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chapter one

“Oh? Gimme a kiss before you figure anything else out, Henna.” Wrapping an arm around his squirming almost-wife, Aaron chuckled as a slightly-pregnant Henna fought the cuddle. She wanted to talk in bed this morning, not fool around.

“No! Look at this and tell me what you think.” Long red braids whipped about alarmingly as the tiny witch sat up and snapped that. Aaron ducked them absently, from long habit.

Grunting happily as some very soft knees resettled, Aaron grinned over at his witchin-residence as she grabbed something and quieted down again. “Ow. Ok, warn me twice. What are you talking about? I know you liked whatever the tinker-monk that stopped around yesterday sold you, but I didn’t. The old fool had no idea on how to get floors into place around here.” Gesturing at the empty space above them, Aaron sighed. The roof was a long way up in their tower and you could see it clearly; their home was a long way from being finished. “More floors are what we need, not wall hangings. I was glad to see him go.”

“We need help here, not more expenses.” Aaron went on.

People were scarce at The Singing Tower as local dwarfs, trolls and tradesmen were giving the wizard’s tower a wide berth these days. There was far too many witches, wizards and dragons around there; far too much dangerous magic for any of them to be comfortable with.

But today even the dragon-pups, all out busily exploring the world were missing. They did visit occasionally, but mostly on-the-way-home stopovers. Unfortunately the pups were tunnelers and Aaron had to get a few floors into his tower yet.

There being a distinct lack of floors was turning out to be a big problem in their new home. Even Henna agreed with that much.

“Wall tapestry? Not big enough. I think we can poster this thing.” Henna nodded at the parchment on the floor she’s been trying to show Aaron. It was first light and she was keen to start homesteading immediately. Aaron was bent on more sleep.

Or something. The or-something part Henna was holding back on this morning, tho.

Today decorating the tower instead of surrounding it with witch-herb gardens was on the menu, something different. “We can hang it on an interior wall, maybe. It’ll give any customers we get something to think about while we ignore them, prep magic or whatever.” Henna went on happily, looking the parchment on the floor beside them with a gleam in her eyes.

“Ignore them-thar clients. Good idea. More of that right now please.” Was the grunted reply. Henna frowned slightly as Aaron’s head retreated back into a pillow. This was before breakfast tea and Aaron had several bleary objections to this kind of treatment. Henna leaned over, grabbed a sheaf off the floor and shook the parchment in his face angrily. Aaron just grunted and enjoyed her cavorting, as such as it was.

It took a couple attempts to focus on the dried skin Henna had in one small angry fist. Aaron winced. She’d spent a fortune on this, money they really didn’t have to waste. Homes were very expensive, as he was finding out, particularly unfinished ones. So was parchment, apparently but Henna didn’t care much about that.

Harvey, old friend and housemate and local bookstore owner back in town made a living bleaching pages in apprentice journals clean and selling the blank books, for instance. His girlfriend, the old witch of the mountain was still selling various entertaining herbs and making some coin that way. The other two witches in town were making a living sewing kids back together, curing hangovers and fixing female complaints as best they could. (Occasionally by forced marriage. Females had all kinds of complaints and female witches still handled them best.)

Most of the local tradesmen were still busy, involved in rebuilding the town from a couple recent misadventures, demons burning it down, a siege or two and a troll-dwarf (slightly haphazard) religiously-motivated rebuilding.

The rebuilding had left a lot of technical items to be desired. Things like regular walls, tunnels that went somewhere and roads designed for human traffic, for instance. Trolls were religiously enthusiastic builders, just random about it. Dwarves had their own goals too.

There simply wasn’t much demand for a dragon-metal wizard or a tea-witch after the hordes of trolls and dwarfs had left for new territory. No one was coming out here from town often. The dwarf-quarry next door had gotten turned into a dragon graveyard and there weren’t many people willing to risk wading around in that kind of decaying magic for building stone.

Other than Aaron the metal-wizard and his tea-witch girlfriend Henna there wasn’t a lot to draw traffic their way anymore. “This thing is confusing.” Aaron closed one eye and looked at the parchment Henna was breezing him with. “For starters it’s a picture, not a poster.”

“Hey?” Henna stopped and looked at the parchment, puzzled.

“You read it from the bottom-up, not the top down.” Aaron went on absently, pointing at the script. “That makes this a cartoon, not script. A poster.”

“Whatever it is, it’s beautiful. I want it carved into the wall. And not in the kitchen.” Henna started up dangerously, glaring at Aaron again. “Something permanent out front where people can see it. Read it, Aaron.”

Taking the dry sheet carefully, Aaron sighed and gave in. Henna was serious about this, whatever it was. He’d heard her squealing over it yesterday but hadn’t paid all that much attention at the time.

Pregnant witches tended to squeal over almost everything, as he was finding out. New blossoms on plants, clean clothes, cold dew on the outhouse seat… Almost anything that wasn’t immediately fatal was ‘ee’ worthy these happy days.

Very distracting to wizard-work, but at least she was fun. Aaron counted that as one of his blessings and tried to see what enthralled Henna so much in this poster. “I don’t trust tinker-monks, Henna.” He grumbled, trying to decipher the calligraphy. “Holy magic bean bearers, the better the gimmick the worse the band. You should know that.”

“Ha. It would be nice if I could sell just one tea and make a living from it Aaron, but that’s not gonna happen anytime soon.” Henna sighed and relaxed back onto his chest as Aaron tried to read the parchment in front of his nose. “Not out here. And a travelling blacksmith that sharpens knives, fixes pots, sells stories, does singing lessons and plays guitar is fairly common. A bard, a merchant-troubadour monk. It’s about the only way gossip travels.”

“A hustling packrat. So he might tell a few masons somewhere we could use help here or sell our secrets to nobles. Oh joy.” Aaron grunted, unhappy. “Maybe dance mass for them instead. Wonderful.”

“Stop arguing and read, Aaron.” Henna said quietly. “Out loud. You’ll see what I mean.”

“Any idea where he stole it from?” Aaron grunted out, looking the parchment over carefully. “We don’t need an army of trolls looking for their holy relics suddenly arriving here. Again.”

“It might’ve come from Cerberus’s crap-mine by the old gate. I think that’s what the monk said. A lot of weirdness is coming out of there.” Henna giggled.

