s lunch. Then sit on it; it’d taken a while to figure out why. This blacksmith had been next tantrum and that over a couple unpaid-for church-tool displays. Which had upset Ronnie was a mystery yet, unpaid for or torture-tools. No one was willing to try and find out, either.

“Relax, Aaron. Remember our last visit here? We didn’t get home for days. Some gang-lander brought a new girlfriend to a big social and spent the evening fighting for her.” The tea-witch Henna was not happy but gradually relaxed as soon as her son showed no signs of going ‘boom’(his favorite word) and exploding into action again.

“Trolls! That date started a gang-war that took weeks to stop. The old witch, Mindy, Hedra, Mel and I all worked to patch people up. Half of the town wasn’t talking to us after that, it depended on who we’d treated recently.” Henna groaned in frustration. “We didn’t get out of Harvey’s for almost two weeks, remember?”

The wizard blinked, remembering. “Ha. I did harvesting trips with flower-girls, mostly. Guard duty. Mindy, Tilly and Ali got home months later than us anyway.”

Grimacing a bit, Aaron tried to smile at his wife. “Mindy was really ticked, she spends more time here than on her mountain these days.” Glancing over in the direction of Harvey’s home, Aaron smiled. The crowd did not react in significant way. “To the point of offering to end the war by ending anyone in it. Not much thanks for that effort, was there? Or even babysitting.”

Babysitting was a problem, naturally. Tilly, Mindy’s girl-child and Ronnie were excused from patching anyone in that escapade, but only just. The diapered set, children, stayed with Harvey the merchant till they learned to hit annoying people a little harder than they deserved, as he liked to put it.

“Ha. Poor Mindy. You try the old witch as a partner. It’s a wonder she leaves here at all. You? This time it’s your witchy harvest dragging us into town.” Aaron muttered, looking around dubiously. The crowd ignored them, a strange event for the local witch-wizard team but very evident today. “And a pig-plague.”

“Selling your specials should be fast. I hope. Why aren’t these people lined up for free advice anyway, Hen? We could’ve let Cerberus sell this for you and stayed home. Whatever it is you have with you. Or maybe Harvey.” He rumbled on, irked.

“Tea.” Henna answered brightly. “Healing tea is what I have, wizard. And no I couldn’t use Harvey, this is a new thing. Harvey sell it for the wrong reason to the wrong people and cheerfully pocket the coins.”

“Today I have pig-wort. It’ll be a big seller at farms, it cures pig aliments. Stomach-aches, mostly. Pig-please, a mix I made myself. Settles sows down. Pigs scare easily, right? You can scare them right to death if you’re not careful. Pig-pen, something you use to make an instant fence. Keeps wild boars away, your pigs in. A couple other ones too.” Henna seemed smugly proud of her animal husbandry.

“Yeah. All dragon-garden grown. Bewitchingly magical, with wizard on stand-by. One-tree blessed. Singing-tower approved.” Aaron grumbled on, staffing his way thru the crowd like a tall skinny tree wading thru water. “Pure pork products, they should be popular. Right?”

“Well, we could find out what happened in town first.” Henna said quietly. “This is odd. Using the far gate went against us today, unfortunately. Say, we’re about to pass Ambler’s shop. Want to stop in?” She asked absently, trailing along in Aaron’s wake and watching things carefully. She looked at the crowd bustling around them with a jaundiced eye as everyone pointedly ignored her. “He might have some news. Yes?”

“Yes.” Aaron grunted, glaring at the crowd in the street unhappily. “Let’s do that. Let’s find out what happened around here in Gatetown.”

“Holmwood, not Gatetown. You destroyed the gate a long time ago, remember? And stop hissing at people, Aaron.” Henna whispered to him as they trudged along the street. “You’re scaring the customers away.”

  *

“Let me tell you! It all started last week when Mel got another new apprentice.”

The small dingy lab looked was second floor and smelt like a dwarf-hole; no one here seemed disturbed by that. The drawing of Hedra smiling out at something hung over a low lab-bench was something else. That was eerie.

“Oh, no. Again?” The groan from Henna was heartfelt and Ambler the alchemist dwarf blinked and nodded in brisk agreement with her. “Doesn’t she ever learn?” Henna went on, annoyed. “You can’t trust the girls around here. She should’ve tried the witch-school.” Her exasperation was plain.

“Your witch school? Why? Well, a couple apprentices happened, actually. And all the usual followed.” Ambler nodded at Aaron as the couple made themselves comfortable as they could in low chairs, Aaron shrugging off the loaded backpack he was carrying for Henna with a whoosh of relief. “A hen square-off. Barmaid against church-brat apprentice.” The dwarf-alchemist went on, pushing things away on the table and making elbow room in front of him.

A brisk child-proofing of the room had already been done; unfortunately a dwarf and a two-year-old had a lot of the same height problems and Henna was still nervous about letting Ronnie roam free.

Ambler’s alchemy lab home looked like toy-store heaven to the boy and he was making no secret of that. Henna was keeping him firmly trapped on her lap, leashed in hard and she still looked worried about him getting into things. Ambler was watching too but more because he knew the boy was magic.

A seer, in fact, one with lots of information resources. Secrets were not particularly safe around the boy and Ambler had lots of them.

“The usual from young girls being what, a sudden epidemic of love-potions? Cat-nip?” Aaron asked in a wondering tone. He leaned on his staff and yawned as he settled into the low chair. Witch troubles bored him. “Backyard garden raids, nasty notes, evil looks? What happened?”

