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chapter 1 X

"This is horrid!"

"Boring, being trapped in a kitchen this way." The tiny elfin-princess Xerdria fumed unhappily, her white eyes flashing from the stump-stool she was standing on. It was normally a step to reach high shelves with; the elf was using it to get to the sink and look out the window behind it.

Potatoes were being peeled up there too; a few were even making it to the pot past the hungry elf.

Xerdria, dragon-warrior princess, a queen anytime she wanted to claim her crown and sky-lands, adopted daughter of a (rumored) powerful dragon-metal wizard Aaron and Henna, tea-witch to a goddess; and personally widely known for her tantric art paintings was stuck being domestic today and hated it.

(Paintings, to be honest. The more explicit ones on bedroom ceilings, and putting the wrong people into explicit positions in the wrong rooms had cost Xerdria that cash flow.)

"This is beneath me, even for a sister." The tiny elf groused, shaking platinum grey hair and glaring around with large eyes. Babysitting was undignified for a blond princess. Even babysitting Iris.

"No!" screamed Iris happily, glad anyone was talking to her. It was her favorite word these days.

"Totally unfair everyone else got to go and not me. Just because I was last up."

Iris screeched a quiet 'no' reply to that and got ignored. There was a heavy elfin sigh as Xerdria peeled and munched more potatoes. Xerdria was not happy. She had magic, was a battle-hardened warrior elf and even had her own dragon-friend Cold-Fire to fly around. She had a few magical storerooms of magical gifts from demi-gods and lots of both native and local friends her age for the queendom she didn't want to claim yet.

Also lots of elfin enemies to fight if she was in the mood for hanging around at court waiting for someone to make fun of her winged helmet.

Not that the people here didn't like living dangerously and tease her occasionally too. Or try to.

Xerdria glared. Her adopted brother Ronnie, for instance, was a seer with a magical crystal-ball and a dragon-mount called Swish. He did like to snoop tho, and Xerdria had more than one secret she really preferred no one knew about just yet.

Another in the dragon-rider's clan was Tilly, a native witch who'd lived under a curse most of her life and was just barely used to talking again. She did love flying her dragon Quickie anywhere away from her mom Mindy, the new witch of the mountain. Being third in a line of mountain-witches Tilly was magical enough to handle most troubles easily.

The dragons were all from one clutch too; Rumble, Cold-fire, Swish and Quickie were all Masina's pups and the bandit-daughter Henna tea-witch had been present to help the egging as a birther.

Actually she'd been there as the Aaron's companion. Aaron was a metal wizard smelting fresh gold for his pet dragon Masina. Since he was squeamish he'd left the egging fairly early.

Masina was also now far too big to be considered anything but an extreme danger on most continents.

Baby Iris had the dragon Rumble to ride, but being under two years of age was not allowed to do that yet. So far two were reluctantly cooperating.

"Blast Gatetown. No, Holmwood." Xerdria automatically corrected herself before anyone else did. There wasn't anyone around but the Singing Tower and Iris, but making that correction had gotten to be reflex. The Gate was something Aaron had fixed (and broken permanently) a long time ago, while freeing the ghosts caught in it.

"Whatever this miserable, unholy death-worshipping hole with its rotten attitude towards magic is called today." The female elf grumped unhappily. She sighed and looked back towards Iris, who was playing with a doll on the kitchen floor.

Being the daughter of a dragon-wizard, Iris had a few reflexes too. She was looking at the oven door fairly thoughtfully while banging her doll's head on the floor. "No!" She whispered to it gleefully.

"Magic!" The princess exclaimed, in a fit of desperate boredom. "Iris! Wanna play?"

The little girl stopped her plans for mock mayhem and looked up at the elf curiously. "No."

"Play. Play magic with me." Xerdria went on with a big smile on her face for the little girl.

"No!" Iris looked dubious and watched the elf silently. Her magic had not always gone well; playing with Iris was dangerous. The world's only dragon-witch magicked magic; that little trait made anything she did a lot like someone borrowing your toothbrush while it was still in your mouth. Invasive, and she also got your magic doing things you never knew it could do.

Or wanted to know, really. The tower said Iris was mostly harmless and almost never repeated her mistakes just to hear people yelp in protest.

One of the other dangers? Elves in general had magic to spare. Princess Xerdria had been travelling around trading favors recently too, asking various experts for their aid in developing her magics. Getting all her magical centers alive, awake and interested in performing was tricky.

Growing up enough for the magics to help her was worse.

It'd worked a little; till the experts started refusing till she grew up a bit more. Not exactly put in those terms, tho. Xerdria liked war far too much to be trusted with more power. Her magical education was attracting con-men and scams by the score too; mostly for the low, low price of everything she ever did again, they were offering to help open a pit she could fly to the bottom in.

By give her an addiction only they could satisfy. Or introducing Xerdria to various dangers like succubi, demons, very interesting plants, extreme thrills and political chicanery.

Being bait in a larger game-of-thrones was also a standard scam. One idiot had tried to lure and stake her out as dragon-bait once, not knowing Xerdria already had a dragon to ride and more friends with scales than anyone sane. These days it was hard for her to go anywhere without getting waylaid by some fool offering deals for their masters.

Not all of them were polite. Not all messengers made it back, as the sillier types trying things at sword-point found out just how fast elves were.

Messing with Xerdria was a mistake. Aaron was not only dragon-adopted, he was a metal-wizard and made swords; as a result everyone here at the Singing Tower knew how to use them expertly. Xerdria had elfin court sword-masters as teachers for a while and thousand-year-old swordsmen knew all the tricks, too.

Being annoying was a silly mistake to make. Elves are small targets to begin with, incredibly fast, deft and armed even when they don't look it. Elves with dragons, wizards, witches and other riders as backup were a lot harder to tangle with.

"Yes! Play magics? Yes?" Xerdria smiled brightly at the young child, the world's only dragon-witch.

Iris's father was the metal dragon-wizard, Aaron. Her mother was a birther to a goddess-in-training, someone replacing the old death-worshippers who'd helped hunt the local buffalo into extinction. Iris had gotten blessed generously by more than one immortal and demigod at her birthing.

This play was still very dangerous for Xerdria. You did not mess with lightly with someone whose magic specialty was magicking magic. Iris had almost destroyed the Singing-Tower more than once.

Worse yet, Xerdria was a big, giggling target with a rotten sense of humor.

"NO!" The screech was affirmative and loud. Covens with the other teen girls was always fun for Iris; as long as she remembered not to go boom or anything silly. She'd turned most of the hilltop backyard into a massive hole in the rock one day.

