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chapter 1 three of them

“Hey, Tilly! Nice to see you. You too, Quickie.”

Bellowing cheerfully, Aaron waved his staff at the gliding dragon; a huge winged beast coming in for a landing in the backyard of his wizard-tower. The teenage land-witch riding dragon-back waved back at him dourly as the Singing-Tower chimed greetings at the arriving duo.

Both Tilly and the mid-sized dragon Quickie landing at the Singing Tower were welcome visitors. Dragons were big eaters; they usually provided their own meals and to spare when visiting.

Bloody ones, something Aaron’s wife Henna the tea-witch seemed to disapprove of instinctively. Dragon-wizard Aaron’s approval of them was just as fast and just as instinctive.

Tilly’s dragon was called Quickie this week and was empty-clawed today. The wizard of the keep grinned happily. That was even better news. Sometimes the dragon-pups took him hunting with them.

Well, the dragons called it hunting. Mostly it was a claws-first high-speed landing on anything they didn’t mind eating raw; sometimes a thing reduced a thin paste at the bottom of a deep hole if the attack was too fast, hard or on soft ground.

“Woo-hoo! We eat tonight dear!” Aaron called back towards the tower, leaning on his favorite magical tool, his wizard’s staff. “Tilly’s here on Quickie!”

“I know, the tower told Iris. She told me. Is anyone with her? Xerdria, our adopted elfin princess for instance?” Came back at him from the kitchen instantly. “I need to ask that elf something. Privately.”

“I have lots of news, Aunt Henna. We both do.” Till sighed out wearily as the dragon Quickie trotted to a halt on the clover and both nodded hello to the wizard. “Fun times, eh? Come on wizard, we’ll clue you in too.”

Aaron blanched, then the Wizard of Wizard’s hill glanced between his tower, his wife and his visitors dubiously.

“Right. Blast, I forgot. Three witches make a coven.” He eventually groused to himself. “Strike three. Henna, Tilly and my baby girl are in coven-session with dragon and tower backup. Rats! I don’t usually get chased out of my own home for at least a few minutes for visits.” He complained bitterly. “Witches or not.”

“Take some radishes to Cerberus, Aaron.” Henna chided the sulking wizard from a kitchen window. “But wait till we say hello first. RONNIE! After we find out what the news is, take your son with you.”

Ronnie popped his head out from his tower-top bedroom and seemed really pleased at what he saw. “Hey, Tilly! How are ya? Great to see you. And Quickie is smiling, so your flying has gotten better! Quickie! She treats you nice every day, right?” his voice squeaked a little here and there. “At least once?”

“Ah. Him. ‘Now take your top off, Tilly!’ should be his next line.” Tilly mentioned to Aaron with a weary sigh, rolling her eyes as Ronnie’s enthusiasm swept past her. “His voice only broke once, too. Your son is a pest, wizard.”

“That better not be part of the news. He’s your cousin.” Aaron growled ominously, tapping his staff with a thumb. Henna and Tilly exchanged knowing glances.

“Tilly’s father is Henna’s brother. They’re related.” Aaron added, in case anyone had forgotten.

“Better Tilly than the elf. Want Ronnie falling in love with his sister, wizard? The elf one.” Coming over to the two standing on the grass, Henna exchanged hugs, dragon-pats and generally made greetings to her nearer relatives and close friends. “Again.”

“Adopted sister. Xerdria is just a tricky magical whose influence Ronnie fell under as she grew up. I did ask her to stop in, Aunty.” Tilly finally confessed, seemingly embarrassed. “Mind?”

“Not at all.” Henna hushed her witch-niece. “It’s nice to hear you talk at all, really. And see anything of Xerdria. You can come in and help make three of four more dinners for the princess, in fact. Our elf is always hungry.”

“Hey! It’s barley-bacon stew today. That’s my favorite.” Aaron protested in anguish. “With fresh-ground peppercorn.”

“While Unc does a beer-run to Cerberus’s?” That came with a quiet dragon snorf and a hopeful look from Quickie. “Since he doesn’t have any here he’ll admit to. Please?” The dragon Quickie added contritely, looking between Aaron and Henna hopefully.

“No beer-hunting, that’s a story for another day. We hunt soul-food today instead, Quickie. There’s a crowd to feed.” Aaron stated grumpily.

“Ha. Neither you or your rider are old enough to drink yet anyway.” Stopping, Henna looked at the size of the dragon in her yard. “Err… Are you, Quickie? I was holding you in my lap just a few years ago.”

“They can. In moderation, since it would be impossible to stop them. Make them pay for it, tho. In gold.” Came a fast, deep whisper from the Singing Tower. It was Masina, the pup’s mother; someone who always seemed to know exactly what her pups were up to and had no qualms about putting her opinion out in any number of surprising ways.

Like thru the Singing Tower. Dragons were magical, after all. Masina usually used Aaron’s staff to relay orders and advice but was apparently catching up with the tower first today.

“Not many of them carry any cash yet, that’ll will slow them.” Masina added thoughtfully, after seeming to think a bit. Gold always did distract dragons. “There are no pockets on a dragon and no dragon that wants to give up gold for drink.”

“Hey, Masina.” The wizard nodded at the deep calm voice of the dragon-mother. “Should we call Rumble in? He might want to see Coldfire and Quickie. Possibly Iris, too. He will be carrying her soon enough.” Aaron asked thoughtfully. You could see the wizard was hoping to get in on the hunting party. “And Swish?”

“Swish is at Volcano-Lake chasing girls. So is Rumble. Somewhere I think you should send all the pups to do, wizard.” Masina went on severely. “Mine and yours. Pups and their riders. Let Coldfire get chased by boys instead of armies for a change. Have Quickie mingle with other dragons a while.”

“They all need to mingle a bit. Tilly, Xerdria and Ronnie too.” The dragon-mother added. “Iris, no. She can hardly magic yet, so it’s a little early for her.”

There was a dragonish poof and Cold-Fire suddenly appeared overhead, coming out of the sun with Xerdria on her back. The elf was, as usual, ready for war, wearing full armor and brandishing a sword like it was part of her arm. You could hardly see her pert little face under a huge winged helmet.

Elves are like that. Enthused. Using dress-up to cover a lack of size.

“I heard the call and have arrived.” The warrior-princess crowed triumphantly at the small crowd before her. Coldfire reared and did everything but gush dragon fire as she roared their arrival.

“What is it?” The elf finally asked, settling down and looking around. Her sword drooped and she seemed disappointed there was no open warfare at the tower. “What did you want?”

“It’s a picnic, dear.” Henna called out. “At Volcano-Lake, after a barley-bacon lunch and a hunt for supper. Masina seems to think Cold-Fire needs a day at the hot-springs; you’re invited too. To meet the other dragons there.”

“Oboy!” Sheathing her sword, Xerdria dismounted with a graceful flip that only rattled a little, Cold-Fire settling down on the grass beside her. “So where is everyone else?” She asked, pushing her helmet back and blinking up happily at the crowd as the elf shook her platinum grey hair loose.

“There already.” Henna mentioned quietly. “Setting up dragon-dates. Be warned.” Cold-Fire blinked alarm at that and so did Quickie.