“Witchery. Illnesses, poisons, assignations and sudden inheritances?” Henna stuck in as an absentminded question, still fussing over Ronnie. ” Ex favorites falling seriously ill with facial-warts? The outhouse plague strikes again?”

“No, that’s this week.” Ambler sighed explosively. “Mostly bad yams, I think. Green vegetables, maybe. Spring stuff. Anyway, last week? Politics forced the talent out. Again. The number of apprentices here in town doubled and one of them had to move from Mel’s. Instant trouble.”

“Ah. The firing of a flower girl, or worse yet, a barmaid. Two witch-apprentices wandering about town arguing? Again?” Henna giggled but her eyes never left Ronnie or the clutter surrounding the two of them. “Wow, you’d think they’d learn not to do that.” She went on.

“The problems started when Hedra got her choice of apprentice stuck in over at Mel’s. Over Mel’s first choice.” Ambler went on nervously. “A late change. She forced it somehow, and Alice lost her new job.”

“Sally came in to replace the local talent, a popular barmaid called Alice. Alice was not happy about that. How, I don’t know. Hedra won’t tell me and neither would Mel. Supplies, probably. More Inn regulation, cash. Sally is a church girl and has connections there. Not very pretty, nasty temper. Full-time applied vengeance lifestyle there, if you know what I mean.”

“Politics exploded all over town when Sally started working Mel’s; the barmaid Alice hooked up with the old witch as her new apprentice after getting bounced out of Mel’s.” Ambler finished up.

“The old witch?” The wizard seemed startled. “Wow, incredible. Ouch, tho. Now no one trusts witches at all? What did Sally do, start poisoning musicians at the Inn?” Aaron seemed a little worried. “Hitting on guards, rich kids and old boyfriends? Did the old witch let Alice put a few troll-spells on someone?”

“Phooey. Betcha this looks real familiar to you.” Aaron offered the dwarf suddenly. “Applied brat-work, what with your potions and such. Anything hustlers can claim credit for and resell. Pity the blacksmith shop down there didn’t buy anything from you Ambler, his melts are terrible. The displays are mostly slag, useless stuff. Cliff, or whatever his name is.”

Amble grunted in agreement and looked irked. “Ha. Don’t say familiar, that’s a big issue around town right now. Brat-worst? More than you know, wizard.” He went on, scratching his chest quickly.

“True, there’s lots of nobles out there who’d make millions from my c-ment while I can barely sell any at all. It’s a secret they’d love to have and not all of them are waiting quietly for the secret to leak either.” Ambler sighed and looked at his thick. heavy-set windows. “There’s been breakins tried here. Brat-works, indeed.”

“Everyone steals and wars on the dwarf. Not many feeds here at all, even with Hedra helping me.” He went on bitterly. “Getting paid is always a problem too.”

“The Way of the Rat. Warlordism. Steal, feed, fight. The more they know the more intense they get about scoring.” There was a sad nod from Aaron at the sudden dwarf rant. “I get the same out at the tower, Ambler. Any visitors are suspect. Tell them nothing, that’s my motto.”

“Boys? Familiars? Witchy things today, please.” Henna asked, still firmly holding Ronnie in her lap. Ambler nodded at her quickly and blushed. “Not nobles. Here in Holmwood, right now. Why are we getting bumped in the street and why do the town folk dislike witches today? What can we do about it?”

“Gatetown, witch. Not Holmwood. Pets and familiars. Bats and rats and alley-cats.” Ambler the dwarf coughed and started gloomily, looking off into space. “Not even tasty ones or ghost-familiars like you, Henna. Animals inna war-zone, right?”

“Anything with four legs wandering about town is very likely to’ve disappeared unexpectedly this week; or at least run away screaming a lot. A lot of house-pets have been kept indoors for days. The trolls are not being blamed for it this time, witches are. Mostly gossip, but those are the stories being spread.” Ambler went on.

Aaron sighed and closed his eyes, leaning on his staff wearily as he sat in his chair; Henna just fussed over Ronnie. The alchemist dwarf looked a little worried that neither of them seemed very concerned with this.

“Things should quiet soon, but it depends. Two different ways, if we’re lucky. One, the apprentices have vanished.” Ambler went on hopefully, looking for his news to have some impact. “Mel’s usual patch-work is icky, according to her new girl Sally; she’s gone off somewhere. Sally, that is. The old witch is keen to send her barmaid Alice packing off to the colony and the witch school, then back here. She wants to set up a three-way trade caravan circuit of her own.”

“With troll guards. Party goods out, raw materials over and port-town goods in. As a matter of fact, Alice left yesterday. So did Mel’s new apprentice Sally.” Ambler mused on as Henna at least listened intently. “We think. Well, no one has seen Sally recently, she disappeared. The city guards are after her.” He explained quickly. “They wanted an explanation for a few things. The pig-plague is one of them.”

“Fine. The girls ran off. Sally’s gone, Alice the barmaid to Troll-town with a side-trip to the witch-school on the coast. Then home.” Henna seemed a bit distracted by all this news. Ambler nodded and narrowed his eyes as he looked at the Ronnie, who had his sphere out and was examining something in the shop. “She’ll be a while. That sounds like a business trip.” Henna sighed unhappily. “It takes time to fill a caravan.”

“And Hedra’s latest little effort to get another decent church-witch vanished. Foul play on Sally is being cheered on vigorously by anyone who’s ever met the girl.” Ambler went on quickly.

“Meanwhile, most of Holmwood AND Gatetown is sick and tired of magic-wars, apprentice or not. Some of them are missing pets or favorite girls. Being troll-bait in another gang-war is not fun at the best of times and witches are getting the blame for this pig incident. That’s why you’re being shunned today.”