"Good. Want to play?" Xerdria stopped and pretended to think a moment. "Ah, you can stop magics, yes? Take them, use them, stop them? Especially stop."

"No." That got a cautious nod from Iris. It sounded complicated and she had a finger in her mouth at the end of it.

"We play open-use-stop, then. Here, like this." Xerdria waved a hand at one of the washed but not-peeled potatoes on the counter she was prepping for the stew pot.

"From Ma's garden, magic potato into magic pot. Play." Xerdria opened all the eyes on the tuber, had it fly to the pot, separate into chunks and plop wetly into the simmering stew below with (happily) closed eyes. "Use. Stopped."

Iris screamed joy at that blinking puzzle and waved at one of the potatoes from where she was still sitting on the floor. The potato turned into a mass of leaves, flowers and roots stuck in a pile of dirty potato-peels.

There was hint of an ecstatic moan from the plant too.

"No. Not fun." Xerdria mewed critically, looking the green mass over then throwing it out the window absently. Iris squealed protests and gasped displeasure as her magic got dumped. "Try again, Iris. Open-use-stop, remember. Find the potato magic first." The elf went on absently, brushing wet dirt off her hands. "Play, then stop."

"No." Iris groused, unhappily.

"Find better than mine. The magic I found in potatoes today. Please." The elf added, looking innocent. "We game. Fight for best magic. Play. Yes?"

"Oh look! Your plant just ran away. Remind me to tell Ma one of her plants is mobile now." Xerdria went on carefully, leaning out the window to look around. The potato plant was gone, nowhere to be seen.

It was probably hiding in the garden. Xerdria shrugged.

Still pouting over her magic getting tossed so cavalierly, Iris looked at the piles of dirty, washed and peeled potatoes and seemed to be searching for something.

"No!" She gurgled triumphantly and waved on hand imperially at something.

One pile of dirty roots promptly turned into something that looked like a very war-like tribe of unwashed potatoes. Mobile, bad-tempered potatoes. The washed and unwashed produce promptly went to war over the peeled potatoes, all mere inches from Xerdria. She looked over the results with a discriminating eye till the outcome was undisputable.

The washed potatoes were capturing and washing the unwashed ones, then peeling them, ignoring the tiny screams as the peeled losers got cut up and tossed into the cook-pot. The washed soon had total domination, with one potato holding the potato peeler grandly, waving and slashing at his washed colleges like it was a sword.

More than one previously-washed potato had suffered a cruel fate of mistaken identity and got peeled; worse yet, it was catching. Soon all but two potatoes were peeled and stew-potted, bemoaning their fate with tiny piping cries till they sank into the stew. The last two potatoes were fighting over the peeler with harsh words and tiny war-cries.

"Wow. You win, Iris." Xerdria commented dryly, looking over the sloppy and very wet battlefield with a regretful sigh. The second-last potato has just gotten tossed into the stew-pot in chunks and the loner winner was doing a dance of triumph.

Picking up the last survivor, Xerdria casually bit his head off after making sure all his protesting colleague were in the pot. Then Xerdria crunched down absently as she looked the carnage over.

"Stop now. Turn them all back into potatoes please, Iris." She mentioned quietly. "Carefully, this one tastes funny." The Elf went on still crunching.

Iris looked confused and stared at the stew-pot in puzzlement.



"Wow. These potatoes fought me all the way down." Aaron looked over at the fast emptying stew-pot in puzzlement as Xerdria ravenously demolished the last of the potato stew. Everyone else had gotten small bowls. The Elf seemed far more hungry than usual after babysitting all day.

"And out, probably. Did you bag the tubers as soon as they came out of the soil today, Xerdria?" The wizard asked, belching unhappily.

"Yes." The elf kept her head down and was eating the potatoes as fast as she could fork them in. So was Iris, tho her supper had gotten mashed into her bowl and it seemed to be far more peaceful than anyone else's.

"Really, the things that happen in a magic garden." Putting a hand on her rear, Henna glared at the elf as she rubbed a sore spot. "I checked my crops as soon as we got home. Apparently it's a tea-witch garden that pinches now."

Ronnie put a hand on his stomach and looked puzzled. "Ow. Not settling well. Did anyone else hear the stew begging for mercy tonight?" He looked at his empty bowl in annoyance, then drank the stock from his bowl.

"Potatoes and beans. Not anything that's ever pleaded at me before." He belched unhappily.

"One of the plants did get away today. Out the window and away while I was stripping and washing the potatoes." Xerdria confessed in a sulky tone. "I thought that was normal."

"You don't pull the whole plant up and shake dirt loose, dear." Henna chided the elf quietly. "Not unless you want a lot of potatoes really fast. They'll regrow another crop if you ask the plant nicely and replant the roots. The smaller ones fill out."

"I was watching Iris; we got in and out of the garden as fast as we could today." Xerdria explained, looking skyward innocently. "We were having a magic duel while the potatoes were being fixed."

"You do not duel in the garden. Ever. Far too many of the plants would join in." Henna said firmly "Never do that again, please. In here, too."

"Really? They join in. How?" Aaron asked in an interested manner.

"The plants? They throw seed pods at you. Well, spit. The ones that explode, puff hallucinogenic dust or are just really spiky." Henna explained to her husband. "I'm sure you've seen sharp thorns in there before."

"Needle bushes? Thistles? Yes. Yes, I have." The wizard patted his stomach and flashed in and out of dragon mode, one hand on the staff leaning on the table beside him. His stomach quieted its rumble almost instantly.

"But I rarely have to fight anything after I've eaten it." He went on in a bemused way, still patting a small paunch he had under his belt. "Your potatoes are extra feisty tonight, dear."

"You should see the garden." Henna grunted back at him, rubbing her rear again and frowning. "Stay out of the greens for a while, please. I have to fix something out there."

"What duel, X?" Ronnie asked, patting his stomach and listening to it growl back at him with one eye closed. "What did Iris try today?"

"Wait. Forget Iris. What did you do out there?" The teen boy asked Xerdria, glancing at her as he patted his stomach in pained shock.

"Nothing. Grabbed diner. Was there anything in town today?" Xerdria asked brightly. "Did Mel ask for Tilly to come apprentice at her clinic again? Hedra try anything? How's Harvey?"

"Mel does not have a clinic, she has a small office by the docks. You can see it's actually part of the Inn if you look closely enough. And no, we didn't stop in there, or Harvey's. Harvey looks for deals, right?" Aaron answered the small elf. "Your stuff at bargain prices, usually. Anything anyone has with them. Henna's stock."

"Did we?" He asked as Henna turned glared sidelong at him with narrowed eyes.