Popping out of the tower Ronnie waved at Xerdria and trotted straight over to talk quietly to Tilly. The native-witch kept her head down and refused to meet the boy’s eyes, answering Ronnie only in quiet monosyllables; staying close to her dragon seem to be important to her too.

Quickie stayed glaring at the boy-teen like she wanted to roast him.

“Hot-springs? Volcano Lake? Good. I feel a shedding coming on.” Coldfire said musingly, casting her eyes skyward. “Hunt first. Just a moose or two. Sleep for a week. Then a hot soak in boiling rapids and swim out of an old skin. Wonderful!”

“And boys. If you do shed I want the skin, Cold-Fire.” Henna said instantly. “All of it Xerdria doesn’t use. Dragon-hide is great stuff, being magic-proof.”

“You know, I haven’t had to replace Aaron’s gown since I started using dragon-hide.” Henna went on wonderingly. “Just the liner occasionally. Water, fire and magic-proof. It even sheds sparks from his forge.”

“Don’t ask what his underwear is made of. One day I’ll make Aaron a new hat. The same day I make one for myself.” Henna went on quietly as Aaron started glaring at her. “Matching ones, just like…”

“Say, who does Ronnie ride with today Hen?” Aaron mused loudly to himself as he loudly looked around. Tilly was steadfastly refusing any of Ronnie’s murmured gambits to talk. Xerdria was watching that with a sad, wounded look on her face, her helmet tucked under one arm and leaning on Cold-Fire.

“Carry him? Not me.” Came from the elf flatly, glaring at the teenager. “He’s all hands when flying, even when he’s in front of you. Very distracting. Ronnie gets the carry-claw from us, if anything. Unwashed ones.”

“Not with Tilly either.” Henna added instantly, looking at the two of them. “And Ronnie’s mount is already out there. Ronnie, you idiot! Quickie looks ready to accidentally drop you already and you haven’t taken off yet. Settle down!”

“Can we hog-tie him to the saddle?” Came a dragon response. Coldfire and Quickie were already chatting something up in dragon and Quickie hardly even looked up to add that suggestion. “Laid out like meat suits him. Ronnie’s baggage this trip, right?”

“Yes. Good. That’ll teach him to be annoying.” Quickie added, narrowing her eyes as a snake-like neck twisted to glare at the teen boy. “Where’s Swish right now?”

“My son the seer and his dragon? Those two stampeded cattle into a church on a holy day.” Henna snapped in mock horror. “Then got caught. Seen. Witnessed, so they aren’t allowed to talk to one another for a month. Swish is there already.”

“Ronnie? He’s a perv. Better gag him too.” Tilly snapped, stomping away from Ronnie with a nasty glare back at him. The teenager started to blush as he realized everyone was mad at him. “I vote he rides hog-tied with Xerdria. Gagged. Claw-carried.”

Ronnie blanched quickly, seemingly horrified as everyone ganged up on him.

“No. Not with Xerdria! Please!” He started anxiously. “Barrel-rolls are the least of what she tries up there, trust me! That elf wants to wing-dance no matter how many times you fall off. Backing into a dragon-fart is her idea of a wake-up call.”

Seemingly more than a little desperate, Ronnie ignored Xerdria’s nasty little chuckling. “Please, no! You never spend any time in the saddle with her, even two miles up!”

“That’s the whole point, Grabby.” Henna chided her son. “The girls say you ride as baggage till you learn manners. Better manners. As a prop for Xerdria, her toy, baggage, claw-hold. Whatever. Learn to love what you’ve earned.”

“No. I don’t want to go.” Ronnie pulled his head up and looked around desperately. “Da, you know what Xerdria is like when she’s mad at you.”

“Our princess? Boy, do I ever. You don’t fight with her; I do. You’re going anyway Ronnie. We’ve been hearing stories about you.” Aaron started quietly, studying his staff thoughtfully. He leaned on it and looked at his son carefully.

“Time to learn better, lad. Your dragon is waiting there; he can bring you home after a bath and a frolic. There was some small mention of gold.” Aaron added, staring hard. “And a hunt, so this might take a day or two. Bring a supper.”

“Or we put you on tower-watch for a year or two instead, seer son-of-mine.” The wizard went on, looking at his staff again. “She’ll chime every time you even think of anything fun to do, then zap you. Even in your sleep, trust me. Want that instead?”

Ronnie looked torn. A few hours wrapped in the air with his old girlfriend, his tortured elf-sister and her miseries? With a dragon egging her on? Or locked in his room for a few decades.

“Ha! Thank you, Wizard-husband. You can have an afternoon nap as well as a morning one today. After the Iris-coven meets and we’ve all done lunch.” Henna broke in briskly, deciding the matter.

“A meet with elf and dragon help. Good.” Xerdria added, nodding and deliberately not looking at Ronnie anymore. “Did I hear anyone say barley-bacon with pepper?”

“No, princess. You did not.” Aaron grumped at his tiny adopted girl. “Unless you were sneaking around being invisible again.”

“That’s Ambrosia’s trick, da.” Xerdria added absently as Ronnie fumed protests at being treated like baggage. No one was paying any attention to him. “Not mine. Today is Tuesday, isn’t it? Barley, bacon and spice today. Peppers.”

“Not for him.” Henna added instantly. “We pack. Aaron has other work to do while everyone else gets fed enough for a long flight to the volcano. A few hours in the high winds even if they’re favorable to get there, right?”

“They are.” Cold-Fire sighed regretfully. “Pity we don’t have a store-room short-cut there.”

“Hey! Putting a door in the boiling-falls and rapids would be neat. Hot water comes out here, enemies step into hell and dragons there.” Xerdria said thoughtfully. “Into a surprise cook-pot, ha! A natural one. We might try that someday.”

“Or at least dump them into hot, fast rapids. Smelly water, remember. Oh, you are not heading to a dragon-camp wearing full armor today, Xerdria.” Aaron blinked and glared at his adopted daughter.

“I get tired of pounding scratches and sword-dings out; patching tooth-holes is definitely out. Cold-Fire won’t always be around to talk her friends out of trying for a taste.” The wizard went on absently, scratching his elbow.

“It needs adjusting anyway. Refitted.” The wizard went on, looking his elfling girl over a little more closely as she turned to snarl at him. “Shoulders. Chest enlarged. Your butt broadened.”

“Ha. You’re making that up.” Ronnie said bitterly. “Her chest hasn’t…”

A brisk dragon-tail in the stomach stopped that comment cold; Ronnie oofed and bent double. Xerdria looked at her companion gratefully as Ronnie stumbled back doubled-over, before returning to her impromptu staring contest with the wizard.

Cold-Fire decided to keep the peace as best she could today as the wizard and Elf flexed eye-strain misery at each other.

“Say, people? Ronnie does know being claw-carried under a dragon means streamlining, right? Someone warn the dumb kid up in high-winds his face might get stuffed in my oh-so-gassy butt for the whole trip if he’s not more careful.”

“Someone remind the poor spider-bait getting on any girl’s bad side means all sorts of trouble. A thousand petty treacheries. By surprise.” The dragon went on, drawling the words out. “We’ll have time to think and plan a few more all the way there.”

“Especially if we start trading suggestions two miles up. If we have to remind him to behave again before lunch, say.” The dragon went on coquettishly. “We’ll remind him again right after I drop him in the lake. The boiling one.”