A dragon had lived inside the gate for a few centuries and when the dragon died the whole contents of a mini-universe had gotten belched out into the plain. Cerberus the dwarf was busy trying to sift a huge pile of dragon manure for weapons and gold these days. “Well, some weirdness.” She admitted happily. “But the parchment doesn’t smell like it came from there. But it might’ve.”

There was a lot more smelly old manure there than anything else so far. Cerberus tended to complain about that constantly when they did see him.

“Read it.” Henna commanded imperiously from where she was tucked into Aaron’s side. “You’ll see.”

“Ok. It’s a top-ten list.” Aaron grunted, scanning over the words painted onto the parchment. “From some strange religion. None of them make any sense.”

“Read it.” Henna grumbled, nestling in. “And love it. I paid enough for it.”

“Bottoms up.” Aaron sighed. “Managing management, from the top. That’s the title.”

“Produce trade balance.”

“Administer manage develop.”

“Ignore repress solve.”

“Supportive preventive curative.”

“Accept ask work.”

“Like want need.”

“Pragmatic environment realization.”

“From the bottom line up. Plus some scribbled notes in the sides. Illegible ones. Then the title, managing management.” Aaron went on. “See? I can see how you’d like anything curative, but this doesn’t make much sense to me.”

Henna just glared at him like Aaron was being stupid.

“It’s a tantra thing?” He asked weakly long seconds later as she stayed glaring at him. “Gimme a clue here, dear.”

“No tantra-sex. Well, unless you like contrivance. What energy you put out where.” Henna grumbled, annoyed. “The black arts enlightened. Honestly Aaron, you don’t see it?”

“Nope. Too circular. Whatever this is way past your average dragon-wizard. I can ask my staff, tho.” He added quickly as she kept glaring at him. “If you want me to.”

“I’d like to ask Marvin, but he seems to’ve dissolved somewhere. Past on finally. I miss him anyway.” Henna sighed and sat up, briskly preparing herself for the day and ignoring Aaron entirely now. “He understood things like this.”

“Your pet ghost, not your ghost, please. The deadly dying dead one. Ow. Like things weren’t confusing enough already today. The one that couldn’t talk to me, right?” Aaron added as he reluctantly rolled out of the bed and looked around the tower. It was a bare stone room, a circular one with a skin over one doorway leading outside, a dark doorway leading into an outside kitchen and a hole leading into the basement. “The almost-a-familiar Marvin.”

“Don’t mention familiars.” That got snapped as Henna flounced her way into the kitchen. “I don’t have one yet, remember? No dragon pup, no ghost, nothing. Not even a cat. I have nothing!” Aaron sighed as Henna stomped away. She’d conveniently forgotten about being pregnant and almost married.

Happy wife, happy life. He’d been warned about times like this. Since it was time for strike three, Aaron pulled at his beard wearily and followed her.

His morning tea would be unusually wretched today, cold, gritty and with leftover thistle for breakfast, he could tell. He wondered what the third shoe would be today and what it would take to get him back into Henna’s sunny-side.

  *

“Hey, Cerberus.” Aaron nodded glumly as the small dwarf puffed his way up the hill. Tapping his staff warningly as Cerberus made his way towards him, Aaron grunted. He was gardening again, a chore that kept him out of Henna’s way but work he hated. “Anybody ever tell you your mother dresses you funny? Recently, like?” Aaron grumbled at the dwarf as he finally puffed into view of what Aaron was doing.

His look said it all. Wizards were not happy gardeners. Cerberus the dwarf understood that, he’d played the same game with Henna not long ago when he was helping build the tower.

Exploring the prairie for trees had quickly worn out as an excuse for ducking the green chore. Going into town almost as fast, as most people there took their problems to witches, paid in corn and didn’t need wizards very often at all.

Dwarf masons even less. Product, services, influence? Most people liked product.

Not being able to tell flowers from weeds, sunstroke, magic-burn, calls of nature and feeding time had also worn out as garden-getaways. A bad back being sore, hurt hands and knee failure got no sympathy. Dragon-magic interference with green magics had gotten laughed at.

On the other hand, visitors might be a better excuse. Aaron blinked at the dwarf happily. Especially ones with good gardening presents.

“Hahaha. Very funny, wizard. Mom didn’t have any kids that lived, you know that already. Today? There’s nothing to steal so I’m just looking for someone to blame my troubles on. So far, you’re it.”

Glaring up at the wizard chuckling at him from in the garden, Cerberus pasted a grimace on his face that almost past as a grin. “So. We thru being polite? Skip the smell bad, full of crap and man-ure jokes please.” The dwarf puffed to a halt and wheezed a bit. “And tell me something about this. Please?”

The sword Fang-claw Aaron had made Cerberus to help defend the homestead against dragons clanked around leathers as the dwarf dug into a pouch at his side and handed something small to the wizard. It gleamed in the daylight and seemed to sing in the presence of the tower’s magic.

“Ha. You nay, you pay, hater. You bring any prime goods with you today? Some fertilizer at least?” Aaron asked craftily as he got handed the small bauble. It didn’t seem like much to him and anything magical that came within range of the singing tower always perked up. “Gold and jewels maybe? Metals?”

“Nope. I think that stupid dragon digested all the good stuff himself. He was full of crap mostly. So far.” Cerberus nodded at Aaron and looked knowingly at the tower. There was so much ambient magic flowing thru the place most things magical sang here. Occasionally some blew up when they got close to the tower. Ley-lines fed the place, dragon magic had aligned the stones and the pups had grounded it and energy sang in the air.

His sword was starting to glow in the magic of singing tower too. Cerberus slapped at it in exasperation as it hummed at him. “Anything? Nothing?” He asked as Aaron studied the small gleaming pretty.

“Hurry up, wizard. No telling what’s gonna happen around here.” He growled at Aaron. Even small spells charged up anywhere near the tower, then did unexpected things. Henna loved what this energy did for her herb-teas.

You did learn to stay hid during thunder-storms fast, tho. The tower got struck by lightening twice a week on average. Aaron just grunted back at Cerberus as he leaned his staff against his shoulder and studied the small jewelry. He stuck one finger in an ear and wrung it out absently.

Hail made the tower drum like you won’t believe. That was also something you learned to live with, along with wacky spells, wandering magicals attracted to the place and teas with real zing in them.

