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"And how was your work day, dear?" Garth asked his wife. He meant well.


"You know how it was!" Zoli flung her spoon down into the dish of Seven Berry Surprise
pudding. Sugary globs splattered everywhere. "Nothing's the same since the water-dragon
disappeared. No excitement, no adventure. I spend my days hoping someone will fall in, just so I
could rescue them, but the Iron River's so sluggish it'd be as thrilling as fishing kittens out of a
washbasin. I hate my job!"


"For Gnut's sake, Zoli, it's not like anyone's forcing you to be a crossing guard."


As soon as the words escaped his lips, Garth regretted them. He clamped his hands over his
mouth, but too late. He'd done the unthinkable: He'd spoken his mind to his wife. He was
doomed.


Zoli rested one still-muscular arm on the dinner table and leaned towards him with that look in
her eye. He knew that look. It was the same one he'd seen when they'd first met, right before she
decapitated the Great Ogre of Limpwater, thereby saving Garth's bacon.


"Well," she said in a deceptively soft voice. "And have we, perhaps, forgotten why I became a
crossing guard in the first place?"


"No, dear," Garth mumbled. "It was the only job for you in this town." He did not add Besides
keep house. He knew better. He'd been married to Zoli for twenty years, but he still recalled how
she'd dealt with the Great Ogre, and he was still very much attached to his bacon.


"Oh, so you do pay attention. And why is it that I, Zoli of the Brazen Shield, have no other job
opportunities?"


"Becausebecause you scare people hereabouts."


"So I do. Which means no one in this dratted little backwater will employ me for labor befitting
a grown woman. I've seen the blacksmith and the carter and the rest all eyeing the strength of my
arms and back, but I know what they're thinking: 'I'd love to have her toil for me, but if it doesn't
work out, where will I ever find the balls to fire her?' That is what they say of me, isn't it?"


"Nearly." Garth had indeed overheard his fellow townsmen discuss Zoli's unexploited strength in
those very words, with one exception: They didn't worry about where to find the balls to fire her
so much as where they'd find their balls after they fired her. So far the most popular theoretical
answer that had come up during open debate at the Crusty Boar was "Up a tree." "Down your
throat" ran a close second.


Zoli tilted her chair back and swung her feet up to rest among the dinner dishes. Old habits died
hard, and most of hers had been formed in the barrack room, the war camp, and the forbidden
temples of half a dozen assorted snake gods. "So I am a crossing guard, for want of any better
employment, because I fell in love with you and you insisted on retiring here."


"It's my home town," Garth defended himself. "Anyway, you made me retire and settle down
when you got pregnant!" 


"Are you saying it's my fault I'm unhappy?" Zoli had that look in her eye again. Garth shut up
fast. "It was different when the kids were small," she continued. "But now they're grown and
gone it's either mind the ford or go mad with boredom." She sat up straight and began chunking
her dagger into the tabletop slowly, methodically, and with a dull viciousness born of deep
frustration. "Why did the dragon have to vanish? While he was here, the townsfolk respected me
because I protected their brats. But now? Kids learn from their parents. Some of them lob
spitballs at me, others make snide remarks about how tight my armor fits. Which it does, but
they don't have to say so."


Garth came around the table to stand behind his wife, his hands automatically falling to the task
of massaging tension from her shoulders. "You know, sweetheart, maybe the problem isn't that
you're a crossing guard, but that you're a school crossing guard."


"Tell me about it," she grumbled. 


"I could have a word with Mayor Eyebright, get you a transfer to the toll bridge."


"Like that would be so much more exciting." She shrugged off his kneading hands impatiently
and stuck a heaping spoonful of pudding in her mouth.


Garth frowned. "I'm trying to help. On the bridge, you wouldn't have to deal with those snotty
kids."


Again Zoli slammed her spoon into the pudding, this time splattering herself and her husband,
except she was too worked up to notice. "When have you ever known me to run from any
battle?" she demanded. "Even one for these yokels' respect? I may have let my membership in
the Swordsisters' Union lapse, but I've still got my professional standards. I will not surrender!"
This said, she flopped back down into her chair and ate what little Seven Berry Surprise pudding
was left in her dish.