"I stopped at Mel's." Henna stated flatly. "While you three were setting up the cart and getting Cerberus underway. You were both busy talking to Hedra and her new assistant, the tall pretty girl from a noble family. A third daughter that avoided both marriage to a pig-farmer and a nunnery by turning witch instead."

"Her father disowned her for it." Henna went on sadly. "I delivered a few herbs to Mel and got some news; some of the herbs I asked for last time had been found. We got a dried fish or two on account after the trading was done." Henna went on happily.

"Fish?" Ronnie grunted unhappily. "And fresh flower-girl herbs. No wonder the stew tasted funny."

He obviously remembered the girl and had an absent-minded smile plastered all over his face. "Quite the new apprentice Hedra has now, really. From tapestries to painkillers and quiet desperation." Ronnie babbled. "Her troubles were written all over her face, X. She'll elope down to Port-town and marry a sailor there soon enough."

"Desperate enough to try dating a wizard's son?" Xerdria snapped at him "A friendly seer who snoops secrets? I feel sorry for her."

"No you don't, you're giggling. Besides, Hedra pushed the girl at him." Aaron explained dryly. "For anything they could get out of Ronnie. You know that."

"Well, yes. She had a forced enthusiasm. I have a date with her in a few days." Ronnie explained without a trace of embarrassment. Xerdria glared at him. "The day after tomorrow, actually. Cerberus's next trip into town. A morning swim down by the rapids."

"It's the only time we both had free." He explained without a trace of remorse or embarrassment. "Mostly when she could get away from Hedra and Ambler the alchemist dwarf and I was in town."

"Ambler is another early-riser, betcha. He's using Alchemist in his title now? Rats." The wizard moaned a bit. "Blast. Beware, people. Poisons are popular in Holmwood again."

Aaron grumbled unhappily to himself. "Poisons don't bother me, but remind Henna not to eat in town for a while. There's always someone who wants to try poisoning a dragon and sell the parts. Check any paddler's goods or harvest bargains we get at the door for dirty additives, too." Aaron rumbled on. "Free samples out of the market-garden from here and Gatetown."

"Which I destroyed long ago." The wizard sat there and waggled eyebrows at his family, daring anyone to correct him on the name of the town.

No one did. Satisfied, he sat back gloating.

"You have a date with Hedra's latest apprentice, Ronnie? Isn't that a little silly, dear? Dangerous?" Henna asked sweetly as Xerdria fumed. The elf hated hearing about Ronnie's girlfriends. "You know beginner witches like to experiment on their boyfriends. And dates. And any handy wandering salesmen. Pets, small children, and strangers too."

"I hope so." Ronnie mumbled, looking at his plate. "Err, no sillier than your Monday morning tea meetings with all the other witches in town, ma." He answered instantly. "When you can get to them, that is."

Xerdria stabbed a last potato briskly. "Emergency meetings only these days, Seer."

"Wow. I didn't know you were going out as a group with this girl." X snapped at Ronnie. "Who else is going? Swimming in morning river-fog? A grey day. Start the fire before you go in or you'll never find each other again, or even the shore. Can I come?"

"No." Ronnie answered instantly. "Relax, X. Cerberus gets into town for dawn, remember? You want to wake up with his cart squealing at you and talk to Harvey all day waiting for us to come back here?"

"There's lots of people in town who like talking to me." Xerdria answered sulky. "And I can make money there, seer."

Ronnie snorfed. "Mine pay in advance. I do instant sphere-readings from the back of Cerberus's cart unless they want privacy, then we get a booth in the tavern near the old witch. Most of your traffic wants you to pose for another bedroom painting."

"Children." Henna chided as Xerdria perked up, white eyes flashing and really furious now. Iris screamed 'no!' at that. She apparently liked the thought of a sneaky tavern booth; or a good fight. It was hard to tell which.

The wizard of Singing Tower grumbled, annoyed. "Henna, Ronnie grew up dealing with a redheaded bandit mother, remember."

Aaron rumbled quietly, looking at his tea-cup. "You. And a rowdy elfin princess as a play-mate. Xerdria. With dragons, magical trees and a singing tower about. He came out of it not very scarred at all. I think we can trust him with a noble's daughter who hasn't been allowed out of the house before. Even a witch-apprentice one."

"Ha. You're an idiot and don't know desperate girls very well." Henna answered briskly. "Or how stupid males are. Even if you are married to a bandit." The red-head shook her head sadly. "I know how Ronnie behaves, Aaron. That's why I'm worried about this."

"Witch or not, if any single girl can blame a surprise pregnancy on Ronnie, she will." Henna smiled sweetly at her husband. She also kicked Aaron under the table. Xerdria smirked as Ronnie didn't notice anything. "And then demand to be paid for it."

"Dating a witch? Don't drink the water and don't breathe the same air. Got it, Mom." Ronnie sighed resignedly. "No charming, no sharing food, no bragging."

"No plotting, bragging or gossiping." Xerdria muttered. "Three strikes and you're out, Ronnie. No anything. Better hope she likes inane chatter; your best hope now is for her to get bored and leave. Or just ignore you."

"I tickle. No concentrating, no magic spells thrown." Ronnie said urbanely. "Something you taught me, Elf."

Xerdria geared up to reply again, eyes flashing. Sighing, Aaron took his staff from where it was leaning on the table beside him and stuck it between the two warring teens.

"Peace, brats." He rumbled. "Or I ask the potatoes to help me out."

"Too late. They're all gone." Henna noted dryly. "Babysitting has made our elfin daughter ravenous, Aaron. She can help me in the garden clean-up."

"There's something out there we need to find and get rid of." Henna went on, smiling wolfishly at Xerdria. "We can chat while out there too. Aaron, you talk to Ronnie while we're gone."

"Keep them separate, I know. And Ronnie out of trouble. I've had to do a lot of talking since Ronnie moved to the chicken coop from the tower-top. Sorry, apprentice rooms." Aaron went on as Ronnie glared at him.

Xerdria snorfed. Ronnie the chicken-shack was one of her favorite taunts these days. Henna sighed wearily and looked at the Elf.

"Xerdria did not want to give up the tower-top dragon landing-platform up there." The wizard noted quickly as Xerdria blushed. "Not that Cold-Fire fits on it anymore. And they are apprentice rooms out there, we've never had any chickens here. Or pigs. We eat things too fast for an egg to get anywhere."

"The platform is for her head. Cold-Fire lands on the roof now and talks to me into things with her head upside down." Xerdria said meekly. "It's sweet. Gently. Quietly and with most of her still on the roof. When she isn't out with her family trying to eat a tuna migration or two."