“Blast. Nothing.” The dwarf muttered to himself in a disgusted tone as Aaron stayed staring at the small piece. “Double blast. Henna gonna feed me at least?” Cerberus asked the wizard hopefully.

“Nope, not today.” Aaron sighed and shook his head, gesturing at the vegetables around him. Radish harvest. A couple huge mutant radishes, twice the size of normal ones and very red and very spicy were lying in the dirt at his feet. Cerberus’s eyes gleamed as he looked the bounty over. “Poison is on the menu, Cerberus. These things kill. Eat one and you’ll bleed tomorrow for it.” Aaron warned the dwarf. “Magical ground, fresh dragon manure and the old witch having a seedy giggle on us, I think. These things are nasty.”

“Whatever. Great. I’m gonna go talk to Henna. Maybe she’ll like what I brought her.” With that, Cerberus picked up the bundle of radishes and headed towards the kitchen, shaking dirt from them as he went. “If you can see anything in that thing I need to know about it, metal-wiz.”

“Why?” Aaron asked.

“Because it just got returned to me.” Cerberus grumbled as he headed towards the kitchen. “By another wizard. For being too magical to handle.”

  *

“You any good with floors?” Aaron had picked up his staff and wandered into the kitchen just behind Cerberus. He watched the ruckus greeting Henna and Cerberus had given each other grinning. A beaming Henna was already taking a bag of prime rotted muck to her favorite flowers outside the front of the tower, a gift from the dwarf.

Cerberus was also already sitting down at the table, munching a radish. He didn’t seem bothered by the spice in it at all.

That was amazing. By Aaron, witching herbs had a few things in common. They smelt bad, tasted vile, had odd effects on you and were very thirsty things; and they had almost surrounded his tower. Henna was encouraging them any way she could, mostly by getting Aaron to water them twice daily.

Aaron was all in favor of the more traditional tower-surrounded-by-poisoned-thorns around their home; they didn’t need tending. They discouraged invaders better too, but he’d gotten voted down. “We need a couple floors up there, dwarf.” Aaron grunted, nodding at the empty space in the tower next door. “And some stairs. You gonna be any help?”

“You need more than floors. A good mason might help some.” Cerberus grunted uneasily back at him. “They’re cheap. Really cheap. Why do you think I’m mining dragon-crap, wizard? There’s more money in it. But what you really need here is a crew. Apprentices carry rock around for masters. Masters chisel and fit, they don’t argue rock out of the ground and push it thirty feet into the air a hundred pounds at a time. All day long.”

“That’s if you really want stone. Might be able to hoist a few timbers up there. It’d be fun getting that many dry trees up this hill, tho.” The dwarf added absently. “Try asking a carpenter about that, not a mason.”

“Blast. This is junk. The old witch would love it. Henna likes semi-precious stones, not this stuff.” Aaron dropped the gewgaw on the table and watched it rattle to a stop.“And flowers. Not enough metal, stone or magic in this to make it worth anything. Where’s the problem?”

“Somewhere in there. It sat in a dragon’s hoard for centuries, then got returned by the buyer because it made too much trouble for him.” Cerberus eyed the small thing gleaming in the gloom of the kitchen and sighed. “That’s all I know.”

“Don’t show it to…” A squeal of delight rang in Aaron’s ears long before he finished his sentence. “Henna.” He finished gloomily, nodding at his witch-wife as she reappeared in the kitchen door, eyes on the bauble. “Look, dear. Our small friend here is showing us some deadly maniac junk. A magic one, too.”

“Let’s feed him.” He added as Cerberus helped himself to another radish. Aaron glared murder at him. “And do some free witch-and-wizard magic for the adorable little pest and his magic sword.”

“Weird.” Cerberus grunted at Henna, nodding at the gewgaw while munching radish.

“Oh.” Henna nodded knowingly. “We help him. Warm up your staff, Aaron. If everything that comes out the gate is contaminated, we need to know. Anything, really. My garden especially.” Henna looked over the rapidly diminishing pile of radishes on her table. “And we need a couple more radishes too. They’re for soup.”

“Oh joy. Yes, dear. Show him your new poster, why don’t you?” Aaron sighed and reached for his staff again. Even when gardening, it was never very far from him. “Maybe Cerberus knows something about it we don’t.”

  *

“Look elder, the way of the rat. Again, blast it.”

The young girl trying to make time with her friends at the table next to her seemed to depress Hedra, the second-most powerful witch in Gatetown. The most powerful witch in all of Holmwood, according to her. The old witch of the mountain and Henna had other opinions about that. She was arguably the best connected. She was the resident healer for one of the more influential religious groups in town.

“What rat?” The reaction from her old, male companion seemed startled. “Where? I hate rats.”

“Relax. Dwarfs mine, trolls tunnel and townies live the way of the rat.” Hedra explained in a quiet tone. “Politics is their only concern, it’s how they move. Stories get spread, gossip slathered and raids snuck. See that girl? She’s trying to score on something in a witch-way. With catnip.”

That got an annoyed glance at the table in question from her tea-side gossip. It seemed full of young girls all chattering to each other at once. “What rat, Hedra? Where is it?” He repeated desperately.

“Look around.” Hedra sighed and looked away, down the street. “That girl there. Blondie. She’s trying to make time with a local tom.” She murmured quietly to him. “With catnip.”

“Tom who?” That got a puzzled tone and a shudder. “Catnip?”

Hedra seemed exasperated. “Catnip attracts witches, old fool. She’s arranging a moon-meet at a catnip patch. Her own harvest, probably. To get something or maybe just score a hold.”

“Huh. Or have some fun. Sounds like any other young girl to me. Catnip smells pretty bad, that scent would cover a lot of moon-lit sins.” The old man said doubtfully. He reached into a pocket and took out a short pipe. After trying to fire it up a few times and always missing the end of it, he gave up and switched to a long-stemmed pipe, where he could still focus on the more distant bowl.

“She’s making moves, magic ones. Around here, you’re born into place, marry into position or spend your life trying to claw action out of the night. That’s witch-work she’s trying over there, trust me.” Hedra seemed sure of herself. “Warlording, girl-style. Alluring things. Kitten-caboodle time. With spices and spells.”

“Catnip.” Disbelief was evident across the table from Hedra in the puffs of smoke from the pipe. “The way of the rat with catnip in. Sounds like this might cure itself to me.”