“The pig-plague war, fine. Ambler, go tell everyone you know the girls ran away from us getting in on this.” Aaron suddenly stuck in, sitting up straight suddenly. “Alice and Sally both. They knew we were coming, right?”

“Hey! Everyone with half a brain here was asking for you, actually.” Ambler’s eyes lit up as he peered at the visiting couple hopefully. “Hoping you’d show. If I sit in the tavern for a while and tell them so, that is. Oh, my powder works on scale too, wizard. Makes the clean-up after tempering easier.”

“Dragon-fire tempered? Ah, good. I need some clot. You know, the powder that makes slag and the melts cleaner. Pure metal, yea!” The wizard was grinning at the dwarf happily and Henna seemed more than a little miffed. “Just enough for beer money, as it happens Ambler.”

“The old witch might have a few things to say about this, you two.” Henna started carefully. “She likes a good fight. If Alice was a barmaid she’s probably been in a few tiffs herself. Another witch-war? Running-from-us rumors might not help any of that.”

“The old witch’ll like this. Distraction. Don’t worry, Harvey works cheap and gets to lots of places, including her.” Aaron corrected Henna as he dug in a side-pouch and put something on the table. “He repeats it enough and she’ll start believing him.”

Picking up a few coins Ambler nodded, getting up to dig out a sack of some odd-smelling powder from a drawer. Henna did not approve, but sat back with bad grace as Aaron grinned and pocketed the sack.

“I must get to Mel and Hedra, and right now.” Henna mused, thinking out loud. “And the market, there’s a new pig-wort to show off. They think witches made this plague? Ew. You get Ronnie today, wizard.”

“After you get Amble into a bar. Meet me at Mel’s. There’s news to catch up on there too.” She added as Ronnie made another brisk attempt to get off her lap and explore the wonders of a glass-filled room. “News we didn’t make this time.”

  *

“She offered what?”

“Everything. You know Hedra when it not her money she’s spending.”

Mel was brisk and unperturbed as she moved around her small cluttered workroom beside the Inn, making a dry potion in a dish from various ingredients around her. “Hedra was really, really intent on getting this girl trained and in my shop. Supplies, support and customers were offered. Don’t ask me why, but she seemed to think I had a day-care, surgery, mid-wife service and a roaring herb biz at the Inn here. Perfect for training church-brats.”

“Well I do, but it’s none of her affair. I think Sally got dumped on Hedra by a church elder.” Mel went on absently as she picked up a stone and started mashing seeds in the bowl. “Daddy couldn’t say no to his girl. Chain on, Hedra dumps the twit on me. She did get Alice on with the old witch and set up as a trader, tho. How Hedra managed that I don’t know.” The busty blond witch went on happily, rattling about her small healing room in a brisk manner.

Ronnie and Mel always had gotten along well, so he had free run of the place and wasn’t making any trouble. “More of the same for the old witch, I guess.” Mel smiled at Henna, ignoring the squealing boy as he trotted happily around the room. “Supplies, support and customers. Politics.”

Her giggle sounded harmless and Henna knew what that meant. Trouble.

Grinning at the tea-witch again, Mel looked smug. “More people than I know of were in on this, right? You know how hard it is for girl-traders to get around bandits out in the grasslands. Alice leaped at the chance to caravan for the old witch. She’s been dealing with trolls, traders and bandits at the Inn for a while now, she knows what she’s getting into.”

The blond witch sighed and sighed. “I got some very-hard-to-find church supplies for taking Sally on. You know, thrice blessed holy waters from the hidden streams with mystical properties; rare, illegal herbs, alter-charged digestives, that kind of thing.” Mel went on, waving her hand at some cupboards. “Some very well-aged cheeses too.”

“Which you aren’t telling me about.” Henna seemed a little disturbed. “Or showing me. They’re hid and please keep them that way. Church magics are unreliable, you know that. Oh, look. You moved all the tonics I left here, did you? Sold them, bottles and all?”

“Yes. There was a cough go by; your tonics worked wonders. It got a lot of babies to sleep when nothing else did.” Mel was unrepentant and seemed undisturbed at everything-Henna being gone from her shop. “The church elders really liked them too. They were peppy.”

“Oh. Good. So what did Sally take when she disappeared?” Hennas asked carefully. “Anything dangerous?”

“Gods, that girl! Only the dangerous stuff, really.” Mel answered in an annoyed tone, puffing hair out of her eyes in exasperation and putting her hands on her hips. “Every locked cabinet she knew about and thought she could get into. Honestly! Poisons, both fast and slow. Martial aids. Painkillers. All the church supplies she knew of.”

“And none of the good stuff. New apprentices aren’t trusted with that much power.” Mel went on idly. “Fortunately.”

“Ah. Full pack, like mine today. I have a current harvest, today’s problems, tho. Any idea where she went?” Henna went on carefully. “Far enough away any trouble she makes won’t fall back on you, I hope.”

“I’ve been hoping. There is nothing left in town for her, if that’s what you mean.” Mel answered slowly; there was a small grin on her face as she mentioned that. Lots of people owed Mel favors, it was a chilling little smile.

“Nothing left here that I know of, Henna. Guards are after her and even Daddy is locked away. Sally’d better try those herbs on herself before selling anything, too.” Mel added mischievously. “I didn’t label all the containers or teach her anything she didn’t need to know. In fact, everything got switched around just before she stole it.”