"The tower can tell you everything, dear. If you bother to ask." Henna answered as Aaron cringed and looked up sadly. Ronnie stayed sat, looking interested.

"Apprentice rooms. Thinking of taking on an apprentice, Da?" He asked absently. "Another witch-girl, like Drivna next door was for Mum? Ma has tried it a few times now, hasn't she?"

"No! Not with you here. Not until Iris is your size; or you're gone and married." Aaron shuddered and shook his head as Iris looked up at her father in puzzlement.

"Or better." He went on with a mock snarl at his little girl. She giggled back at her father. "Any magic trainee we could recruit would take one look at our family and run screaming. None of them would ever be as powerful as our two-year-old daughter is right now."

"True. Mundane apprentices? Having lots of power isn't likely." Xerdria agreed. She was already a beautiful princess with a Queendom just waiting for her; most apprentices would never surpass that. "We already know how long the witch school apprentices would last anyway. Ma has tried a few. They run soon enough."

"Ha. Do you blame them? Look here. Mere days with a dragon-witch whose favorite word is 'no'." Xerdria added, smiling at Iris. "That's how long they'd last. Betcha. Not even troll-dancer apprentices lasted very long. Yes?"

Iris screeched 'no!' back at the Elf and slammed a spoon down beside an empty bowl. She grinned back at the princess too.

"Take Iris with you, dear." Henna mentioned as supper wound down to a slurping halt. "Or watch her here? No. Try not to fight too much with her, it's almost sunset and bedtime. You talk to Ronnie, Aaron. I'll talk to our elf. Right now she needs to help me hunt for some vicious plants out in the garden."

"Leave Iris with me." Aaron commented, already involved in battle with her.



"You do not know how many young girls show up here blaming you for their troubles, boy. All locals. Runaway flower-girls. Farm-girls. Farm-help. Single runaways, that type." Aaron sighed as the Witch of the Singing Tower headed off to spend last-light and dusk searching the garden for a rude plant. "Or how much Henna hates that kind of witch-work. This must stop."

"My word against theirs, Da." Ronnie said briskly. "And I'm not all that lucky. Ask Xerdria. She'll know exactly who and when my dates were."

"And what happened, we know. We don't have to, even if a date only takes a few minutes. The tower tracks you too." Aaron went on sadly. "Very closely these sad days. The good part is you aren't always around and the girls don't know that. After they touch the tower she reads their life story anyway; and can tell Henna who the father really is."

"You don't want to know a lot of the time. Trust me." Aaron shuddered. "Your dragon takes you on adventures. Most times and places the girls claim you were being friendly don't match your whereabouts; and the tower can correct them." He went on. "They still come here blaming you anyway."

"I agree. This does have to stop. Da, our princess will remember far better than I do what I was doing. And might even tell you if I'm there or not." Ronnie grinned weakly.

"You know Xerdria hates being stuck here with me." Ronnie sighed. "We can't be together anymore and it hurts both of us. She does get spiteful."

Iris screamed 'no' at that and Aaron sighed in exasperation. "It's only for a few more weeks. Then your dragons will return from feasting, bigger and better than ever. You both can take off again."

"Humph. Iris hasn't stopped staring at you, Ronnie." The wizard noted, chuckling. "Why? Has my other little girl been arguing with you too? Both of them? That's something else we need to stop."

"Stop? Maybe. True, Xerdria isn't the only one who magics with Iris." Ronnie grinned across the table at his sister. "Iris loves my sphere and it's amazing how fast she can turn it to her own snooping. Ah, Sorry. Quests and questions. Not snooping."

"Iris likes chasing chipmunks around. I teach her how to find what she's looking for. You, ma… Usually you're both asleep… Xerdria, bugs…" Ronnie went on happily, grinning at Iris. She grinned right back. "And chipmunks."

"Iris has stopped going 'boom' at me because I'm really good at finding the princess for her. And Rumble, sometimes." Ronnie confessed wryly popping a sphere.

It showed Henna and Xerdria thrashing around in the garden greens, chasing something around the garden in the dusk. "Iris likes watching dragons too." Ronnie added, watching the girls grunt and flail about the greens. Henna seemed a little disturbed at something.

"Her dragon, Rumble mostly. She's learning." Ronnie went on absently, looking about for the plant too.

"I think Rumble knows when she's looking in on him, by the way." Ronnie sighed and held up his sphere so everyone could see into it. It still had the garden scene with a couple frustrated girls thrashing around in it.

"The plant they want is to their left." He added casually.

"And look, X knows when we're watching. And who. She ignores Iris, I get hand gestures." Ronnie grinned at Iris who was coo'ing at scene of her mother and sister wrestling with weeds. "Iris also likes finding her lost toys, the ones Ma puts away." Ronnie added. "Mostly the noisy ones. Her drum. Whistles."

In the sphere the tiny elf dove for something with a piercing war-cry and missed, disappearing into the dark greenery with a pained 'oof'. She came up muddy and glaring at the sphere. Iris screamed again and happily reached for glowing orb.

"No! No boom." Ronnie asked in a choking manner. Iris's booms were almost legendary by now. Iris shook her head and reached for the sphere with clutching hands, falling far short.

"Ow! Stop." Came from the sphere. It was Henna. "This must stop."

"Stop." Iris seemed a little puzzled, then triumphant. "STOP!" She screeched at the sphere.



"Wow. She got me. The sphere is frozen." Tapping the side of his magic, Ronnie popped it in and out of existence a few times. The ball always showed the same picture; Xerdria snarling at the sphere and Henna grabbing for her bottom with a very surprised expression on her face.

"Mine too." Tapping his staff against the floor, Aaron looked around the room. "The tower is gone too. Well, she's here, just locked into the stone. Not doing anything."

"She's stopped." Looking over at his baby sister, Ronnie sighed. "We're all stopped and you did it this time, da. Not me."

"Henna, actually." Aaron protested.

"What did you do?" That came as an unholy screech from outside as the girls came stumbling back into the kitchen. Xerdria seemed wildly frazzled and Henna only mildly upset.

Iris looked up and crowed happily as her mother burst into the kitchen. Henna looked ok, but Xerdria was almost in hysterics.

"It's gone. All of it, all gone. My magic doesn't work." She screeched at Ronnie "WHAT DID YOU DO?"

"Nothing. It doesn't surprise me, tho." Ronnie sat there staring into the sphere. "I'm frozen too, X. So's the tower, da and even his staff is calm."

"Oh, this is what you look like in my sphere, X." He held out the small glowing ball. "Fat. Nothing magical has changed at all in here since Iris yelled 'stop' at everything."