“That’s the problem. Catnip attracts witches, old man. There’s a spell that goes with picking nip in moonlight. A love-spell on guys.” Hedra sighed unhappily. “Girls! When wiles don’t work, blackmail doesn’t and you still want, witching moves get tried. That girl is getting dangerous, trust me. I think it’s Mel’s helper.”

“Ha. Crones make up gossip around here; that young one there is just trying to be some. Maybe.” The elder grunted in answer to her, unhappy. Hedra glared quiet murder at him. “A witch. Holding bees till sunset is a pleasant afternoon. Warm grass and all that. Drones beeline to the hive at sunset. You sure she’s given up on being a honey?” He sighed in resignation, looking around again and chewing on the pipe-stem thoughtfully.

“Yes.” Hedra seemed positive of it. “Trust me, I know her type. Her scandals didn’t, her moves fouled out, and poisoning the ‘well, well, well’ gossip just tingled the competition. She’s trying witchery now.”

“Listen, elder. If several other boys were out tonight…” She said meaningfully to the old man she was teaing with.

That got a surprised blink, then a yellow grin. “She might end up having a lot more fun that she intended.” The old man grinned and snickered into his pipe. “Especially if they got there first and were waiting for her.”

“Keep them down-wind, it’s quieter. Moonrise is early, an hour after dark. It’s full tonight. She’ll be headed towards fresher graves in the cemetery, probably.” Hedra seemed satisfied with her work today. “Last year’s. Send boys you aren’t fond of, rough ones. I don’t want her trying this again.”

“Fine.” The old man paused and seemed to think a bit. “It would work, would it? Whatever she wants to try.” The crumbly senior hastily amended as Hedra glared at him again.

“Only if you want to spend the rest of your life keeping the spell alive.” Hedra answered slowly. “That’s something most of them never learn. You work the rest of your life to hold these scores.”

“Done. There be a few louts waiting for her.” The old man promised. “She won’t be sitting much tomorrow, rest assured.”

“Perfect.” Hedra smiled happily. “She’s all moves and no work. This should teach her loyalty, or at least obedience. At least I hope it does.”

“Or how to leave her troubles behind and get to a witching school. And what are you to do?” The old man peered at the witch, unsettled. “What do you do in all this?”

Hedra grinned. “Dig graves, old man. The only persons worse at keeping secrets than young boys are young girls. I go over there and sell them some more rope, of course.” Hedra smiled brightly at the old man as she got up from the table. “And drop a few warnings about over-doing things. I’ll let you know if they think anything else is worth getting into. If I have to.”

“And leave nothing but rubble and garbage behind you.” The old man sighed and relaxed a bit. “Works for me, Witch Hedra. There’s a good market for rubble these sad days.”

“And I’ll get to see just how cunning this particular rat is.” Hedra murmured, more to herself than anyone else. “She might make good use of things, but there’s danger in everything. If she can use this…”

  *

“He made a fishpond out of the tunnel-pit, you say? Wow.” Mel’s blond hair got shaken in gentle disbelief, but she didn’t stop sewing the gash in the leg she was currently treating. The apprentice labor she was treating seemed grateful at that but winced every time the needle hit flesh anyway. “Stop twitching and look over there. I need to concentrate on this.” She ordered him.

Even with the slightly adulterated wine she had used to clean the wound, this was still messy work. The wooden cup the apprentice was sipping helped, he was relaxing and getting very chatty now. Gatetown’s third witch grinned to herself as she worked. The underground news, naturally.

“And in the basement. It’d be one of the new tunnels some troll made.” There was a weary sigh from the apprentice. “Dwarfs mine, trolls tunnel at random, gangs rat. The mess that last crew about town left is unbelievable enough up here. What they left below is even worse.”

“That’s why the roads occasionally collapse.” Mel giggled happily and raised her chest as she inhaled and concentrated on sewing skin together. It refocused the apprentice’s attention considerably. “I thought they were sink-holes. Instead, we get mystery pits in the tunnels and fishponds down below.”

Her smile seemed to encourage the laborer into yakking. “Mostly down by the river, mistress. Waterproof these places aren’t. Trolls don’t build very well.”

“Don’t watch this, look over there. Are the tunnels connected? That might be handy in winter.” Mel asked absentmindedly, jabbing the needle in again. There was a wince and the apprentice’s eyes returned to Mel and her work. She perked up slightly at that and the wound got ignored.

“Only accidentally, or unofficially connected, ma’am. Privately. It’s dangerous down there, more than falling rocks or collapsing tunnels. Some gangs are running around down walling homes off, and people are burglar-proofing their homes themselves. They might have more than a few secret ways by now.”

There was a wince as the needle bit. “See, most tunnels down there run blind. Different levels, directions and using strange materials.” And a quiet shudder from the apprentice. “Troll work, mostly. Connecting them together is pure blind luck. Some people filled them with garbage, some are crypts, dead storage, some have gangs hiding in them. Most are dead ends. Smugglers use them, mostly.”

“Some are ponds.” Mel stopped her sewing and lathered a salve over the wound, using leaves as a bandage and tying them into place with a vine.

“Yeah. Surprise pits in the dark were bad enough, now they have hungry fish in them too.” They were good leaves. They did things other than keep dirt out, things the apprentice didn’t need to know about. Mel smiled happily as she finished up.

The apprentice’s wife had been complaining about being neglected recently, according to the gossip. If the apprentice went home now, she’d be complaining about being sore tomorrow. Whatever happened, the apprentice would not be concerned about the little chat he’d had with a local healing witch. He’d be busy indulging more primitive impulses.

“We’re done. Go home, drink a lot, rest. Replace the blood you lost. Tomorrow you’ll be fine.” Mel nattered at the apprentice as she cleaned up. “You can bring me a few fish if you like, that’ll do. The land provides.”

“Our eternal goddess. Thanks, Mistress Mel. I’ll do that.” The apprentice grinned happily at her and left, limping on a wounded leg. He did stagger a bit as he left and Mel just smiled at him, hoping he made it all the way home before the leaves kicked in.

Or there’d be another scandal at the tavern today too.

  *

“It’s vampire.”

“Yes, but a weird one.” Cerberus Henna and Aaron had puzzled over the misbehaving artifact as well as they could. Some serious staff-work had gotten results. There was no reason a magic-user would return a magical item as unusable, no matter what.