“One dried herb crumble looks a lot like another in the dark. Alice helped.” Mel confided to Henna in a conspiratorial whisper. “And even had a few suggestions. Trader Alice stopped here for a few private items to take with her to Troll-town and seemed quite hurt when I told her what was really in the switches I was making. She wanted to make a few special ones.”

“She would’ve gotten over it. Labels don’t help when most girls can’t read, Mel. You ID by smell instead.” Henna sniffed. Then Henna broke into giggles too. “Three leaf itch?” She asked carefully. Mel nodded and grinned back at her.

“And more.” Mel confessed, grinning. “I teach some teas, but not how to recognize leaf.”

Henna covered her mouth and giggled again. Making tea was an art, an oily one. There were a lot of three leaf plants locally and most dried leaves looked a lot alike. Unless you were very careful you’d mix them up and that was not something you ever wanted to do.

Shoving a dry powder up your nose was also risky. Small does could work wonders there.

One three-leaf made you itch, one smelt fairly nice when done as a tea and one was a laxative that had to be inserted where the sun didn’t shine. Do not mix them up. Ever. Some nice smells attracted all the wrong types of attention and you stayed awake for days avoiding intrusive things like bugs.

“Here’s Aaron for Ronnie, he’s taking him to Harvey’s. I have some great pig-wort here for the market, Mel. Cures the current illness.” Henna said seriously.

“Some that settles pigs down better than peppermint; it should sell out fast. A warder. Mention that to yours, please, any that’re having any trouble. I’ll demo it today; my neighbors can vouch for the goods. Singing-tower guaranteed. Other than that, we can cover everything apprentice in the morning-meet. Think you can get away for a quick tea at Harvey’s tomorrow?”

“Yes.” Mel agreed instantly. “Hedra might get there too, right?”

“We mentioned we were selling prime goods to Ambler on the way in.” Henna mentioned. “Singing-tower guaranteed, wizard-backed magics and a cure pig-farmers really need. It doesn’t matter who they’re blaming for this, she’ll be there.”

“Yes, she’ll be there.” Henna said quietly, looking off into space. “With her hand stuck out as usual.”

  *

“So you see, wizardry is two intersecting magic streams, not just one.” Sitting back from the breakfast table, Aaron looked over at Harvey the merchant and grinned. The chatter of the witches meet out on the porch was background and didn’t bother them. “Throwing a spell is a misnomer, only half the work. You actually need to hit something with two magics at the same time to get any wizardry done. “

“Sounds tricky.” Harvey admitted, patting his stomach and looking relaxed after breakfast. His cat wandered by his feet and bumbled around his ankles; Harvey gently lifted his house-guard into a comfortable spot on his lap and squirmed himself comfortable. “You both look and point, right? That’s it?” He went on as the cat purred itself into a furry ball there.

“Ah. Sort of ‘being there’ and an extra poke. The streams cross and dump power. From a staff, hands, whatever.” The wizard said quickly, shaking his head a little in cat-wonder. Harvey’s cat liked to sleep in Aaron’s hat. That tended to make mornings a little more hectic that they really needed to be in the bedroom.

“A staff is easier to aim and holds a nice big charge. You look and shoot. Ka-push both and hope they meet at the target you’re focused on. Quickly. Too close, nothing. Too far and the power goes. By the time you get things focused, everything has moved too.”

“A rock in each hand; throws that hit the same place, at the same time, energized.” Aaron went on quietly. “That’s basic wizardry. Not everyone gets there.”

“Wow. No wonder you like things that hold still.” Harvey mentioned carefully, looking annoyed with something. “Like metals. Ronnie helped you with this dragon insight, right?” He nodded at the boy on Aaron’s lap.

“He does make things a lot easier.” Aaron admitted, grinning at his son. “Here’s a secret. Ever meet someone that feels like they’d bring their own gravity along with them? An old, fat elder waddling along making waves maybe? Attitude? That’s a lot closer to what they’re doing than you really want to know.”

“Oh. Already there, right? What’s waving? Never mind. The girls in there are doing what today, Aaron?” Harvey winked at Ronnie and the boy grinned at him for a moment.

The boy on Aaron’s lap was still fascinated by the toy Harvey had given him earlier. Made him fight for, actually.

Aaron peered at it as best he could without getting into a battle with his son himself as Harvey looked on and chuckled. It looked like a dirty old penny but after the fight for it Ronnie was fascinated. He was keeping the coin locked tight in one hand and inspecting it with his seer-sphere with the other. He’d worked hard for the penny and was intent on it now.

“Them in there? Planning things for other each other. Who does what, who gets paid for it and something to do with apprentices.” Aaron went on absently. “Henna told me last night when we went to bed. I didn’t stay awake for all of it.” He confessed uneasily. “Just the highlights.”

Harvey lifted an eyebrow at that. “You aren’t worried about any magical competition?” The merchant asked carefully. “After Henna’s tea demo yesterday, I thought you would. Everyone loved her new tea-cures, or at least farmers did. From what I hear they’re amazing. It’d be just what people would like to steal.”

“True. Every farmer with a sick pig in the valley wants some now.” Aaron admitted carefully. “None of them want to pay for it, either. Henna is leaving everything with Mel and headed back to the tower to clean up today.”

“And new apprentices?” Harvey asked, looking worried. “Oh-oh. I smell more trouble there. Why didn’t she leave the tea-market with me, wizard? I’m good at that sort of thing.”

“The new apprentices get here eventually, I think the arrangements have already been made for more of them. You? The cure is for pigs, not old women with money; that’s why. The old witch might try smoking the cure.”