Then he ducked as Xerdria came over, still crying but swinging weakly at him. She stopped to stare into the sphere, pounding on his shoulder.

"I am not fat." The elf protested weakly as she looked at the motionless image. "Your sphere is warped." Then she started hitting Ronnie weakly and sobbing a bit.

"Ow." He complained, then ignored her.

"Iris! You? That's my girl. Everything magical stopped, yes?" Henna seemed only vaguely concerned. "On a whim, too."

"Start it back up. Go!" Henna smiled at her daughter; one tiny finger headed to the child's mouth as she stared at her mother. "Please, Iris."

No one was listening to Henna and Iris just looked puzzled. Aaron was playing with his staff in a very bemused and frustrated way and Xerdria had one hand on the wall and one hand on Ronnie now. She looked like she was trying to wake the tower up.

Iris sat in her high-chair looking completely satisfied with herself.

"Stop?" Ronnie asked Iris. She nodded at him; Henna grinned weakly and tried to clap her hands.

"That's a boom." The tea-witch started to say and coughed. "A big bada boom. Go now, please. GO!"

"Right. Iris! Go! I want my staff back and right now." Aaron rumbled ominously, slowly getting upset. "And my tower. Henna wants her garden, too."

"I need my sphere." Ronnie added hopefully. "Go please. Find Rumble. I'm really glad no dragons were here or they'd be like X right now."

"Or your father." Henna noted. Xerdria seemed fairly panic-stricken. Aaron was looking deep into his staff and getting more and more frustrated.

"Iris? Go-time! I really, really need my magic moving again." The elf started pleading with the little girl. "I'm a magical and can't get at my armor, Cold-fire, the candy… Or live without my magic."

The elf princess sighed as everyone stopped and looked at her in shock.

"The candy? Honey." The elf explained regretfully. "Iris gets a spoonful on her porridge every morning the same time I sneak some on my oatmeal."

"I got it in Port-town." She went on defensively.

"Nothing works! I'm not even hungry anymore." The little elf wailed. "At all! I'm so stuffed I can hardly move." There was a small uncomfortable bletch with that; Xerdria put a small hand on her stomach and looked queasy.

"I was staring at you, planning tortures when all this happened." The Elf commented in a mad fury to a despondent Ronnie slumping in his chair. She was behind him now. "It's your fault, seer. Iris was in here with you."

"Ha. We were watching you. Ma said stop so Iris stopped everything." Ronnie grumbled as the elf started pounding weakly on his shoulder again. He hardly seemed to notice her at all. "Everything stopped. Me, you, the tower, Da… So there!"

"That's dangerous. Look! The natural flows here don't stop and power is building up. Wards holding certain spells back won't for very long." Henna said in a slow tone. "They fade. I got a lot of stuff locked up and hidden no one wants to see let loose in here. Poisons, spirits and witchery. Certain books that might get explosive soon as wards fail."

"Yah. Dyraids, Ents, Brownies…" Aaron looked around his kitchen and cringed. "All magical. All stopped. So is the garden. Everything we've ever stuffed away and forgotten about. Haunted helmets. The cistern is FULL of stored tower-power and it's getting worse by the second."

"If the cistern blows up there won't be a tree left standing between here and the horizon. My magic dimensional containers are holding a lot of things for me too."

"Most of them are right here. Sort of." Xerdria admitted weakly, waving one hand. She was almost in tears again as she pushed Ronnie's arm aside to crawled into his lap. Sooner or later her magics will fail.

"Everything might pop back here!" She sobbed wrapping her arms around his neck. "In a heap on top of me. My storage is weakening!"

She wailed, inconsolably. Her arms wrapped around Ronnie's neck and she was sobbing into his neck in seconds. Ronnie was rubbing her back absently.

"Ronnie, if Xerdria decides to blame you again you're a dead man." Aaron told his son in a quiet whisper. "You're lucky she doesn't have a sword with her."

"Yeah. I know." Ronnie looked absently at the sobbing girl on his lap, patted her here and there, then pulled out a small dagger and showed to it his father. Then he put it back from wherever he'd gotten it in Xerdria's clothes.

"It's worse when she has magic." Ronnie went on absently. "She hides them. Even when she's naked."

"You get used to it." He murmured softly, giving a crying Elf a gentle squeeze. She sobbed, then hit him weakly. Aaron seemed a little startled but didn't say anything. Henna was opening various small drawers in the wall, looking at the contents, sniffing in amazement and shutting them again.

"I'm more worried about the preserves." Henna said slowly. "A lot of magical items don't keep well unless they're actively spelled."

"Be really careful opening any stoppered jugs you find here for the next little while." The tea witch said slowly. "They probably have surprises in them now. Ones still trying to get away."

"Betcha my beer is fermenting." Aaron mentioned, after taking a quick look outside and listening for any small, wet ka-booms. "That means the stores are getting foamy too. The ones in our escape tunnel."

"Oh, and be real careful in the outhouse, people." The wizard mentioned absently. "The spells are just sitting there now; gas is leaking and escaping all around them now. It'll be vermin-haven soon enough and lots more than curious spiders."



"Aaron? Wait. Normally there's one spark of magic in about every fingernail of stone in the tower." Henna mentioned, looking at the wall closely. "Right now it's two."

"I get things copied by pressing paper against the rock. It takes a while to charge the wall up again." The witch explained quickly. "Usually."

"Ley-lines. The power saturation doubled in only a few minutes? Releasing all that will get quite intense, then." Aaron sputtered, startled. "When it triggers. If the power flows again. Is the tower awake enough to handle a hiccup like that?"

"Probably." Henna looked around. "She might be able to deal with a few hot-spots. There's already a system to channel energy into storage and very dense storage. Unfortunately Xerdria will burn to a crisp if her magics don't get released soon." Henna said worriedly. "Look. She's starting to glitter already."

It was true. Aaron looked over at his sobbing adopted daughter and she was already beginning to glow slightly. Ronnie seemed to be enjoying the sparkles.

So was Iris. No one commented on that.

"Look, the hedge is starting to glow too. I didn't know it was magiced." Ronnie noted, looking out a window. "Do we hide in the apprentice chambers?"

"The hedge is not magic. It just gets dragon manure. Go to the coop and watch Xerdria explode? No thanks; the apprentice rooms are part of the tower, being there won't help any. We try to get Iris to release the magic lock-down, it's our only hope." Aaron looked at his dead staff wearily, then put it down beside him.

"Iris is our only chance." Henna agreed with the wizard. "Unless someone can figure out a way to use flying sparks of Elf-magic real fast. Wizard."