Even things that tended to explode had uses. Sinister ones, but uses.

“Test this! It sucks up power. Being around a dragon all that time made it this way.” Cerberus seemed fascinated by their conclusions. Aaron’s staff had helped with the research. “The only way to survive. Hey, this explains the weird visitors always you get around here and why there’s so little left in the crap at my place. Your tower attracts magic-users and the only ones that can stay in this kind of power-soup are vamps. Dragon ones. Even my junk.”

“Everyone charges up and leaves as soon things start getting painful. Too much energy makes the weaker ones explode immediately. The only ones that can stay here are vamps.” Cerberus repeated to himself in a musing tone. “Neat.”

“And you two, of course.” Cerberus blushed at bit. “I’m not saying you two are vampires. Maybe you have got another way of handling all the juice around here.”

“I just ignore it. The second or third time you get struck by lighting, you get used to massive bursts. Plus I’m a dragon-wizard anyway. But if this thing just sucks up energy, where does it go?” Aaron looked the poster over carefully. “I can see what happens to this thing. You charge it up, hang it in a church and it leaks power till it’s just parchment again. Handy little trait for a religious poster, automatic magic in art form. The monk will be back to steal it in a few days, I bet. Then try to sell it as a holy relic.”

“It came from the Gate, did it?” Cerberus nodded sourly. He sold a variety of odds and ends these days, whatever he could dig out of the manure pile. “A night-watcher.” He opined. “They lurk a bit these days, looking for finds.”

“My radishes do not explode.” Henna said defensively, joining in the conversation. Aaron snorted at that. “And the beets are just fine.”

“Well, our barley did go a little haywire.” She admitted carefully. That got a smothered snurf from Aaron. It’d been the wild oats that caused the problems, not the barley. He hadn’t told Henna it was being used to make beer right now. One of the previous little incidents at the tower had left a still or two out back as well as a couple metal kilns lying about. Aaron was making sly use of them now.

“You did have to seed two or three times to get a decent crop growing, Henna.” Aaron corrected her. “We’re selecting for people and things that can handle power around here, more or less accidentally. And we’re attracting hungry magicals.”

“Who charge up and leave. If they don’t leave, they explode. Interesting.” Cerberus looked around the kitchen. “Humph. Unless this little broach does something else instead, right? The Singing Tower would make a great hotel, wizard. Or an Inn. You might have a small problem with exploding guests, tho.”

“Or travelers that can’t stand the place period.” Henna stuck in. “No, Cerberus. We are not renting out space to power-hungry here. That sounds really, really stupid to me.”

“Then sooner or later they’ll be on their way here to take it from you by force.” Cerberus grunted at her. “That sounds about normal to me.”

“It doesn’t do anything else yet, trust me. Our rag-tag nobles will steer well clear of a wizard who has dragons visit on a regular basis. Great. What kind of tree-wood do I use for floors now? We’d need the pups back here to align force flows or the floors will just charge up and explode.” Aaron seemed a little distressed. “On second thought, wood won’t make it past the first lightning strike, would it? It’d burn. Explode. Or just fill the place with smoke. Great, just great. What kind of stuff channels and stores power? How do I get some up there?”

“Let me worry about that.” Henna laid a hand on Aaron’s arm. “You think of what kind of children we’ll have around here instead.”

“Kids? They probably won’t be able to live anywhere else.” Aaron grumped out in a Stoic manner, after thinking for a second or two. “Or if it’s too painful for them here, they might have to go live in town. If we’re lucky.”

“Wow. Or they might end up more powerful than both of us.” He admitted slowly, thinking. “If we can teach them how to use the energy around here. Or they might learn something from the pups, too.”

“Hold on. The magical that got this lost everything and returned it to you.” Pulling on his beard, Aaron looked thoughtful and glanced at Cerberus. “For a refund?”

“No refunds. No one argues with a magic sword.” Cerberus replied automatically. “Well, a bit of one.” He finally confessed as they stared at him. “He had a sword at my throat.” He admitted painfully. “From the back. Snuck up behind me and made me pay him back right on the spot.”

“Oh. Dragon battery for a dragon-battery.” The puzzle of the jewelry seemed to please Henna. “This thing is still charging up. Wait a sec… How long till everyone has to come back here after they get energized?”

“Not long, I’m betting. My sword, Estlana. Your sword, Fang-claw. Mindy’s Wind-singer, or Wind-song. All dragon-named here. Plus the out-world sword Ali has.” Aaron looked off into space. “Mine you can’t tell about, Or Cerberus’s. How much will power will Mindy use and how fast, do you think? Henna?”

“Ali I’m not worried about. He’s not a magic user.” He added absently to Cerberus. “He couldn’t turn barley into beer.”

“Neither am I.” Cerberus stuck in. “But we did use dragon-glass making these things. Glass? Eventually they’ll get to full charge if they stay around. Even mine.”

“It was getting dragon-named that did, this, I’m sure. Your sword is buried somewhere. Mine is on my belt. How long before Mindy figures out she has to come back to the Singing Tower to recharge Wind-song?” Cerberus wondered carefully. “Me, I don’t use the sword at all. There’s not much call for it at the gate-mine except at night.”

“Is that what you called that shat-heap over there at the old gate? My mind?” Aaron ducked swipes from both Henna and Cerberus at that, giggling to himself.

“It sells by the cartload, Aaron. You only have to scare the sneak-thieves and tourists off.” Cerberus said calmly, giving him a dirty look. “Easy work. Guess what else glows in the dark. Maybe I should tell people to run it by this place for a free extra charge.”

“Great. Exploding manure carts, just what we need around here.” Aaron glared at his small friend. “Maybe smelly boiling ones. Please, don’t mention it. We have enough trouble here as it is.”

“Our other problem with guests will be the ones that get disappointed.” Henna mused to herself. “More power means more work, not less. The lazy that come here looking for the easy way out will get very disappointed in the results.”

“And want to take it out on us.” Aaron agreed glumly. “Probably.”

“Well, we need floors in here long before we try anything else. More radish soup, anyone?” Henna asked brightly after they stared at the still glowing broach. “We’ll think of something. Eventually. Maybe when we figure out what these things do when they get charged up.”