“He has no cloak for wings. Man, you’re dead. Start behaving, boy.” Aaron sighed and shook his head. “Ronnie? Losing your lunch is the least of this one, son.”

“Oh, nice one! That can happen too. The fast winds can make you sea-sick sometimes.” Cold-Fire stopped and grinned at Ronnie. Having a dragon smile at you is a harrowing experience at the best of times, as they seem to be mostly huge sharp teeth and nasty magics.

Xerdria giggled and broke the deadlock. Ronnie was looking increasingly worried now.

The elf giggled a bit more at that. “Oh, all right. Wizard, please fix this suit while we’re gone. How did you know? And I refuse to tell you where it pinches. You’d fun me.” Keeping her back to Ronnie, Xerdria sighed theatrically, put her helmet down and started to shed the larger clunky pieces of her armor right there on the grass.

She had a plain white smock on underneath and her instant transformation from raging warrior to pretty elfin girl with her hair tied back was surprising even when you expected it.

Her white eyes were always a distraction. Ronnie seemed instantly smitten but shook it off fast. “Ma will give you new measurements in a minute.” The little elf added quickly, scratching her butt with a happy sigh. “If you insist on fixing this old thing up again.”

“Done. I have them already. Magic, elf. You should learn some.” The wizard smirked at his elfin daughter. “Save me a bite of lunch, please. Cold-Fire, Quickie? A couple small trees at the forge, please. Anything meaty you can catch, too. Ronnie, get the amour and come help me.”

With that, Aaron turned and poled his way to his forge, leaning on his staff while the smaller witch and elf females of the clan headed to the kitchen. Both dragons took to the skies to rip a few trees up for firewood and eat whatever tried to run away.

***

“She loved it.”

“She complains bitterly before, during and after, you bully you. Son, the only time those antics are allowed is when you want the girl to marry you.”

That got a dead-eyed look at his father from Ronnie. Ronnie was young yet.

“You can’t marry Tilly anyway, so give it up.” Aaron went on, pointing his staff into the air and firing off a flare, testing his fire magic. “To make it plain? Leave the girl alone or you’re dead meat, son. Got that? Both of them.”

Sighing, Aaron made a few adjustments to his forge, packing wood and such. The dragons were belching their way to the kitchen now, after a successful hunt.

“Tilly’s your cousin. Mindy will nail your hide to a tree on her mountain if you ever try anything again, even if she has to come here to get it. Tilly might nail it there first, actually.”

There was a sullen silence at that sage advice. Ronnie had not cornered a vicious animal yet, that was obvious. Or a mother defending her young.

That made the wizard laugh. “Well, you don’t have to listen to us, Ronnie. We could tell Mindy it’s open season on annoying seers and see what happens instead.” Aaron chuckled, mostly to himself.

“You might spend a century or two as a toad in her outhouse. A cold toad trying to duck a couple magic cats. Want to risk it?”

“But da!” The teenager protested.

“No buts. You’ve had too many elfin girlfriends, Ron. Ones who think any spell that helps is a good idea. Including that doctor one, Phoebe. Always going for the win.” The wizard chuckled and used his staff to tap vents, grinning in satisfaction.

“I’m just grateful you didn’t grow up with trolls or you’d have girls chained up in the tower right now. Or be trying to do that.” The wizard added absently.

“Listen, boy.” Aaron started as Ronnie blinked thoughtfully. “ANY of your old girlfriends can make certain you never bother anyone again if you try this; and you’d probably spent a few very painful centuries regretting being young and stupid first.”

“Most of their relatives are worse.” the wizard went on happily. “So keep your hands to yourself, Ronnie. Ask Mel which barmaids rent their date-time; talk to them. You’ll see what fooling around a lot gets you.”

Chuckling in an evil way, the wizard shook his head. “Son, you learned too much, too fast and on the wrong subject; but don’t tell your mother I said that. She wanted to birth you before marring me, then get her dowager. Paid for you, I guess. Her brother was involved somehow too. Bandits are weird.”

“Bandits have real grumpy relatives too. Anyway. You have no choice, son. Hands off or lose them.” Aaron went on. Ronnie sighed unhappily.

“Fine! I’ll ignore Tilly if Xerdria ignores me.” There was another deep teenage sigh. “Or a dragon might gnaw something off, I get it, I get it.”

“Now I know how Xerdria feels. Say, what do dwarves do for girlfriends?” Ronnie finally asked, after slumping in a miserable defeat. “Trolls sound simple.”

“Ew. I won’t snoop into that, son. Or stoop.” Aaron gulped and winched a few times. “The simple version? It involves beer, lots of beer. Then things get fuzzy. Dwarf fuzzy. You wake up married to someone, usually a girl.”

“One with a beard. Usually. Swell. And this trip is for?” Ronnie asked in an aggrieved tone.

“Just a chance for Xerdria to drop you into a boiling lake, I think.” The wizard chuckled to himself and tamped his staff. “From a couple miles up. They did that to me; Swish laughed while flying away.”

“Or Quickie gets to shove you in.” Aaron went on, happily. “I don’t know, really; Masina suggested this. She wants her children to meet and play with other dragons their age. Check out the prospects for possible mates, I guess.”

“The riders are going to be there as anchors, I think. And get checked out by other dragons.” Aaron sighed evenly. “Son, look at all the trouble Swish got himself into by dating a girl who loved to talk him into things. And living with her for a while.” The wizard went on quickly.

“Ex-girlfriend. She took his gold and ran fast.” Ronnie said hotly. Any criticism of his dragon got him upset. “We know.”

“After nibbling his toes, or whatever it is that dragons do for fun.” Aaron went on in a level tone. “Think Xerdria but with lots more low ideas, right?”

“Xerdria has lots and lots of low ideas. Trust me.” Ronnie groused unhappily. “I know, she used to practice them on me.”

“And gave you up before either of you got permanently bent.” Aaron grunted as he closed furnace doors and such. “We think. Phoebe your elf-doctor friend we don’t know about, but I’d avoid her too. There. Prepped. The forge is ready to be fired, low heat. Load the amour up-and-in there, please. Top chamber.”

“And the distillery up-top ready to filter and distill?” His son asked in a sarcastic way.

“No. We call on Cerberus for that; and right now. It’s Ent-apple season, right?” Aaron didn’t turn a hair. “He’s on his way, son. The first puff of smoke, then the dragons alerted him. My flare helped. He did have to collect a few things first.”

That the outdoor forge was used to distill hooch was an open secret. Mash from the dwarf mushroom mine next door was more than a little suspect tho, as the dwarf and wizard team usually started by fermenting magic mushrooms and potatoes in beer crocks and distilling that.

The mushroom stock was very dangerous, they were magical extras and unknown growths no one wanted; plus the odd mushroom that not even Henna would touch.

Actually, anything from Cerberus’s mushroom-mine   -The dwarf refused to be called a farmer; that was undignified to a dwarf.-  Was suspect, as everything there was at least slightly magical.

Magic mushrooms with Ent babysitters, some hybrid staff-trees, nymphs, dryads, an evil witch locked up in a cabin, several tinkering dwarfs and the whole enterprise built on a dragon-manure base.