"If I could call Masina thru my staff, her response might shatter Iris's spell. After all, Iris is only a baby." Aaron said quietly. "Her spells won't be complicated. If any of us can get any magic moving at all that should break hers."

"If we can break Iris's spell, we can break her magic. Wonderful, wizard." Henna sighed. "Profound, all that. Give me your staff. Masina answers me a lot faster than she will you."

"I was actually thinking of calling Cold-fire and telling her X is in danger." Aaron said evenly. "And needs her magical touch. She'd get upset and force a reply thru really fast."

Aaron looked at his tower and sighed. Dragons, being magical, had all sorts of ways of doing things, including reply to questions. "One way or another."

"Break it? I could do this with my staff, but it'd take hours." Aaron went on. "Set off any spell, tho…"

"Henna?" The wizard asked his tea-witch wife. "Would you have anything magical sitting around ready to explode?"

"YES! Lots." Henna smirked at the crowd. "Tea is like that."



"Just squish the pod. Put it in your fist and squeeze."

"Ok. Then what happens?" Aaron looked at the nut in his hand his wife had given him to hold suspiciously.

"Goosh. It explodes, forcing you to turn dragon or die." Henna smiled happily. "We hope. That change frees everything else by shattering Iris's spell."

"You'd better turn, actually." The witch went on dryly. "It'll take a dragon to survive this thing. It explodes. Needles get driven deep into your flesh, silly-gas escapes and you get dusted, falling into a twitching heap.

"Various poisons work fast. It squirts smelly gook all over you." Henna frowned slightly. "Come to think of it, go outside before you try anything, Aaron. And downwind."

"Normally we'd just rip your whole arm off to try and save you. The poison spreads really fast." Henna went on heartlessly. "And anywhere the dust gets to. Eyes, ears, nose…"

"Butt. Then a plant starts growing out of your still-screaming corpse. That starts before you hit the ground, actually. A magic one, then a few weird bugs show up I've never been able to figure out. They help eat the screaming leftovers."

The soft lumpy-looking seed was about the size of a chestnut and was seamed like one into halves. Aaron looked at it dubiously.

"It's used to make zombies, if you can chase the bugs away and rip the plant out fast enough. Do not bite it, it'll explode and take your head off." Henna went on in a lecturing tone. "It also tastes like crap. Trust me. Stomping on them is safest; dropping rocks on one from a long way off is recommended."

"Outside, eh? Let's hear you say you still love me first." Aaron looked at the seed in his hand and gulped nervously.

"I still love you da." Came from a weepy Elf still squirming in Ronnie's lap. Ronnie did not look all that concerned with Xerdria being this close to him till she elbowed him in the stomach, hard.

"Stop that. Get your hands off me, oaf. I'm bloated, uncomfortable and really hurt." She whimpered at him. "You idiot." Then she snuggled into him a little harder.

"Me too, da." Ronnie gasped out, one hand heading for his solar plexus. Xerdria slapped it away before it could get there. She was glowing much harder now and was getting hard to look at. She was also whimpering a little.

Henna nodded briskly. "Me too. I love you dear. And Iris does too." Iris screamed at hearing her own name and looked happy. "Leave me your staff, please."

The staff got reluctantly handed over. "Ok. Close enough. Da go, hon." Looking at his youngest, the wizard smiled. "But I wish there was a book on raising incredibly powerful witches somewhere we could read. Or dragons. If we live long enough, we should look for one."

"I already have. It's another one of the books we have to write ourselves." Henna sighed. "If we live long enough."



"Oh, Henna remembered an old booby trap she'd set up to discourage the old witch from snooping into her supplies too much; right after I closed the door behind me. It was a really powerful spray of magic, part fire, part gook, part spell."

"And Xerdria set it off?"

"Yah. With a leftover mushroom of yours, one Henna couldn't identify." Aaron shuddered unhappily. "She threw it at the trap and both went off. Your mushroom was almost explosive all by itself, Cerberus. Or so Henna tells me. Its magic were evolving even while stopped."

"Anyway, Henna had my staff and was trying to call Cold-fire, Ronnie was trying to sphere the tower and Xerdria set traps off."

"From Ronnie's lap by throwing magic mushroom-things at them. Dripping glowing elfin tears on them too first, I guess. All while I was trying to make magic outside." Aaron went on. "One of them worked."

Cerberus grunted softly. "I should charge extra for those things. What was Iris doing?"

"Screeching." Aaron said shortly and sampled the cup of beer again. "Anyway, it worked. The spell shattered under the strain and all the magic came back." He sighed happily as Cerberus swigged from his cup. "All of it and all at once. For everyone and everything. That was a fun few minutes, with fireworks coming from places no one remembered having any magical stores."

"Iris hides things already?" Cerberus asked, looking concerned. Aaron nodded glumly.

"Henna supplies came thru almost untouched. Aged to perfection, she says."

The quiet squeal of his cart as the group made it slow way thru forest into town was subdued this morning. Ronnie had used some pine-tar on the axle and that was making for a smooth, quiet ride today. Aaron grinned as he watched the forest. "Still, opening a jug at my place is like sticking your head into an oven you just opened. Give it a couple seconds first, you'll live longer."

Aaron was enjoying the beer his dwarf neighbor was taking to one of the underground taverns in Holmwood. Like most dwarf-beer it was both a magical cold cure and a high proof brew (among other things). The two of them had opened and were sampling a cask to test its taste.

Everyone else was asleep in the back of the cart; Henna, Iris, Ronnie and Xerdria.

Xerdria and Ronnie were on opposite side of the cart again. Their fighting had resumed almost as soon as everyone's magic had returned. Xerdria was able to show the seer what furious elf could do if prodded too hard (and right in the sphere).

Or what happened if an Elf got tickled in celebration by surprise. Ronnie was sincerely apologizing for that slip-up.

"Henna was holding my staff when that surge went thru. She might never do that again; it made her hair stand on end."

"All of it. Long and red. It was like she'd gotten trapped in a ball of fire. But you should've seen Xerdria let loose." Aaron chuckled. "She surged. I was back inside by that point, and in dragon-mode. Xerdria went from sparks to bonfire-bright in a flash; she nearly turned the chair she was sitting in into a throne. Accidentally."

"With Ronnie still in it with her?" The dwarf asked carefully. "What happened to him?"

"Yah. He did yodel a bit and it did take a couple salves to fix him up." Aaron laughed. "X kissed his neck while all flushed with magic, just a little peck. Celebrating. The kiss burned right in and looks like a lip-hickey. Henna says it'll might scar, but he's ok."