“Yeah. Wonderful way to find that out. Watch what it does to you. Say, what am I going to do when I get charged up?” Aaron asked nervously. “Or my sword? My staff? And what’s powering us, earth magic, dragon power or stray lighting bolts?”

“I don’t think you need to worry about earth magic. You still kill more plants that you grow.” Henna pointed out carefully. “Let’s put a sword on the rooftop and see what happens when lighting strikes it a few times.”

“As long as I don’t have to hold it up there myself.” Aaron slowly agreed. “The pups would get a real chuckle out of that.”

“So would I.” Cerberus the dwarf grinned. “In fact, we can use mine too. Mine downstairs, yours up. Agreed?”

“Agreed, then. One sword on the rooftop, one sword by the well where the earth grounds come in. We’ll see what happens after a storm.” Aaron picked up his staff and looked outside the kitchen. “With a small charge-spell on them too. Maybe you could leave Fang-claw in the smelter down there for a while instead.”

“We try grounding it first. Maybe they’ll discharge instead of powering up.” Henna smiled brightly at the two men in her kitchen. “Now, who wants to walk up to the roof?”

  *

“Of course she’ll be out for vengeance. That’s the way the game is played.” Hedra smirked at her dwarf boyfriend, Ambler the alchemist. “It is not enough that I win; everyone else has to lose, and lose everything.” She quoted to him. “Everything is politics to a rat. Basic tactics. Besides, she knows I want her gone so its pure self-defense. She’ll be out for blood.”

“Yours, I hope. I like mine where it is. Plus she has her own gang now.” The dwarf seemed unhappy now and scratched at the stains on his sleeves unhappily. “That’ll complicate things a little.”

“More slave labor in the mines is always welcome. Around here, pounding more sand into rat-holes.” The prospect of being targeted by assassins didn’t seem to bother Hedra much. She beamed at her dwarf boyfriend. “The way of the rat. Learn to do anything with anything. Smart girl there, this might be fun. She’s been prepping for days and those fool boys walked right into it.”

“You sent those fool boys there.” Ambler rumbled at her.

“In a manner of speaking.” Hedra sighed in exasperation. “Anyway, she witched thru it, got a gang and has good reason to come after me. I wonder if the girl is silly enough to try that in public.”

The dwarf shuddered. “No, that’s the Coup de Grâce. Trust me, she’ll be trying to wear you down first. The killing stroke will be as public as she can make it, tho.” The alchemist shuddered. “I served under a female general once. Not anyone you want after you. The things she did to her enemies after she won!”

“When she got her claws on them, that is.” The dwarf shuddered again. Hedra gave him a questioning look. “Something about killing her kids. I think.” He said quietly. “The town stank for weeks afterward and it wasn’t me that time. She had a lot of hate stored up.”

“Anyway, Ambler. This girl. She might try getting some help from the old witch and Harvey. Mel? I don’t think so. I wonder if those two are stupid enough to try war-training her. That old woman would do anything that looks like fun.” Hedra went on. She seemed to make a quick decision. “Come on, short stuff. It’s time to plan a tunnel-tramp. Taking one out, that is.”

“Joy. What have you got in mind?” The dwarf asked suspiciously. “Putting something fairly explosive in Harvey’s basement? I can do that.”

“No. We just use the tunnels to sneak over there and listen in on them. I might send them a message to discuss first so we can hear their reactions from down there.”

“First problem. We. I have to find a way over there first.” Ambler shuddered again. “The easy way to do that is to start from just outside their house. Anything else gets iffy real fast down there, Hedra. And crowded, the tunnels are a mess these days. Deadly and in more ways than one.”

“You don’t know the underground.” The dwarf whined as Hedra glared at him. “There’s crummy troll tunnels falling in everywhere; the better ones smugglers use and they’re real grumpy about visitor-types. Unfortunately, most go nowhere. Some got connected to various other stuff and you don’t want to know what. Old, damp, wet rotting underground stuff. Gangs use tunnels to smuggle a lot these days too.”

“And gangs don’t want anyone else to even know the tunnels exist. Oh. I understand.” Hedra went quiet. “This will be a secret trip, Ok then? We can start from the church, if you want.”

“And go where in the dark? Better give me a week to find a way thru first.” Ambler grumbled, still unhappy. “And find the quiet times down here. It’s a maze underground, Hedra. Water-traps. Pitfalls. Gangs. Deadends. Witches. Old yuck. Falling walls. And it’s dark.”

“Buy a map from someone. Just avoid the new witch-gang setting up shop near the river. The apprentice’s. They’ll fish from the water. Everyone has to eat.” Hedra told the dwarf quickly. “It’s a good place to hide and lets them get away fast if there’s trouble.”

“Plus it’s close to everything fun, like taverns and smuggler gangs. Wait, hide?” Ambler looked puzzled. “She isn’t hiding. She lives with her parents and has a wedding planned for next month. Tom somebody, I hear.” The dwarf seemed confused. “Are you sure we’re talking about the same girl?”

“We are. Until she gets her own home, she’ll need a place for her power. The tunnels are there. That’s where she’ll be, or where her power will be centered. Trust me.” Quit determination seemed to flow from Hedra.

“Avoiding people down there will be very difficult.” The dwarf muttered. “There’s only so many tunnels that actually do anything and they’re jealously guarded. The rest are traps.”

“I’m fairly sure Harvey has a locked door down there. People moving cheap goods around is something he wouldn’t be able to resist for very long.” The grin from witch Hedra was evil. “The real problem will be listening in on them without alerting the old witch. She really likes her magics, the old fool.”

“Is anyone going to try any raids on us? Our stuff?” The dwarf seemed nervous. “I do have properties to protect.”

“A new cement with no customers. A new leather and no hides. Dwarf cures with precious few sick dwarfs about.” Hedra snorted in disgust. “No. I don’t think these kids will be taking anything that involves work. Or waiting. Not yet, not for a while. Just quick scores.”

“So what will they raid for? Money, power, fame? Vengeance?” The dwarf glanced at his witch and still seemed unhappy. “Other than you, that is.” He added. “You’ll get targeted after they set up, right? So what is this witch going after first?”

“A base. Then she’ll explore to see what they get at. Then they’ll raid, then power up and attack me. Just avoid the river-ways for now, Ambler. Letting them collect treasures will make them a target. The problem might get cured for us, if we’re lucky.” Hedra grinned then started to giggle. It got away from her and was sounding cackle-ish by the end of it.