Beside a wizard’s tower, too.

Yes, it was magical there at the mushroom-mine. There was even a mother-goth, Drivna, one of Henna’s old apprentices that’d married one of the help and was staff over there now.

The whole mushroom mine was for growing medicinal magic mushrooms, in fact. Dwarf ones. Some would only grow in darkness and most were used to make dwarf home-cures for various things.

Cures for colds were big. Caves are a damp, cool places and make for lots of colds.

Aaron blinked happily. Some mushrooms were just for fun tho; they only grew at certain times of the year and as it so happened, this was one of those times. You could tell from the way the Ent harvesters were giggling and stumbling about at the mine it was a good crop too.

***

Sitting on her mother’s lap, Iris watched the visitors carefully while being mostly ignored. Most of them were magicals, not farmers with sick pigs; playful dragons hanging in the windows were a rare treat for her.

Most of the people here today were fun and magic in ways her mother never dared. Xerdria was a trickster, worse than the invisible female apprentice Ambrosia; and being elf, she had far more power to prank with.

The dragons were mysterious and sneaky too; fun with a love of eating, flying, fighting and magic almost anytime. They were always interested in the dragon-witch Iris, willing to play and listen to her. Iris was the only dragon-witch known and they felt there was a kinship.

The land-witch Tilly was like her mother; a deep land-power who could stop tides and change the seasons if she got cranky enough. Tilly always seemed sad, tho; a spell no one had noticed had kept her silent for years and she always seemed to be sulking now that she was freed from it.

A herber like her tea-witch mother, Iris liked plants; Henna had connections to the goddess and dragons too. A birther who’d not only been busy, Henna a couple magical daughters now. She was also Xerdria’s egg-mother, something important to an elf.

Blessed at birth in the goddess vine-cage; (while sleeping on her father’s chest) no one knew exactly what the Iris could do yet. She was the only dragon-witch ever known. Already having a magical hoe and dragon to ride at an early age was promising, tho.

The rest of the people here were influences in their own right.

Aaron was her father, the Wizard of the Singing Tower. He was a case; part dragon now, a metal wizard who’d provided gold for dragon pup-eggings and gotten rebirthed somehow. Egg-smeared like Henna. A human with flame; a visit from a tribal godling once had given him some magical smithing tricks too.

Then there was the Singing Tower, a very magical wizard’s home. Made by witches, dragons and trolls in a day or two with stone from a dragon’s graveyard. Talkative. Able to throw lightening and sitting on a hill, between ley-lines, a wizard’s library and Aaron’s staff.

The dragon-stone helped. A copy of every magic the tower had ever encountered was in her stone; magic from godlings, troll-angels and elder-dragons, including the seer-stone Ronnie used to look about.

How to use it, if not the power to make those magic energies.

Aaron’s staff had copies of thirty other staff-libraries in it; some of them were very extensive. The Singing Tower now had copies of everything she’d ever touched buried deep in her heart, including all visitors.

She also giggled while babysitting and might warm your bath water if she liked you; The tower did help Henna write tantric books too. With illustrations.

There was a small piece of tower-stone at the mushroom-mine next door, at Mindy’s Witch Mountain, the troll colony up north and at Harvey’s in town. The Singing-Tower could reach them all and chatted with anyone who wanted to talk, usually.

Not everyone understood her, tho. There was also a nasty price for yakking and trying to lie to her. She lied right back, and on the important stuff.

The northern trolls used their lump of tower-stone in a medical office. The tower knew everything about whoever touched her stone and knowing exactly what was wrong was a big first step in medicine.

***

“Coven in session. Tea, ladies?” Henna smiled brightly as she mixed personalized teas, waving her long red braid behind her. Her specialty was healing teas and even the dragons in the windows got fragrant steaming bowls.

Tilly cringed a bit. “Aunty, Mindy had the same idea as Masina; it’s time to send me off to school. Us. Ronnie too.” The young girl seemed a little despondent at the thought. School lessons meant less dragon-time and she loved to fly. “And maybe even Iris.”

“Mom’s in a royal snit.” Tilly went on despondently. “The apprentice is off to the troll-colony on a trading trip with his wife; he won’t be back for months. Ali has been sent out harvesting near a village with lots of young girls. He’s real busy laying traps. Or something.” The young witch went on in a gloomy way. “I got sent here.”

Henna nodded absently as Tilly sighed and squirmed. “Mindy wants to commune with nature for a while, I guess. Alone. School, tho?”

The sighed regret from Tilly was pure teenager. “Yeah. School. Port-town. Do you want to trust your son in a strange city as a Seer with dragon, Aunty?” The young land-witch went on sarcastically. “Risky, that. There might be a few wars if he’s not careful.”

“Mindy isn’t using the jugs to talk this out?” Henna mused. “Real grouchy, eh? Fine. Yes! Tilly, we can get you into the witch-school in Port-town. Easily.” Henna started up, enthused. “You’ll board there. We know the headmistress, she owes me a few favors. You’ll spend all your time reading, tho. No dragons allowed there, either.”

“It’s almost impossible to stable a dragon in town. Expensive to feed and lots of people about stupid enough to try to steal her. Can you fish, Quickie?” Henna was gushing girlishly now, excited. “There is ocean nearby.”

“Anyway, school? You’d be dealing with poisonous noble daughters, unwed and desperate town girls, peasants learning to cure pigs and lots of old, jealous teachers.” Henna went on happily. There was a twinkle in her eye now. “No boys are allowed in there at all.”

“Oh joy. Sounds lovely.” Tilly muttered, squirming a bit in her chair unhappily. “Ronnie would be at the wizard’s school?”

“No. In Port-town? Ew. Absolutely not.” Henna shuddered in revulsion. “Master MerryMac’s Institute of Applied Wizardry is a brat-hole and a horror. All extra noble sons not stuffed into the clergy or military get sent there. All they teach you is how to steal, scam and protect your turf in politics. And over-charging.”

“MerryMac’s? Find a niche no one can steal or get tossed out of town. Deported to the colonies, if nothing else. Keeping up a good appearance is everything in there, not real magic.” Henna sniffed. “Ronnie’d learn more apprenticed to Drivna, or an Ent. Maybe a rock.”

Looking out to the wall speculatively, Henna seemed thoughtful. “The real wizards there are outside town; none of them want apprentices. Wizardly apprentices tend to learn one magic and leave, right? They steal something and run away.”

“Ronnie isn’t a wizard anyway, he’s a seer.” Henna giggled in anticipation. “Apprenticing with a wizard is not a popular position, they don’t need help with anything except the ugly, grisly chores piled up around the house. And snooping.”

“Most apprentices leave rather than dig out a two hundred year-old outhouse.” Henna went on, giggling. “Day two is worse; the garbage pit. On the coast? That’s another bad idea. Putting Ronnie on dragon-back in the middle of pirate territory is a very stupid move.”

“Oh, fun! Pirate raids! Can I visit?” Xerdria said instantly. She blushed as Henna glared at her, Henna’s eyes narrowing dangerously as she glared at her elf-daughter.

“Yes, I was at the witch-school in Port-town for a while. Almost a week. It’s a big library buried in politics.” The elf went on, pulling her head down meekly. “Herb books, mostly. A lot of private teacher libraries.”