“As much as troll-town needs something that’ll let them keep pigs calm, Mel needs cash to pay for a few other things that’ve gone thru her shop recently.” The wizard admitted. “And taken everything they could when they left. Henna is helping her for something in trade, I don’t know what. Ask Mel about it, Harv. I think she’ll be glad to have your help selling teas.”

Harvey puffed his chest out and seemed relieved. “She’d better. Say, why doesn’t Henna want anything to do with this? It’s her cure and seems popular.” He asked carefully. “She’s going home instead. Why? What’s going on?”

“Henna is getting an apprentice of her own and fairly soon. When Alice comes back from the witch-school she’ll have more than a load of books with her.” Aaron explained uneasily. “One church apprentice for Hedra, one Herbie for the singing tower, one seamstress for Mel. And everyone wants to get home and hide their secrets before the newbies get here.”

“The witch-school owes Henna a few books.” Aaron explained carefully. “She asked for copies of certain things to be made the last time we were there and paid in advance for them; they should be done by now. Alice will have three new witch apprentices in tow when she trolls back into town, one for each of the witches here in Holmwood. Possible tied to the carts so they don’t run away, but with her. A few books and certain hard to find trade-goods the troll-town witches have been asking for as well.”

“Gatetown.” Harvey corrected reflexively. “Not Holmwood, wizard. The new witches don’t want to come here? Why? Didn’t Henna have a troll apprentice for a while?”

“About a week. Cerberus tried to date her. Holmwood is the place apprentices go to die, Harvey. Remember that?” Aaron went on. “There have been more than a few problems with Gatetown’s reputation there.”

“After the Inquisitor apparently survived getting stripped of his position in the church and exiled to the northern troll-town, things got worse here.” Aaron went on. “As far as apprentices are concerned, anyway.”

“Hey, that was almost his idea.” Harvey said quickly. “The apprentice, that is. Going to the troll colony. That’s what scaring witches away?”

“Yeah, some of it. Holmwood is a place to send failed wizard apprentices and has been for hundreds of years, Harvey. To get rid of them. You have most of their staffs, remember? The stories about this place live on in all sorts of apprentice nightmares. Death by gate magics.”

“Even witchy ones. The trouble Henna and I made up there in the port didn’t help much. Most of the stories end with us getting chased away by dragons, armies or irate guards. Since the guards are telling the stories, guess who wins.” Aaron didn’t say anything else about that and looked irked.

“Listen! That’s a very familiar cackle.” Harvey noted as things out on the porch got a little louder. “Bad news for somebody, I betcha.”

“Or a deal the old witch likes. That worried me. The old witch already has an apprentice.” Aaron grunted. “And things to do. Her part in this has been king-maker, right? She gets to torture everyone else in the room today; she’s the only one with room to move.”

“If any new trade goods come in, she gets first dibs?” Harvey raised an eyebrow, “Mindy will be real pleased at that. Tell the girls they’re all a little late anyway. I get first dibs on everything trade. Even books of troll-magic from the witch school.”

“Ha. They all have things they want in there, Harvey. Hedra, Mel and Henna, Mindy and the old witch. More than a little horse-trading is going on. Teas, secret pig-recipes, books, smuggling, stalls, apprentices, whatever.” Aaron bounced Ronnie a little on his lap and looked towards the door between the two groups expectantly.

“Mindy is being taken care of, too. I just hope the new witch of the mountain likes the deal and doesn’t decide to take care of whoever worked her after.”

  *

There was a chestnut thrown at him on the way home; Aaron regarded the nut bouncing in the dirt-trail in front of with some suspicion, stamping his wizard’s staff into the dust in a furious aggravation.

This was odd. For starters there wasn’t a chestnut tree anywhere around here, just bush. For seconds, chestnuts rarely went ‘hist!‘at anyone. Ronnie’s giggling was the copper, tho. Aaron’s son seemed pleased at whatever he saw in the bushes that surrounded the small cart-path the wizard and his family were walking home on.

“Hist yourself!” Aaron grumped as he picked up the nut and handed it off to Henna. She was hauling back on Ronnie’s leash and did not seem all that pleased with the present, taking the nut with bad grace and handing it off to giggling Ronnie as fast as she could.

Cerberus poked his head out of the bushes at that. From the height of his head he was sitting on his cart and he seemed nervous. “Anybody follow you, wizard?” He asked in a hoarse whisper, looking back down the trail. “From town?”

“No.” Aaron snorted, blinking in surprise. “Most of the lynch-mobs there stayed home today. I think. Why, what’s going on?”

“I’m being careful, you two are not popular right at the moment.” Cerberus clucked slightly and his horse and cart eased its way forward, pushing tall weeds aside and onto the trail. Being dwarf, everything was low and dark; the cart, the small horse and Cerberus’s clothes. He almost disappeared in the gloom even when right in front of them. “Not popular at all, not in town, not in the hills.”

Both Henna and Ronnie were getting aboard and making themselves comfortable on the low seat beside Cerberus before Aaron had even moved from behind his staff.

“Or any more popular than you deserve.” The dwarf added darkly, looking back at Aaron hopefully. “There a mob of outland farmers looking for you. Well, Henna, actually. Hill-folk. Seems you make pigs sick, or at least one of you does. Something like that. They’re angry about it.”

“That’s silly. We cure them, or at least my teas do. There’s an epidemic of something running thru the herds in the valley, that’s why I brought my teas into town.” Henna protested, aggrieved. “There isn’t even any tea left, it’s all back there.” Henna looked thoughtful and grinned a bit. “Between a couple big trolls, in fact.”