“Silly girl. She has power now and will want to use it. I wonder if she’s foolish enough to try stealing from another gang?” The witch mused to herself.

“I thought you witches were planning to train up another apprentice. Why try to scare this one off now?” Ambler whined. Being Hedra’s boyfriend was a nerve-wracking experience. This one was starting to look like a dangerous enterprise and he could not shake her from snooping around.

“Everyone left town, there’s no traffic anymore. We don’t need new witches muddying the waters around here. Even if Henna stays out at the tower and has kids, she’s close enough to draw a lot of money her way. We don’t need another witch in Gatetown.” Hedra snarled, unhappy. Money was always a problem with her.

“Holmwood.” Ambler grunted unhappily and started grinding his teeth. The apprentice-witch idea had sounded good to him. And as usual, Hedra was throwing him right into their teeth of their enemies and daring them to do anything about it.

He was getting tired of that. Throwing apprentices out there instead had sounded like a good idea to him and Hedra was now dead-set against them.

  *

“The way of the rat. ‘I can do anything with anything.’” Mel giggled to herself as she put the finishing touches on the morning-meeting witch’s tea. She struggled thru the note Henna had sent them. “Huh. Like they have a choice. ‘Do something! Anything!’ is closer to what they mean, I think.”

“The next line goes ‘Each to their ability and needs makes a feudal-village commune.’”

“Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?” The old witch was a little more puzzled than usual, which put her to near-raving. Mel sighed and smiled at the old woman as she stopped and drizzled more honey in the tea. “Has Henna gone preggers-insane again?” The old witch muttered. “You rat your way out of the shait-pit or learn to make lynch-moves. That’s the way of the rat.”

“I tribe.” She added thoughtfully. “I think. Not ratting out.”

“I dunno. Managing Management? Henna sent you this note. She says a new wall poster is driving her crazy with this kind of stuff.” Mel shrugged again. “It’s new. She gets some from Aaron’s staff too. The wizardly over-view not helping there, I guess. Plus a new vamp problem, and the Singing Tower is charging up with magics.”

“She wants to know what we think. I don’t recognize ANY of this.” The old witch complained. “My people stand in front of migrating herds and call it god’s will. Or lunch. Perfect. This?”

“Neither do I, but I might have to get someone to explain the hard parts of this letter.” Mel giggled again. “‘Like want need.’ Should should? Argh. Enough. Well, old witch? Are we ready for some pure applied witchery today? Local stuff?”

“I miss Henna and Hedra sitting in on these meetings.” The old witch of the mountain looked over the porch in the cool morning air and sighed. “Hedra is off on one of her mad witch-hunts again. An apprentice-witch she doesn’t like. Maybe one of us should go visit her.” She offered that news to Mel in a quiet way. “Someone who isn’t afraid to accidentally use a new poster as a fire-starter under her if need be.”

“Fine.” Mel answered sweetly. “I know. Hedra would use that to put a fire under someone else, tho. Let’s talk about what happened in town recently first.”

The old witch of the mountain shrugged idly, bored. “Oh, the usual. Girls luring guys into catnip patches. A good move. They get a cat if they don’t get a husband.” She snorted to herself. “We called it dewing-it when we were young. The night cools fast sometimes and wet grass makes for a slippery time. And a free bath.”

“Ah.” Mel pouted a little. “Rolling over into the wet spot at a whole new level. Been there, done that. Hedra is bored so she’s hunting down and hurting anything that looks like it might bother her one day, young girls now. My helper, in fact. Anything else?”

The old woman sighed, remembering. “An old level, actually. Other stuff? Smugglers want weed. There still isn’t enough food in town for everyone.” The old witch offered, looking off into space. “Everyone is developing new friends, apparently and no one is buying.”

“As usual, Hedra and her stupid dwarf boyfriend have troubles. The frustrated alchemist.” The old witch sniffed. “He’s still looking for a steady seller, the fool; and the needs change every few weeks around here. A hot item escapes him yet.”

“The circle of life is pie in the face.” Mel agreed with the old woman.

“The circle of seasons is spice.” The old woman answered. “Pull the wagons into a circle, the gods are back; and with the big doughnut. “

“Ah, Ok.” Mel blinked at the last outburst. “You might visit Henna and see what vamps are out there are. Or what she’s talking about. She might need something, tho a dragon-tower probably has all the magic it needs.” Mel went on eyes just a little wider than usual. “I’ll talk to Hedra about smugglers.”

“Forget Hedra. I’ll ask the smugglers if they need a travelling witch.” The old woman perked up. “Or a camp-follower, Hedra has one she’s trying to get rid of. You find out what you can, or Harvey might for us. He is a merchant and who knows, they might have something interesting coming in down there.”

“All the usual.” Mel sighed. “I think the smugglers are going to be more of a problem than Henna’s new vamps.”

“I think Hedra will turn the town against witches if she isn’t careful.” The old woman opined, looked annoyed. “Going after the cute, popular girls? That’ll make a lot of people angry.”

“I don’t worry about angry guys.” Mel said abstractedly, automatically inhaling a bit and grinning to herself. “I like them.”

“That might change if the town decides to start burning witches again.” The old woman shuddered. “It’s been tried before. Makes for a bad weekend when they do.”

“My place won’t burn if they poured oil on it.” Mel sniffed in annoyance. “There’s lots of damp wood and besides, it’s right beside a tavern. They won’t dare.”

  *

“I yelled ‘good-winds’ to them. In dragon, after they flamed the sword. It’s a traditional greeting.” Aaron seemed a little upset and was absently watching the visiting dragon-pups wolf down fresh radishes with apparent relish. The relish was almost as hot as the radishes, minced greenery with spices. Aaron had been hoping it fermented, but nothing seemed able to live in jar that held it yet.

Spice-wine in winter would be a good thing, even pepper beer. Aaron himself was still smoking from the ears, and both his staff and his sword were glowing brightly. He didn’t seemed harmed by the lightening bolt, dragon fire and earth-surge that just gone thru his sword.

And him. He’d been holding it at the time. “‘Nice fart.’ is the translation I got.” Henna glared at Aaron. She was speaking very loudly for his benefit. “Really, Aaron. The pups flew by and blasted your sword with dragon-fire for you. Is that any way to thank them?”