"Ronnie is on his way to charm Hedra's new apprentice right now, in fact. Limping but game." Aaron sighed. "I think X did that part on purpose but Xerdria says she didn't."

"A good thing, really. Mostly everyone but Iris got a good magical work-out. Roaring with apprentice-surges of magic, all that, the tower included. Stretched right out." Aaron sampled the brew again and smacked his lips.

"Xerdria marked Ronnie as hers. I dunno if that's good or bad. And Iris? Now for everyone else." Cerberus asked dourly, with a glance behind him at the sleeping magicals. "Huh. Not fatal. Handy. Boom or stop?"

Aaron chuckled and glanced back at his youngest. "Now for everyone else in town. We find out when we get there."






chapter 2 holmwood

"It's a lip-hickey scar. Neat." Cerberus was impressed. Ronnie was showing off his new magic tattoo to everyone except Xerdria, who'd offered to nut him right thru the ears if he tried to do that again. The rest of the family was impressed; given an overnight rest his magical kiss from Xerdria was turning into a fancy little scar.

A new tattoo just below his ear, a smack from an ex-girlfriend. Silhouetted lips. Xerdria was already very tired about getting teased about it.

Her surge had been a lot more fun than that for her. A few changes to the stool she and Ronnie had been sitting on had also went thru. A lot of the kitchen chairs were hardly more than stump-slices with legs, or hollowed stumps; Iris had a hollowed stump chair with a slice of left on the front as a small table.

The elfin magic surge had turned Ronnie's favorite stool into something very special, something almost queenly. The stump had become a glowing, growing throne, still slowly changing into something. One as veined as stone-hard hardwood but far more colorful, in muted green, gold wood-grain and bark-brown.

A throne, really. Arches were beginning to grow in. Rich. Heavy. Beautiful, and a throne seemingly built for two. There was a fair amount of teasing about fat elves for its size.

The stool was nearly a throne fit for an Elfin Queen already, with a new step growing in. The stool had become a high-backed chair with steps; Xerdria no longer had to hop up on to get into. The stool was now a royal perch infused with magics. One that'd disappear into an invisible storage-rooms soon enough.

"So what are you headed into town for, Wizard?" The dwarf cocked his head and listened to the forest sounds for a moment, then glanced at the mule. She nodded right back at him and pointed her nose at a bush. Cerberus blinked while Aaron fumed at being left out of things.

"The usual, dwarf. Money." He muttered to his next door neighbor and best friend. "Ronnie does readings from the back of your cart…"

"I gotta start charging him for that. There are more thieves than customers in the traffic back there." The dwarf grumbled. His axe shifted slightly from where he was wearing it on his back as he squirmed.

"Henna does the Hedra new-apprentice review, horse-trading supplies with Mel." Aaron sighed unhappily. "And the new girl. One of the flower-girls has developed a nice touch for harvesting. Or her brother has. Someone, anyway. Henna wants to see if she can be apprenticed to the old hermit for witch-work."

Aaron groaned softly. "That isn't good news to me, dwarf. The flower-girls have goodies? Great, thistle soup again tonight." Sighing, Aaron looked at the greens slowly going by as Cerberus's mule pulled the cart along. "Or something equally weird but very seasonal. Henna encourages them."

There was a snort from the lead; the mule objected to pulling everything and everyone, so both Cerberus and Aaron had to get out and help on the uphill side of things. Cerberus sat on the brake-lever on the downhill side.

Ronnie was already walking beside the cart, as Xerdria had a murderously deadly aim while pegging acorns. He'd left the cart after getting pinged with one in the nose every time he'd closed his eyes.

All the girls had blinked total innocence at that too. Henna, Iris and Xerdria queened over the rear with a Cerberus cargo of fresh mushrooms, a few small casks of beer cold-cure, a knap or two of Henna's herbs and a couple bricks of dried dragon-manure.

Henna's garden was famous for its magical herbs. Between the tower ley-lines, fresh dragon manure and various spells, her herbs were powerful and very much in demand. They stayed fresh much longer too. Cerberus sold the dried bricks of dragon manure taken out of the mushroom-tunnels for flower gardens in town.

He did have his usual wares too. Medicinal beer, mushrooms and a few dyraid and Ent specials. Some of the more magical mushrooms would only grow in the complete darkness of the beer-tunnels and any exhausted manure from there got sold in town. Cerberus the dwarf called it mining, of course and ignored the beer vats hidden down there too.

Everyone else called it the cleaning the stables.

"So Ronnie has a date and Henna is investigating new witches. What's the Little Elf queen up to today?" Cerberus grunted unhappily.

Aaron sighed. "X? No good, probably. She wanted to come into town and no one argued with her." The wizard looked into the rear of the cart. All the females were napping back there now. "Try asking her yourself when she's awake."

"Don't disturb her, she'll wake ravenous." Aaron looked frustrated. "You wouldn't have any stock left by the time we got to Holmwood and I'd put on thirty pounds just watching her eat."

"Gatetown." Cerberus automatically corrected. "We're headed to Gatetown." Aaron gave him a dirty look.

"I have what's left of the Gate near my tunnels, wizard." Cerberus said in an aggrieved tone. "But do I call my mine Gateway? No. It's Cold-brew."

Aaron blinked in surprise at that.

"No, my wife does not know this. Anyway. The old witch is Xerdria's target, maybe. Or the old hermit. Is the old witch looking for dragon-riders?" Cerberus asked carefully. "That'd make a lot of enemies real fast. Like, everyone."

"War sounds more like X. I don't think our elf is offering to carry mail. Caravans are a lot of trouble these days, tho. She does love a fight but the canal is water." Aaron mentioned happily.

"Water slows dragon-fire a lot, like landing on a spear." The wizard chuckled. "To have a big impact they'd need to catch the caravans out in the flatlands; unfortunately all wagons are painted the same color as grass. They're very hard to see from high up."

"Ya. You follow tracks instead and warn the caravans you're heading their way as you dive. Dragons still think trolls make a nice tasty snack?" The dwarf asked carefully, rolling his shoulders and shifting his ax again.

"Yup. Dwarfs, too. A dragon would really like to shake your tree and see what falls out, Cerberus." Aaron agreed unhappily. "Or ream out a tunnel or two for beer and snacks. But relax, our pups are safe. No one trusts their friends a great deal, tho."

"A dragon with a tun of magic-mushroom beer in him? Easy meat." Cerberus said "I wonder if they'd even be able to walk at all after drinking any of my brew."

"Magical dragons and magical beer? I don't want to find out, so we won't know. Relax, dwarf. Iris's dragon Rumble caught a few of the younger dragons from the volcano trying to sneak around for a peek at the dragon-riders."