“The farmers think you made the pigs sick first, then sold cure.” Cerberus grunted, looking ahead of them into the shade of the trail. “In fact, they’re sure of it. Some few are looking for you right now and want free cure for all sick pigs. Theirs.”

“Just in case you did do it and feel like confessing, they have a few pitchforks with them.” The dwarf added in a dark tone. “Other than that they’ll just rob you and go. Probably.”

“Trust me.” Cerberus added as Henna frowned a little at this news. “You get used to dealing with these people. They always find a reason for everything to be free for them. God’s will, if nothing else.”

Aaron waited till the cart had silently ghosted its way past him before clambering into and sitting on the cargo bed with his legs dangling. He noted Cerberus has slapped the axle with pine-tar; that made for a very quiet cart-ride. The miserable squeal of wood on wood was normal for these things. They were not quiet at the best of times; wet wood on wet wood on rainy days was as good as they got.

“Ha. The hills are alive with the sound of lynch-mobs? They only get one try.” The wizard said carefully, putting his staff across dangling knees and trying not to bounce around too much as he glared behind them. “Then I get a shot. Let’s go.”

“Aaron, long bows and swords are not your usual farmer weaponry. Slings maybe, and they hunt rabbits every day.” Cerberus the dwarf grunted unhappily. “They’ll try to out-number us in ambush. Getting a few miles between you and them is best, they’ll give up and go home. I hope.”

“Farmers? Raiding a wizard’s tower is not on their list of things to try.” The dwarf mentioned happily. “Especially one that throws lightening bolts. Robbery on a quiet back road, yes. Raids, no. I know, they hang about my manure pile. The younger boys do anyway.”

“Mugging a lone witch with a child walking home…” The dwarf glanced back at the wizard, who was still grumbling in the rear of the cart. “Anyone with a wooden pitchfork can do that. And might try.”

“You leave her alone a lot in town, don’t you wizard?” The dwarf asked Aaron, glaring at him. “They usually aren’t this brave.”

“Ha. What brings you out here at all, Cerberus?” Henna asked the dwarf. “I thought you were selling manure up-valley. Headed away from town; you left days ago, right?”

“That’s how I found this out. They think you made the sickness up-country, girl.” Cerberus went on, clucking to his horse. The animal seemed to picked up his pace for a half a step, then fell back to his usual slow grind. This was the end of a trip pulling a full manure cart for him and Cerberus’s horse was tired, tired to the point the thought of getting home didn’t excite him anymore. “And weren’t at all shy about blaming you for it.” The dwarf went on.

“Holmwood.” Aaron snorted in disgust. “The plains and it’s hills.” Cerberus grunted agreement with him.

“I was uphill. The trip back was reasonably fast.” The dwarf confessed to Aaron. “And any dwarf past puberty is used to staying out of sight, especially when they have money or a lynch-mob after them. Easy enough.”

“Oh, good. We might need some more of that.” Henna mentioned carefully. Being the daughter of bandits, Henna didn’t seem all that bothered by this attack yet.

She seemed to be thinking hard instead.

“Say! Betcha they lined up at the hill for us.” The redheaded witch said quietly and to no one in particular. “That’s the easiest place to trap a walking group. Nice high sides as you cut thru the gully. Someone up top to watch and warn, a couple ahead and a couple following up from behind. We’d be trapped, boxed right in.”

Neither Aaron or Cerberus said anything. They just looked around and flexed a few muscles as they listened.

“And there’s lots of plants between here and there that don’t do anybody any good.” Henna went on, musing more to herself than anyone else. “Smelly ones. Itchy ones. Dust that’ll make you cry for days. Lotions, oils and saps that’ll give you a nice high voice for ages.”

“If there only was a wizard could hit a flying green bundle with a blast or two.” Henna ended up, one finger on her cheek and looking as innocent as she stared off into space. “In the dark. The blast’d spread and spray gook on any bandits attacking us.”

“Or if we had a dwarf who could throw a burning bag for the foolish to stomp on, we could smoke them out. Heavens, I wonder where we could find any of those?” Henna mused looking at the men with mischief in her eyes.

  *

“You might’ve waited till we were up-wind, Aaron.”

The sight of a cartload of weary slightly-scorched magicals with a dwarf-cart driver didn’t slow things any; the clouded moon watched Aaron and his family make their way home with a barely smothered glee.

“Windy gully. I know.” Sighing heavily, Aaron sat in the rear of the cart and sighing, used his staff to scratch a spot on his back. Henna, Ronnie and Cerberus all stayed up front on the cart-bench, watching the singing tower grow closer as they climbed the final hill home. “

They all smelt of smoke and Ronnie sneezed occasionally. “Ronnie did warn us.” Henna went on wearily. “Wizard.”

“I know. Things went well. He was useful, wasn’t he?” The road behind them was empty of angry farmers; Aaron winced when he thought of the brief and somewhat upsetting ambush back in the hills.

The attack’d been short but fiery. Ronnie had noted the first lookout long before the silent dwarf-cart had got to the hills. Aaron’s staff had pinpointed the location of the crew set to follow them in, Henna had potions and herb-bundles prepped, and Cerberus was ready to throw various things a distance only a motivated dwarf can throw them.

Henna had hummed just loud enough to get the attackers focused on her and poised to strike, then entered the gully between the hills on the cart.

Their plan had not lasted very long at all. No plan ever did.