Tilly perked up, mildly interested at that, then slumped down as Henna blushed.

The Singing Tower and the magic answer-book let Henna write books of herb-lore as fast as she could press paper against a wall. She had probably written a fair amount of the regional lore Tilly would have to read, and a couple very popular tantric books.

“Oh. Are you even allowed back in Port-town, Xerdria?” Henna asked her daughter with a mild chill in her tone. Xerdria sniffed, head down again. “You and Ambrosia got chased out of there not that long ago. With Gina.”

“I’m sure they’ve forgotten all about us by now. They were interested in travelling multi-dimensionals, not the elfin anyway. Gina and the magic swords.” Xerdria mentioned quietly, head tilted as she remembered.

“The city-patrol will not bother anything that fights back anyway. I know, we went back. I visited there and tried. They know better than to bother a dragon and warrior-elf now.” Xerdria added, sticking her nose in the air. “Well, elves period. They could cage Ambrosia maybe, if they ever found her. She’s invisible still.”

“Oh. Angel’s for Ronnie then. I think.” Henna sounded faintly disturbed as she thought. “The high mountain troll-home. We could send Ronnie to train with a holy-man as a nice balance to the elves he knows. I don’t think he’ll get eaten there, even by accident.”

“He’d love that.” Tilly said faintly, curling her toes as she tucked her knees under her chin. A whisper of a giggle escaped her. “Won’t he?”

“A troll colony? A big change from sky-elves, that’s for sure.” That comment came from one of the dragons; both of them were snorfing at something again. “Or dragons. He’ll have to walk in there tho; trolls and dragons don’t get along all that well.”

“Dragons treat trolls as a snack-food, that’s why. And dwarves like a bank. Trolls avoiding dragons is deep in their genes, just like dwarves.” The snorfing behind her bothered the witch, so Henna checked to see if her chair was rooting again.

Iris sometimes let her plant-power loose in unexpected ways; in a tea-witch’s kitchen-collection of seeds, samples, flowers and powders, occasionally that had odd results. A tea with blooming flowers in was easy to explain to a farmer with a problem. A chair with new branches and oily green leaves only slightly more difficult.

“Iris stays with me for a while yet. Between the old witch visiting and Mindy’s jug lessons, she’ll be ok. If Min is talking to us at all anymore.” Henna decided quickly as nothing much seemed out of place. Iris was playing with her fingers and not magicking anything.

“Mindy isn’t talking to anyone except to yell ‘Get out of my sight!’, usually. Unless you’re a war-pony. Could I stay with the old witch in town instead?” Tilly asked hopefully. Henna just sighed wearily and looked back at the teenager, irked.

“Not a hope this side of Hades, girl.” She answered the girl back. Tilly blushed.

“You’d lose a few years testing her fun-plants and not learn anything you could remember.” Henna added briskly. “Mindy would’ve sent you there if she thought that was a good idea.”

There was another snorf from the dragons and Henna looked around suspiciously.

“Ok, what’s so funny?” She asked Cold-Fire and Quickie. They had their heads stuck in thru windows since they didn’t fit in the kitchen anymore; both were smothering their laughing hard.

Xerdria blinked a total wondering innocence; Henna knew the elf would stay that way till she got her armor back. Getting colored an artful blue from head-to-foot after annoying the wizard a little too early cured her of meddling with a working man.

There was a nice soft liner in her suit, one that treated to react to sweat and noise. It made Xerdria smell like old garlic and stay blue-colored for a week, her grey-blondish hair included. She found out about it far too late.

“Funny?” Coldfire snorfed again and her head almost dipped to the floor as she coughed. “Yes. Sort of.”

“We think so. Aaron is at his forge cooking armor. Ronnie and Cerberus are getting potato-peels and apple-cores into a crock to ferment them.” Quickie said quietly, obviously controlling herself badly. “With flavoring. For when the fire settles a bit.”

“Aaron did not see Cerberus add honey or mushrooms to the ent-apples.” Cold-Fire added, blinking tears back. “Or the wind add a few random spores. Magic ones. It’s black-top season, right? Magic mushrooms, the special kind. That’s gonna be a fun brew.”

“‘Way too many cooks there. The potatoes were grown in dragon-manure.” Coldfire explained. “They’re going to ferment into something that’ll explode if shaken too hard. Aaron is speeding the process up, right? That’s not helping either.”

“Plus everyone gifted within miles is looking to add their two cents worth to the brew.” Quickie was almost weeping with laughter now. “Accidentally, of course. The Ents are watching out for apple-seeds. Nymph-magic is helping them. That much nymph-magic will have certain effects on the brew Ents don’t care much about.”

“A mad witch at Cerberus’s is trying to add poison via her new Brownie friends.” Cold-Fire added, choking back a laugh. “Cerberus and Aaron don’t even agree on the recipe but stopped arguing a while back. Now they both add things when the other’s back is turned.”

“Cerberus has Brownies at the mine now? Really? What are those little menaces doing there?” Henna asked in wonder.

“No good. Plus Ronnie has a few spices in his pocket he thinks are tasty. From your garden, Henna. Garlic. Maybe onions.” Quickie mentioned, blinking hard. “He’s thinking about helping too.”

Both dragons started to laugh harder. “And that’s not all, but we ran out of eyes a while back. The goddess, Xerdria’s friends and Mother Nature are all conspiring to add things to the pot.”

“That Aaron will distill, filter and concentrate into a wizard’s brew.” Henna mentioned quietly. “Then age, maybe. With the tower wrestling flavor-notes and outside influences while it’s in storage. No one is getting anything really nasty in there, are they?”

“No. Not really. More than one supernatural entity is trying hard to, tho.” Cold-Fire gasped, blinking. “Including Mom and some godling Aaron nailed to rooftop once. Alfie? Everyone is wrestling ingredients in the wind and those two don’t seem to know it yet; even things for the fire. Dust-fumes.”

“That fire! We used dragon-flare to start some green wood burning in the kiln. Pine. A special flame that has also turned into a fun thing.” Quickie confessed, giggling. “With additives.”

“A fresh pine-tar neutralizer is stopping or breaking most of the poisons but the Ent-apples left outside the kiln will taste funny now. Wash them.” She added, blinking again.

“Like spruce-beer.” The two dragons almost collapsed laughing. “Probably. A spring-tonic supreme, fall-made. Smoke-cured. A true Dragon-Wizard brew with nympho flavoring.”

“Say, that’s a good name for this brew. Fall-Maid.” Henna murmured, looking towards her husband’s forge wearily. “I’ll try to leak the news to them gently.”

“Too late. Ronnie got a spoon-full of fresh distill to test. First batch. He’s sleeping now and Aaron and Cerberus are bottling and reloading the crock.” Quickie mentioned gleefully. “With invisible Brownies running interference on the used mash.”

Cold-Fire nodded. “Oh, and your armor is ready, Xerdria. Aaron pounded it before heat-melding the refit. It’s ready, just curing.”

“You’ll need some bright paint to fix it.” Quickie added, speculatively. “Lots of paint, actually.”

***

A small sac of apple-seeds got dropped on Henna’s kitchen table, where they slumped into a shapeless mass. A small basket of apples got put beside it by a weary and burdened wizard.