Blinked in shock, Aaron looked worried. "Violation of his territory, all that. They won't do it again. None of them will."

"Rumble bites?" The Dwarf seemed dour.

"He bites; and watches us a lot more than he tells us about. Raiding another dragon's territory is considered a declaration of war. Unfortunately, every dragon breathing on this earth really wants more of the golems Gina's world sent after us."

"You know, the tasty army after the three swords left here; back when the Gate was still working. The ones Xerdria has somewhere." Aaron went on. "Dragons loved the golems. They were only snack food, but they loved them."

"Ali's old sword from Harvey's. Wait. Rumble has a two-year-old as a dragon-rider?" The dwarf chuckled to himself. "Iris is two? Have you slept at all in the last few years, wizard?"

"No." Aaron yawned and stretched. "Not really. Iris is still in a crib in our room. She moves up the tower bedroom beside Xerdria in a few years. We had to move Ronnie out to the apprentice chambers.

"They were fighting too much. At night." Aaron seemed undisturbed and poled his staff alongside the cart.

"Or doing something noisy that sounded like fighting." The dwarf chuckled. "Whoa. Now everyone can get at Ronnie in those separate rooms, he's outside the tower. Is that a smart move?"

That got another snort from the walking wizard. "Ronnie has a dragon to ride if he wants to try outrunning his troubles. At his age he's still heading right towards them, tho. Singing."

"Besides, Xerdria has a dragon that's been landing on that rooftop since she was a pup. They both have private exits." Aaron sighed. "I know, I repair them. Dragons are heavy."

"Betcha Xerdria tries the old hermit again." The dwarf chuckled again.

"He's still saying no. Thank goodness." Aaron shuddered. "The trouble Xerdria makes with the magic she has is enough. More big elfin surges and clumsy magic? Teaching Xerdria how to use more Elfin-power than she can handle would make life at the tower impossible."

"Teenagers." Cerberus agreed. "Are always the same, all over."



Staff in one hand and leading a toddling Iris by the other, Aaron looked about the market puzzled. He stopped at the rear of Cerberus's cart and peered about. Ronnie was sitting there concentrating on his sphere. "Ok, you're here; Henna is at Mel's trading herbs…" The wizard started slowly.

Ronnie shook his head in the negative while not taking his eyes off his sphere. "Ma is helping out again, da. At Mel's. Working, not trading. There was a bar-fight last night and all the beds in there have bleeding sailors from both sides in them."

"With bite marks. The old witch and her trolls had something to do with it." Ronnie was staring into his sphere again, waiting for another young girl to come up and ask him to look into her future.

That wasn't anything Ronnie could do, but it was always a starting question. "Nasty cuts, too. Stomach wounds that'll probably kill them all." The seer went on in a bored way. "The sewing is mostly done so now they have to stop infections."

"Henna is pouring wine in the wounds. Sewing intestines back together. I can let you watch for a few minutes if you want." Ronnie went on as Cerberus let out another one of his hawking bellows, letting the world know he had lots of fresh mushrooms for sale. The dwarf didn't feel he was marketing unless he was shouting at someone.

"It's as disgusting as it sounds and watching is worse." Ronnie went on, cringing. "Mel says none of them are likely to live."

"Oh." The wizard shuddered. "I can forgo that scene. Remind me to get Henna some flowers, tho. Helping people die depresses her." The wizard looked around, still searching. "Where's Xerdria? And what are you doing back here so soon? Didn't you have a date?"

"X is in the swamp, herbing with the lost flower-girl and she was right about the river-swim being cold. And foggy. And there were people watching." Ronnie sighed wearily. "Fishing. Members of her family, or so she thought."

"Hedra's new apprentice? The tall blond one?"

"Yeah. I don't know her real name so don't ask what it is." Ronnie grinned and looked mischievous. "She's trying on a new name every few hours this week."

"Sounds like a teenage girl to me." Aaron looked at his son. "The date was a bust?"

"Yeah, busted. You'd think someone had led the fish right to us." Ronnie seemed slightly aggrieved. "We had lots of company out there. Water-snakes. Leeches. Relatives. Fish. Cold water. Colder fog."

"So what's X doing?" Aaron asked brightly. "Collecting for Harvey?"

"Nope. Scrounging for the old hermit. If she finds something he really wants, some weird and exotic swamp-rat or something, X can extort a few lessons from him. She hopes. Wanna see?"

The seer held his sphere out and it showed a very dirty Elf waist deep in swamp, ripping up plants and tossing them back to fairly dainty-looking flower-girl in strategically torn clothes prepping them for sale on a mud-hillock.

The Elf seemed busy, determined and only gave the sphere a passing glance.

"In the presence of a master, the student can sometimes perform." Ronnie intoned gravely. "And learn. She's gardening right now. X wants to buddy with the hermit till she's sucked him dry of anything she can learn from him."

"Yah. We know. And get there with a couple soggy weeds. That flower-girl doesn't seem lost to me." Aaron mentioned quietly.

"The waif comes out when she wants something from you." Ronnie said quietly. "So do her big eyes, chest and curves. It's how she keeps the old hermit happy, I think. She's a harridan with her kid brother."

"The boy is young; light enough to walk most of the swamp-tufts and find what they need. He doesn't sink and can also get back. The flower-girl princess there doesn't have to get dirty." Ronnie went on in a bored tone.

"Princess? She turned you down already?" Aaron asked his son knowingly.

"Worse. She tried to charge me for walking with her." Ronnie corrected with a disgusted snort. "She's quite popular here in the market, there's always a line-up where she sells her flowers. So I've been helping X today, da."

"Honest. I have." He said in an aggrieved tone as his father just looked at him.

"The sphere goes anywhere, fast. I look around thru the muck all around X and find what out what's there. Then I direct her to the whatever." Ronnie went on smugly. "As always. She just won't admit she needs my help."

"She throws mud at the sphere." Ronnie admitted urbanely as the faint sound of Elfish cursing sounded in a small tinny way from his sphere. Xerdria had started sinking into the swamp muck and was floundering now. There was a very nasty giggle come the bank the flower-girl was prepping greens on. "But we get things done anyway."

"Does she know there's a couple of the more poisonous snakes in that swamp headed her way?" Aaron nodded at a curving path whisking thru the water towards the Elf.

"She will in a moment." Ronnie put the sphere right in X's face and she sputtered in rage as he blocked her vision. Then she looked up and saw the snake headed her way.

The poor snake never knew what hit him. Neither did the flower girl, who went from ripping leaves off stems up to wearing a brightly colored snake around her neck in a split second.
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