As it turned out, the lookout had bundles of his own; one was a lit torch. The torch was the signal Henna had arrived here. The lookout waved his burning light enthusiastically and the men closing the pincer behind the cart had more torches with them.

The fiery bundle from above let everyone know the prey had completely entered the gully. The torch was also supposed to get the prey moving faster and right into the waiting attack. Aaron riding the cart managed to take the torch out of the lookout’s hands with a staff-blast.

A blast that unfortunately got caught in the summer breeze and spread a mist of exploded torch and glowing coals all over everything downwind; including the dried grass in the gully. Most of the coals wafted around and landed behind the farmers who’d entered the gully right behind the cart.

Ahead of them in the pass the farmers had unknowingly swept an army of deer, small animals and disturbed birds towards the lookout; the animals were hiding in the tree grove now.

Summer-dry grasses burst into smokey flame, driven by a slight breeze. Heat and fumes started the deer, skunk, raccoon, squirrel and chipmunks already crowded into the groves into a retreating stampede, some towards the waiting farmers, some up the muddy sides of the gully. Birds just flew away, squawking.

It took a while as the oaks in the gully harbored far more wildlife than anyone realized. Grouse exploded upward and ran interference.

Getting run down by a charging buck or walloped by a running invisible fawn was no fun for the waiting ambush. The fire advancing on them didn’t look like fun either, what with screaming farmers running in front of it. Stepping on a skunk or being avalanched by chipmunks and groundhogs wasn’t good, from noise the farmers were making.

The farmers behind also had to pass the wizard’s cart to get anywhere. Aaron’s staff-light made it easy for most of the charging animals to see and avoid the cart. The farmers did not have the same luck after the wizard started blasting away at their torches. Most of the rearguard were busy running away from the advancing flame now.

Dragon-wizards are not bothered by flame much; and Cerberus’s horse had a nose bag of soggy greens on.

Cerberus’s horse was also used to wizardry and ignored Aaron standing on the flat rear of the cart looking for things to blast; standing there on a dark cart made it looked like the wizard was floating on air laughing as the fire spread around and past him. The cart and everyone below him in the muddy path stayed almost invisible in the gloom and smoke.

This was not a good day for the valley. The farmers got stomped flat by the fleeing animals, roasted by advancing flame and had a mad fire-breathing wizard bearing down on them. They ran and got overrun by their friends coming up from behind.

The brighter farmers were in the trees and very determinedly not saying anything as Cerberus’s cart ghosted silently past under them. Both Ronnie and Henna were hidden under the wet seat-blanket with Cerberus, leaving a stalking wizard floating in smoke as the only visible person here.

  *

“How long till Alice gets here with the new apprentice, Hen?”

The redhead blinked thoughtfully as she worked. “A few weeks, Aaron. We walked that route in a few days but they have a caravan to get here.” Henna was humming her way thru the tower again, busy booby-trapping things and happily turning most of their home into a silent, murderous trap.

Even Ronnie was very careful these days, always walking around with one eye on his seer-sphere and avoiding things. Especially things that went boom if you touched them.

“Wagons are slow.” Henna added, adjusting a shelf in the front room so if anything was moved on it the whole thing would tip over. Ronnie’s tree hated the new traps. You don’t often see trees wearing bear-traps as they clanked around the grounds but that’d happened more than once recently.

The wizard shuddered slightly and noticed his eye-twitch was back. Henna didn’t; she was happy escalating the war. The singing tower itself had no comment on this latest escapade, but there was a slightly miffed tone to her music these days.

If there was any trouble here, a lightening bolt or two normally handled it but Henna was more than angry, she was furious. She’d come up with a brilliant cure and the farmers had tried to mug her for it.

Net result? The wizard’s singing tower had been more than child and apprentice-proofed, it was visitor, client, raider, farmer and invader-proofed. A certain manure-farm spell-book was being plumed for new and interesting ways to hurt people by surprise every day.

Ronnie and his seer-sphere were the only ones who could safely move now and Henna still wasn’t done lying traps out yet. Still running around cheerfully making sure anything around that got touched by a stranger blew up in their face and singing while she did.

Not even the outhouse was sacrosanct. Or the well and that was a very low blow. Henna had insisted on it, however.

Aaron sighed and tried not m to think of all the accidental mayhem a new apprentice would make here. He was a wizard with metal and dragon specialties. Forges, a magic tower that was more than half alive, and a book or two was about it for him. Like his staff, all of them were a bit hard to move, let alone steal.

He also had a popular tea-witch wife, an outdoor still and a seer-son with a pet talking tree who refused to tell anyone his name, but that was different.

Henna, tho. There was a garden full of smelly magical medial plants and dragon manure, special flowers surrounding the tower, a few elder-trees at the bottom of the hill and an unused stone chicken coop outside; they were Henna’s and that was for starters. Several underground storage areas and lots of goddess-blessed magical things like her book were about too.

Trophies like magic-infused death-helmets were in cupboards. Cerberus had a button collection safely buried somewhere about and an extra-smelly manure pile outside no one liked touching. Those were presumed safe.

With the singing tower yammering warnings in his ear almost constantly these days, Aaron was getting to be a nervous wreck. The tower had a hard time telling the difference between animals raiding the garden, birds landing on the roof, actual invaders and Henna’s traps. Henna ignored that and kept wandering about refining her traps with an almost fiendish glee.

Refining them did not make them more deadly. Refining them meant they hurt you a lot more. She called it teaching lessons.

“Aaron, if Ronnie stops slamming the oven door go check on him, would you please?” That came as a musing thought to the wizard from his redheaded witch-wife. She was peering at her current effort as if poison needles exploding out of the book-spine into the soft part of your hand weren’t enough.