“Ent-seeds and apples. From Cerberus. They need washing.” Was all Aaron had to say as he staggered by the table and eased Ronnie into a slump on the wall. Ronnie had come in slung over a wizardly shoulder snoring; he completely ignored his head bouncing off the wall and getting banged about as his father put him down.

The teenager fell over and slumped to the floor in a snoring heap.

“Where’s Cerberus? Still fighting off Brownies?” Henna asked her husband sweetly. The rest of the witch-clan was regarding the snoring boy and wizardly intrusion into the kitchen with suspicion.

“No. Snoring in the clover with them, I guess. Something was eating the old mash today. Brownies are out there?” Was all Aaron had to say, but he did blink, puzzled.

“The tower says so.” Henna mentioned quietly. “They came over with Cerberus.”

Aaron sighed, then his eyes lit up as empty bowls littering the table rattled a bit. Slumping, he glanced towards the fireplace. “Something sneaky was turning this forging into pure applied hell out there.” The wizard complained. “They looked like elf-pranks to me.”

“They weren’t. Not me. Honest.” The pot over the fire had a ladle rattling about in it; Xerdria seemed happy. Satiated, even. There would be no barley-mash left here. The elf grinned a polite little bletch at the wizard from behind a delicate hand.

“Ha. Your armor is cooling in the kiln, elf-kin.” Aaron grumped at the tiny girl. “I’d rather it cooled naturally than your dragon meddling with the fit.”

That got snapped at window-dragon with a sigh. Cold-Fire was delicately lapping tea and ignoring the wizard. “It’s delicate. Final fitting when you get back, Xerdria. Then decoration. Yes?” The wizard grumbled wearily, rubbing a shoulder.

There was a happy ‘murph’ and bounce from the elf as the tiny girl smirked at the wizard. “Don’t eat too much out there.” The wizard mentioned to the girl, who was still grinning at him. “The armor will rattle on you later if you get a fat fitting first.”

“Aaron?” Henna looking into her teacup demurely and swinging her long red pigtail slowly as she stirred something in a cup. Iris squealed happily on her lap.

“Humph?” Aaron complained, rubbing his shoulder and staring at the empty cauldron on the fire.

“Ronnie is headed off to the Angel’s if we can talk the old troll into teaching him for a season. Tilly is headed to the witch-school at Port-town for a few months.” Henna blinked a slow smile at her husband. “Iris stays here, so does Xerdria. For a while. Isn’t that nice? Tea?”

“Huh? Tilly? Herb’s school for witches in Port-town? Does anyone else know this?” Aaron grumbled, looking over the coven in his kitchen dubiously as Henna shoved a cup of steaming cure-all into his hands. “Mindy, for instance? Angel?”

“Getting Ronnie into Angel’s Troll Mountain should be easy. No one wants to winter that far north.” The wizard went on, blinking. Henna stared at the cup in his hands until Aaron reluctantly sipped at it. “There should be lots of room. A bottle of my world-famous hooch-ACK…”

“Fall-Maid.” Henna interrupted sweetly, getting up to look at her snoring son and gently moving his head side to side. “You made Fall-Maid this time, Aaron. Try to remember that.” Ronnie stayed slumped on the floor and seemed fine. He was still snoring too.

Aaron blinked and nodded, shaking off the effects of the tea by flashing in and out of dragon-mode. He was sweating visibly now. “Yes, that would be nice. A bottle of Fall-Maid will convince Angel of anything you want, Henna. Trust me. Get him to try it first and he’ll do more than that, including dance for you.”

The wizard shook his head in surprise. “Ha, YES! Ahem. Well, Angel getting his hands on an info-source like Ronnie will be more than enough to keep him there, really.” Aaron sighed and tried swallowing hard a few times. “That troll lives and breaths micro-managing the old mountain-top settlement up there.” Aaron went on, trying to relax now. “Information is his life-blood.”

Then he whistled, mostly to himself. “Wait. Does Angel have a tower-stone? A jug? Is he listening?”

“Yes. And that settlement is over a thousand years old, Aaron.” Henna mentioned again. “Trolls hunt the five valleys from up there; and more than a few migrations. It’s famous year-round.”

“Oh. For what? Is Angel is expecting this? Is that why Ronnie is packed already?” Aaron looked around the kitchen which had a collection of three knaps strewn about the floor. All were packed to the bursting.

Xerdria had almost emptied the kitchen of its stores from the looks of things. Her pack had a lot more than a picnic supper stuffed in it.

“No, but we expect a call any moment. We left the request and asked the tower to relay a message to Angel as soon as he wakes from his nap. Ronnie’s knap is mostly the supplies Angel might want him to have.” Henna mentioned absently. “And a change of clothes for Ronnie.”

“Winter leathers. Padded, it’s cold up there.” Aaron mentioned absently. “There’s snow year-round in the higher reaches and the town-market is one of them. Everything keeps well up there.”

Henna nodded briskly. “Everything is mostly arranged, except for the Brownies at Cerberus’s. The dragons go to the falls for a few days, then to a tuna-feast with Masina. Tilly gets dropped at Port-town Witch’s school. She has letters already. Ronnie goes on to High Mountain to school with Angel. Xerdria is welcome here till Coldfire returns. If she wants to stay.”

“Tilly at Herb’s witch-school? Dragons at High Mountain. Ha.” Aaron laughed. “Even if Ronnie gets dropped within a day’s hike, the last few miles are almost straight up. It’s a walled city, only one way in. Two if you count air. On cliffs.” Aaron noted absently. “It might take him a week to do the last two miles, if he can sneak thru at all. Trolls think humans are tasty.”

“It is not called Herb’s Witch school!” Henna protested.

“It’s troll-country, remember. Deep, old rock.” Aaron went on, shuddering. “And a hard place. Humans are considered food on all the surrounding mountains; it’ll be difficult to stop any snack-attacks up there.”

“Then the dragons leave the lake.” Henna went on sweetly, ignoring her husband. “After the Lake Masina wants to talk to all her pups about something.” Henna went on briskly. “At length. It’s tuna season, so they might be there with her for a while.”

“Tuna! Growth-spurt time, yeah!” Cold-Fire enthused. Quickie and Tilly were already exchanging weepy looks at the thought of prolonged separation.

Wandering over to her dragon, Xerdria leaned on Cold-Fire despondently. “I’ll wait here for Cold-Fire. We’ll need a new saddle fitted anyway, so I’ll make one of old skin or something.” The elf sniffed, shoulder going into her dragon hard. “Yours, girl. Eat lots, Cold-Fire. You’re such a tiny delicate thing, really.”

***

“No dragons.”

That came as familiar old troll chimed in weakly thru one of the jugs and the tower. It echoed weirdly in the Singing-Tower’s kitchen.

“There’s no other way of getting him up there unless you send someone to carry him up.” Aaron immediately protested. “A quick, quiet, roof drop-off, no landing, no rest. Have you seen the gates on your city recently?”

“One bottle of this year’s Ent hooch, Angel.” Aaron offered slyly as the silence grew. “And you teach the kid to control himself.”

“Fall-Maid, it’s called.” The wizard added after Henna poked him in the ribs with a hard elbow. “A special brew, it’s mushroom season right now. Very potent. Made today with dyraid and nymph meddling.”