“Yes.” Aaron shuddered a little and shook his head. The walk down from the roof had helped him recover a little, but he’d been playing magic-tag with the pups all the way. Till Henna had offered them some fresh radishes, that is.

“Yes, it is. They laughed. ‘Happy landings!’ can also get translated as ‘stick it!’, dear. You know I didn’t even get the sword into place up there before the lightening struck. Grounding Cerberus and Fang-claw in the basement first was a mistake.” Aaron sighed and groaned a little, trying to relax. “The tower had been calling lightening for a long while by the time I arrived up there.”

“It didn’t do your sword any harm.” Henna looked at the smoldering robes Aaron was still wearing, his now brightly-glowing sword at his side. It didn’t look hot. She sighed heavily as she looked at Aaron. His pupils had reverted to dragon slits again, green cat’s eyes and that hadn’t worn off yet. Aaron was still getting rowdy with the pups too, the other magic pupils around here, offering to wrestle them for the radishes. They were giggling at him.

Giggling in a very dragonish way and she did not want to encourage him. He got bad enough on his own these days. Henna sighed. Today she’d hand a radish smeared with relish to a pup and they’d hiss a warning at Aaron, then start munching. They were having a great time.

“You grow any more scales, dragon-wizard and you learn to sleep alone. You hear me, Aaron?” She warned him. Aaron gagged and reluctantly sipped the tea she’d made up for him, still watching the pups eat and shuddering at how much they were enjoying the radishes. Henna relaxed a bit at that. There had been the one morning he’s eaten a horseradish and not noticed it, but so far he was avoiding the hotter foods. Very un-dragonish behavior, but a good sign.

“It was another weird end to the day up there.” Aaron complained, patting smoke out of his hair and shaking his head again. “Ow. First I lifted the sword to get it into the drying rack. Grounding magic tore thru me and up into the sky; that was the yodeling you heard. It hurt so much I almost dropped my staff. Man! Like having your feet invaded by fire-vines. Then lightening came back down in answer and hit the sword I was holding.”

Henna nodded. “It boomed. I heard that and a weird gurking noise. The rack blew up about then, right?” She smiled and leaning over, picked a small dead charcoal out of Aaron’s hair for him. “The pups flew by, flamed you, then ate the coals, right?” Henna added, brushing more coal off as she grinned at the pups. “Hitting you with pure dragon magic. What was the pounding mixed with yipping noise?”

“Yeah, pups, the little mutants. All at the same time, and one at a time. There are three of them.” Aaron added absently. “I was banging my staff into the roof every time they zapped me. Zapped the sword, that is. The sword stayed up tho; the magic just drained thru the sword, me and into the tower. It seemed to make them laugh a lot.”

“You dance funny, Unc Aaron.” One of the pups offered in a sleepy way. “Around your staff like that. It was funny.”

“Yeah. We need a new rack up there, by the way.” Aaron told Henna. “They ate the old one while it was burning. Stray magics of one kind or another got there.” He explained. “I don’t know which, there were sparks jumping between my eyebrows almost the whole time. They make it hard to see.”

“Lightening-charred wood is tasty, according to the pups.” Henna looked at the pups lovingly. “The little darlings. Look, they’re falling asleep. Isn’t that adorable?”

“You make good food here, Aunty.” One of the pups murmured at her. Aaron thought it was one female pup. “Yeah.” Came a happy, grunted agreement. “Really good. Hot cold food. Witches sure are tricky.”

“Yes dear. We are.” Henna was almost clapping her hands and doing the ‘ee’ dance again. Aaron sighed resignation.

“They just ate, right? Twice.” Aaron grunted in resigned annoyance. “Ok, the pups are asleep or getting there, we can ignore them for an hour or two. Where’s Cerberus?”

“Still in the basement. He put some junk into the kiln before things got started. After you left to climb up to the roof.” Henna said absently. You could see her resisting the impulse to bounce on her toes again as she watched the pups settle. “Emptied his pockets to do it. Wood, glass scraps and a couple coins, all from his dragon-hoard. We hung the poster down there too. He was watching the kiln and wants to know what comes out this time.”

“I hope they were copper coins.” Aaron grunted. “Trust me on that one.”

“Anyway, he started hooting a lot as things got underway. Says there’s a good melt going on down there right now, whatever that is. And you don’t need any torches or lamps down there at all, his sword is glowing bright too.” Henna went on.

“Oh. Mixing molten metal is a pain. And kinda dangerous.” Aaron grunted, adjusting his neck and listening to it crack unhappily. “Keep wet things well away from it, they explode when mixed together. Like soup, you try to even a melt out as best you can with spices; and it’s really, really hot. Hard to get close to. Maybe I should go look in.”

“I think he knows the difference between a dry and wet mold. If he has a sand-mold down there at all. Maybe you should go look, tho. Take your staff and sword.” Henna watched Aaron nod, stagger up and head down into the basement carefully, then she went over to tuck the pups in. “Tell Masina where the pups are if you can. She might be worried about them.” She called over to him.

“Ha. I won’t be.” Aaron snorted, more to himself than anything else. “Anyone who tangles with a dragon deserves what happens to them, even a dragon-pup. But I’ll tell her.”

  *

Hedra was not pleased with her sopping wet boyfriend drizzling water on her floor and he was equally unhappy with her planning.

“The tunnels? They’re dark. There’s pits down there; pits with monsters in them. Lots of sharp teeth.” Ambler snarled at her as he shed damp clothes and wrung out his beard. Hedra grimaced at the mess he was making unhappily. “Lamps don’t work well underwater and wet matches are hard to light. After ten minutes down there and I was so lost I was lucky I didn’t crawl up under the main alter.”

“In fact, after trying to stop whatever lives in the water… and I call it water loosely… from eating me I would’ve been happy to come up there.” Ambler went on. “‘Way too many people in town have decided that they’re never going to empty the outhouse again, Hedra. The new tunnels are sewage pits, full of smelly slime and garbage that hasn’t been changed recently. With teeth. Then things got hard.”

“You want to see? I can show you.” He said bitterly. “Pick an entrance. Any entrance at all. Follow the map, that’s how you get around. Only until the map dissolves, tho. Then watch the air. Easy work, you can almost cut the dark with a knife. Feel it yet? Watch the way the flame bends on your candle, got it?”
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