“Quiet means he found something else to do. Oh, and don’t step on any clean tiles on the front walk. Stay out of the tunnel for a while too.” She went on absently, tapping the book carefully and watching needles appear then disappear again. “And off the roof unless you’re in dragon-mode. Be careful of stair’s third step. And…”

“Perimeter check done today, got it. Stay in the basement. Do not open anything. Don’t even look hard at anything.” Aaron sighed and headed off outdoors with his staff, then popped his head back into the tower carefully.

“Say Henna? Why is Cerberus selling tea leaves just past the hedge?” He demanded to know. “I didn’t even know he was here.”

“He used the outhouse without the password. Oh, that’s new, remind me to tell it to you. Meanwhile, don’t go anywhere without your staff and don’t be surprised if certain things attempt to bite back if you sit on them.” Henna looked up at her husband and smiled beatifically. “Cerberus won’t be able to walk for a while yet, Aaron. Just let him be, he’s handling the farmers that’re coming around. Selling tea for me.”

“There is a pig-plague out there, wizard.” Henna sniffed at him, tossed her red hair carelessly. “And I’ve got the only cure. Remember? There’s lots of pigs and the farmers only get one leaf each. Him they won’t argue with, Cerberus has his axe with him.”

“Oh yeah.” Regretfully, Aaron looked out past the hedge and wondered if Cerberus needed a break. The wizard wanted some dwarf brewing-advice from him; there were a few other things only the dwarf could get around, too.

The garden-traps Aaron was used to, but getting around at all was dangerous these days; there was something he needed help with downstairs.

The escape tunnel downstairs was used for storage and stayed strictly off-limits for everyone. What Henna stored in them never came up for discussion, as they included everything from shed dragon-pup skins to the fermenting she was doing for the new goddess.

It was the fermenting Aaron was interested in. Something that’d been requested by the Inquisitor the new high priest in Troll-town and wasn’t anywhere near done yet. Aaron wasn’t even allowed close to that vat and crock. Cerberus, on the other hand, had a dwarf’s thirst to control. He could be talked into investigating anything that might turn out to be beer.

“You’d better be careful, wizard. Nasty traps are for the things I don’t want anyone to touch. Ever. Again.” Henna added darkly as Aaron moved outside. “Mostly inside, remember. The stuff outside is just to keep the snoops away.”

The wizard blanched. Henna had not liked being attacked on the way home from a trip into town and had not taken it kindly. She’d been in a very bad mood ever since, and delighting in arranging these little surprises for whatever unwary fool that wanted to pester her. Shuddering, he looked over at his wife and the malicious grin on her face as she added trip-wires to a bookshelf.

You didn’t catch the books either. “I have a son. They aren’t getting anywhere near him, wizard.” Henna muttered thru clenched teeth. “Ever. Or at least not in very big pieces, I promised him that.”

Nodding in reply, Aaron sighed. Ronnie ever getting out of the tower again looked to be a bigger problem that the few wandering farm-hands he’d seen outside being able to threaten him.

Maybe it was beer being fermented down there in storage. Aaron couldn’t keep his mind focused today and the tower was no place to wander around absentmindedly in. The wizard sighed and turned back to his first objective with a new angle.

The interesting smells coming from Henna’s secret storage rooms. She might be even be fermenting cheeses, it was hard to tell anything in the darker spots of the escape tunnel with wizard staff-light. The dragon-pups had made her a few special burrow-chambers down there, places you had to squeeze thru narrow cracks and holes to get to.

Aaron was too big to get in. They were difficult to light up, even magically.

Cerberus was small enough and could find out what they were hiding, tho. The dwarf might even know which casks were beer and which were magic mushrooms.

There were a lot of mushrooms on a manure farm and Cerberus was becoming something of an expert on them. Aaron made a note to ask the dwarf about lids as some of the traps Henna was putting up were wizard-class efforts now, but there weren’t many dwarf-specials here yet.

Ronnie-proofing the garden with ghost-guards, skulls, hissing vines and noxious weeds was nothing compared to the battlements Henna had in her special places now. She was really determined to keep her various secrets secret and keeping Aaron away from them was near the top of her list.

There was a jingle from the tea-shop outside and Aaron sighed. A lot of traffic here at the Singing-Tower was not nice. In fact, most of it was desperate and Cerberus was probably not having a good time right now.

The local farmers had a very real interest in Henna’s pig-cures; desperate enough they were willing to pay cash. Real coin meant every rotten brat in town, the hills or the plains had Henna’s garden as a prime target. Bandits, thugs and smugglers were all trying to cash in on a tea that profitably cured pigs; most didn’t seem to care what they stole in the process.

Stealing anything here was not an easy task. Getting past the thorn hedge at the wizard’s tower was hard. The garden rim-of defenses was dangerous. Getting anything out of the witch-storage inside the tower insanely difficult. Most trespassers did not make it past the grove of talking trees near the hill bottom or the singing tower and it’s foul temper. The tower had a nasty habit of firing off lightning bolts if disturbed by trespassers, you see.

Aaron chuckled a bit. The talking trees had their own little grave plot for special fertilizers; mostly people that tried anything over that way. The trees didn’t talk about wood-harvesters at all anymore.

The hedge surrounding the tower was a simple traditional wizard-works; high and thick, with murderously long, sharp thorns that easily defeated over, under or thru approaches. Henna hadn’t poisoned the thorns yet but it had come up for discussion. It was a problem she was working on.
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