“Ronnie the seer? Glad to have him here, he sounds useful. And have I seen the city from the outside? Not recently, no.” Angel answered the wizard. “I am nearly blind now wizard; plus these are trolls here. Control is not big issue. Blind berserker rages on command, yes. Control, no.”

“Besides, it’s always mushroom season there from what we hear.” Angel added dryly. “But a human teenager here for six months? Till spring. As my assistant and only if he doesn’t leave my chambers, ever.” The echoes paused as Angel thought.

“Does he know the inner walls frost up here in winter? Then north winds get cold too. I hope Ronnie likes chopping wood.” Angel mused out loud.

“For three bottles and twenty minutes of Henna’s answer-book time. He walks in by himself.” Angel finished thoughtfully. “From her book to mine.”

“My twenty minutes, not hers.” The old troll added. “There’s this problem with moss here. And lichen. And some weird algae-slime in the wells, too.” The troll added, sighing in resignation.

“Oh? My plant-help you get for free, Angel. Any time you ask.” Henna said firmly as Aaron sputtered and tried to resume bargaining. “The goddess says so. How to make them edible to start with ok?”

“Greens from wet logs and wet stone? You can do that? Great. I just lost most of my roof if anyone finds out moss is edible, tho.” Angel groused unhappily. He seemed to turn to the wizard again. “Or how to cook it. No mushrooms, right?”

“Fine. A package from the old witch, one bottle and Henna’s help for a day. For whatever he can learn while shivering.” Angel went on, sighing.

“No troll-dust. Two Henna days.” Aaron immediately answered. “One with Ronnie here and Henna there. They do work well together.” The wizard added as Angel sputtered at him. “And a dragon drop-off with antelope; a pickup on the outside wall. You teach him to behave.”

“Your son better be arrow-proof outside my rooms.” Angel grumbled unhappily. “And club-immune. No walls. No dragons. All the antelope you want to send in with him, tho. Some troll-dust please, I do have officials to bribe.”

“Or render unconscious, that’d help too. Does he eat much? Still growing?” The old troll asked hesitantly. “Things could be better up here right now. An expected migration was late this year, and small.”

“And news humans were coming? They’ll expect me to roast him on a spit for a high holiday feast. Any human will be hard-received here, Wizard.” Angel added. “This place is really old-school.”

“Growing boys, all that.” Henna answered the troll. “Hide what you don’t want eaten. His pants unroll and sweaters stretch. Now then. Fish at shortest-day? Two crates, fresh. Lake-netted.”

“Dragon-delivered.” Aaron added quickly. “Right to your courtyard. At night. Quietly. And Ronnie learns how to handle trolls.”

There was a shocked silence at that. “You drive a mean bargain, woman.” Angel seemed stricken and Aaron confused. He did not think there would be many fish popular on Angel’s mountain-top at all; they would be rare there. Angel seemed to be avoiding him now. “Skip the dust, extra fish.”

“How about some elfin magic? Sky-elf storms?” Xerdria added hopefully. “Snow your enemies under?”

“NO!” Exploded from both Angel and Aaron.

Xerdria had sent a storm-warning to an isolated outpost once and it’d hiccuped en route; and over a massive lake. The outpost had gotten washed away in a deluge so furious they still hadn’t found all the houses yet; and avalanches had closed the pass permanently too.

“A spice-pack. Teas. Some Old-Witch party favors, no dust. A bottle and a fish.” Henna countered. Aaron shook his head and looked startled, then remembered Henna’s bandit past.

His redheaded wife had bargained in Gatetown’s market daily for a long time. Flowers, magic and magic flowers. Whatever was happening here, she would get the best deal for all concerned.

She did like Angel, tho.

The wizard winced. Henna’s dealing occasionally involved her volunteering wizardly labor. Any offer to cut firewood would be seriously considered in the northern climes, but Ronnie would be there this time, not him. He hoped.

Angel and Henna argued for another few hours just for the fun of it, with tea breaks and gossip mixed in. Harvey would’ve been proud of her and the deal she finally made with the old troll.

***

“The nightclubs run on a payment-plan. Anyone can get in but they send people around to collect what you owe after, so be careful.” The seer looked a little startled at something he was staring at.

“Ha! This is a steam-bath, not a troll nightclub. Relax, Ronnie. Put your sphere away.” Rolling over on his back, Swish let the hot roiling waters wash over him. “You aren’t likely to ever get out of the Angel’s study, let alone find a troll-girl to chase. Humans are a taste-treat over there, remember. Getting one alone should be considered risky.”

“Unless you want something bitten off.” Ronnie and Swish was lazing in a steaming pool, waiting for the boiling rapids to deliver the rest of the gang downstream.

“I’ll get you up there before the tuna-run starts. Then you can spend your time chopping wood and watching stars twinkle.” Swish mumbled, relaxing into the rumbling stream. “The north gets dark early, fast and stays that way. It’s night for months at a time.”

“Nap-time. Call me when everyone else gets here today.” The dragon added with an enormous yawn. “Please.”

“You’ll get me there. Yeah, right. The same way you delivered me anywhere last time, into a lake.”

“A rooftop next time.” Swish smurfed and sighed back into relaxing in the hot waters, ignoring Ronnie. “There. Honest. And you needed a bath anyway, seer.”

Ronnie shivered uneasily. True to their word, Coldfire and Xerdria had made Ronnie’s trip here a misery.

He’d been hog-tied, gagged, claw-carried backwards… (With lots of drops Cold fire somehow manged to catch him from.) tempered with sudden bouts of sea-sickness.

Tossed over the saddle and used as a cushion was the nice part of the trip, tho Ronnie had fallen into empty air with every barrel-roll. Xerdria liked to do handstands during the barrel-rolls and never remembered to tie Ronnie down very well.

The trip had ended with Cold-Fire tossing a gagged but not blindfolded Ronnie to Swish, who promptly dropped the greased screaming package into the lake; abet one of the shallow cool ends.

Tilly had taken one look at all the hot water at Volcano Lake and swooned. Both she and Quickie hit the water and stayed there, spending the next few hours looking like prunes and smelling like sulfur. Tilly was ecstatic.

Hot-water baths were rare on her mountain top. Quickie was by Tilly’s side every step of the way, both splashing and lolling about in the hot water happily.

The other teen-dragons loitering about Volcano-Lake alternated between pretending the humans didn’t exist and complete unbridled curiosity about the riders. Xerdria has been stopped from recruiting a new Elfin dragon-corps several times already.

The elf did look harmless at the moment, a beauty with white eyes, ash-grey hair and only being four feet tall. The local girl-dragons seemed to know Rumble and Swish already; they avoided the two and any trips into the forest for picnics with the usual teenage grace.

That being the girls ran screaming in horror after an invite. Every time.

Xerdria, sky-elf princess was treated warily. The Elfin were a tricky magical people to dragons, always full of devious plans.

The group was trying to stay together even with all the distractions available. Cold-Fire came surfing down the rapids with a squealing Xerdria standing on her back, the two of landing with a huge splash beside Swish.

Swish didn’t even stop snoring as Cold-Fire submerged and stayed under, soaking in heat as much as she could.

“Boy, that’s the way to get your skin peeled.” The dragon gasped, surfacing under a paddling elf stuck on the surface of the pond. “Boil it off. Wow! Man, this feels good.”

After tossing Xerdria towards the beach where the elf came to a very dignified halt, Cold-Fire headed for the tumbled and shattered rocks; rolling on pointy peaks and grinding them to gravel under her, while grunting happily.

“Quickie is where?” Ronnie asked carefully as Swish used his tail to toss and spray hot water on a squealing elf and wriggling dragon.

“Quickie found someone to take her picnicking. Tilly is walking down the rapids to join us because she did not want to try white-water surfing with me.” Xerdria gasped out between waves of steaming water. “On dragon-back. The chicken.”

Cold-Fire stayed on her back and glared at her brother from a rock-shattered shore. “Yeah. Dating one of Rumble’s buds, Quickie is. Rumble is dating his bud’s sister, so it’s a foursome in the bush today.”

“Or knowing Rumble, about twenty minutes.” Swish added in a quiet growl. “Most of the girls here never date him twice for one reason or another.”

“Food.”

That new voice came from Tilly as she clambered down from the rocks on the opposite bank from Cold-Fire. “Hot. Meaty. With sauce.” She added dreamily. “Sweet-tea. Buns. Then more food. Hot food. Hunting!”

“Sister! Oh yeah. Nice thought, but there’s not anything to hunt within a hundred miles of here. Too many hungry dragons about.” Swish seemed disappointed, but agreed with Tilly. It was time to eat.

Cold-Fire stayed squirming in the rock pile and grunting in joy. Tilly looked at the sight of a wriggling upside down-down dragon dubiously.

“Wow. She’s dating rubble?” Tilly asked carefully. Xerdria immediately got annoyed.

“Nope. Not Rumble either.” The elf started up, shaking her head to get water out of her ears. “It’s skin-shedding time over there and that rock is a good back-scratcher.”

“Ah, good. Do not let the other guys here hear that.” Cold-Fire grumbled, coming to a sudden stop and resting. She blinked at the upside-down water-slide happily. “They’ll start offering to nibble all my ticklish places, the perverts. Hard.”

“This is a picnic, tho.” That came from Swish’s nose in a honking tone, as he’d sunk so far down the water his snout was the only thing left sticking out. Coldfire noticed that and joyously leaped in beside him, splashing hot water all over everyone else as she rinsed rock-dust off.

“We do have some food somewhere.” The dragon Swish finally finished as the waves stopped lapping his nose. It sounded like he was in a tube somewhere. “Supplies we brought. Right?”

“Quickie has everything, Even Cold-Fire’s stuff for Angel. She hid the packs before taking off with Rumble and his friends.” Tilly mentioned, getting to the water’s edge and sliding in happily. She giggled as the water made her float.

“Rats! We may not get anything if Quickie likes her date, then.” Swish mentioned in an alarmed tone. “Just think of the three of them ganging up on her in the forest, asking for snacks.”

“We’re doomed.” He went on in an aggrieved tone. “Xerdria?”

“Yes, I have most of the bloody goods in a storage locker.” The elf mentioned idly, buffing her nails on a soaked suit. “One of my magical cold ones. Da is the only threat and I don’t think he knows that yet.”

“We hunted all the way here and stuffed everything into storage. Good hunts and Quickie helped herd things our way. And vise-versa.” The elf went on idly. “We do need a fire to cook it, tho.”

“We hunted? I didn’t know that.” Ronnie muttered. “What else did we do on the way here?”

“Tried to make you hit the high notes.” Xerdria answered briskly. “Nothing compared with tossing you into cold water once we got here, tho. You popped out screaming like nothing else had happened to you today.”

“Picture this, elf. Torn clothes, dragon-ripped. Landing on your butt at a very high speed, in very cold water.” Ronnie complained bitterly. “All tied up. Your ears pop, trust me. I’m very clean right now too.”

“We need fire? Where?” Coldfire closed one eye and blew magic-flame into the water, sending a clear blast into the steaming pond. Most of the pool instantly froze up and frosted over.

Then got covered in fog-wisps as fresh hot water poured over it.

“Oh, a hot fire. Sorry.” Cold-Fire did not sound sorry at all. In fact, she was giggling at her trapped brother. “Oopsie.” Xerdria and Tilly giggled, as Tilly had miraculously escaped the ice somehow.

“HEY! I’m still in here, sis. Pest.” Sighing theatrically, Swish flexed and broke out of his sister’s icy trap, sending shards and chunks of clear blue ice all over.

Chuckling, Ronnie gathered a few clean ice-chunks for himself as Swish muttered curses and chewed clinging lumps off his legs. The hole he left behind in the melting pond filled rapidly with steaming water.

Clean drinking water was rare here. Xerdria noticed Ronnie gathering supplies and collected a few chunks of her own, along with Tilly.

“So where do we camp?” Xerdria asked Swish. “You’ve been here for a while. Are there any good places?”

“Good for humans? Lots. Nice for dragons? The whole park. Somewhere we can roast meat without getting swarmed by tons of new friends? Not many.” Swish grinned and showed lots of teeth.

“A hole just over the ridge, actually. Flat, easily defended and there’s even firewood. Kinda. Quickie might not find us, but Rumble will. He knows the place.” Swish added. “If you ladies are finished bathing, we can head there now.”

“That’s my dragon.” Ronnie crowed in triumph. “Always ready to fix things up. And eat.”

“You talked about this.” Cold-Fire accused her brother. “Didn’t you? It’s a plan you came up with yesterday.”

“Of course. How to hide three or four dragon riders at Volcano-Lake was all we talked about for days. We asked everyone.” Ronnie said insincerity, blinking wide eyes at his sister. “Everyone had suggestions, mostly tasty ones. Sauces were offered in trade.”

“Want to hear them?” He went on, stretching up and looking in the direction of the hidden camp. “Actually, the only reason here’s firewood there is we collected some and hid it.” He whispered hoarsely to Ronnie. Ronnie grunted and pulled out his sphere, checking things out.

“Quickie is on her way back. She looks a little stunned.” He told the crowd quickly. “Rumble too, but he looks battered instead.”

“Landing in that forest for the first time does that to you. ” Swished noted, ambling over the rocks beside the stream. “Did Quickie take the geyser-route in?”

“Yes.” Tilly did not add to that and Cold-Fire snorted.

“Ouch. Is there anything left of her date?” Coldfire asked, half-closing her eyes.

“From biting to nibbling. Angry dates chomp for hours.” Swish explained looking up, slightly embarrassed. “Fun ones nibble the right spots. Lemme tell ya about the time…”

“NO!” came from Xerdria, Tilly and Cold-Fire all in one voice. Ronnie was still studying his sphere and looked concerned with what he was seeing.

“Rumble?” Xerdria asked, looking worried. She almost reached out to touch Ronnie on the shoulder. He hardly even noticed.

“Is limping.” Ronnie said quickly. “The other two have left them already. Those two have our knaps with them now.”

“And I have the key to my locker.” Xerdria pronounced grandly. “Cold-Fire, collect your errant siblings. Swish, get that fire started. Ronnie and Tilly, help me rip a few small chunks off these things for us.”
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