And I will never again ask how your day was, Garth thought as he too resumed his seat and
tucked into his dessert. They finished their meal in silence.



Meanwhile, at the far end of town, Mayor Eyebright was enjoying his own dinner while at the
same time doing what he did best, namely ignoring his wife and seven children. His evening
monologue droned on and on, not only between mouthfuls of food but straight through them.


"Oh, what a day I've had!" he sighed, stuffing half a slice of bread into his cheek and keeping it
there while he talked. "There was a terrible dust-up at the Overford Academy, a faculty meeting
that ended in a scuffle and eviction. They actually summoned the town patrol! Why a bunch of
wizards can't police themselves . . . I mean, we're paying them more than enough to teach our
children, so why can't they hire their own security force instead of coming running to me every
time there's a body wants booting into the cold-and-cruel? Do they think the patrol works for
free? Those bloodsuckers charge the council extra for hazardous duty, which includes ejecting
wizards. They claim that it takes five men working as a team to subdue one wizard. Five! A
likely story. And what was it all about, I ask you? Tenure. Bah! Why should a frowzy bookworm
be guaranteed a job for life? I say that the more of 'em get yanked off the academic titty, the
better men they'll be."


"Master Porfirio's not frowzy!" little Ethelberthina objected. 


A gasp of astonishment gusted from the other members of Household Eyebright. An octet of
horrified stares fixed themselves on the youngest daughter of the house, a pert, plump lass of
twelve summers. Ethelberthina met her family's collective gawk with the same cool
self-possession that had caused all of her teachers to write "A young woman who exhibits many
potential leadership qualities. If you don't beat them out of her, I will," on her progress reports.


"Ethelberthina, how dare you interrupt your father!" Goodwife Eyebright exclaimed.


"Oh, poo," said the unnatural child, crossing her arms and looking for all the world like a tax
assessor. "Dad should know the real story about the fuss at school. Those old buzzards said they
fired Master Porfirio for inapt morals, but the truth is he talked back to the dean."


"If he talked back to someone in authority, he got what he deserved," Mayor Eyebright opined,
giving the girl a meaningful look. What it meant was: Don't push your luck. 


"Poo," said Ethelberthina a second time. "Our philosophy master taught us that authority without
virtue merits no obedience. Anyway, it all depends on what he talked back to the dean about,
doesn't it?"


Mayor Eyebright had long known that Ethelberthina was nothing like her two elder sisters.
Mauve and Demystria were normal females, properly deferential. The closest Ethelberthina ever
came to deference was knowing how to spell it correctly. Still, a father's duty was to make all his
girls into proper women. He had to try. 


"You know, Ethelberthina," he said slowly, "you are a very exceptional girl." 


Ethelberthina knew what that meant. She stood up from the table with the weariness of Here we
go again upon her. "Another trip to the woodshed?" 


Mayor Eyebright shook his head. "Not this time. No sense beating a dead horse. Thus, instead, I
will be removing you from Overford Academy soonest."


"What?!" For the first time in her young life, Ethelberthina was actually attentive to her father's
words.


"No need to thank me. I'm merely correcting an honest mistake for which I blame no one but
your mother. And her meddling old Granny Ethelberthina. It was that woman who insisted we
put you to school." Here he gave his wife a reproving look.


Goodwife Eyebright, pregnant with Number Eight, murmured almost inaudibly into her vanished
lap, "You didn't have to do what Granny said, dear."


Her husband scowled. "Of course I did; she was rich! I refused to risk offending her until she
was safely dead and our inheritance secured." His scowl shifted to his youngest daughter.
"Sneaky old cow."


"Daddy, I did say I'd share Great-granny's money with you as soon as I'm old enough to get it out
of the trust fund," Ethelberthina said sweetly. "And so I will . . . if I remember. Master Porfirio
once taught that a broken heart affects the memory, and I would be so heartbroken if you took
me out of school!"


"There," Mayor Eyebright said bitterly. "That's what comes of educating females: Flagrant
displays of logic at the dinner table! Well, my girl, you may be your great-granny's sole heir, with
the money held in trust until you're sixteen, but the king's law says that if you marry before then
it becomes your husband's property when you do. Perhaps you follow my reasoning?"


Ethelberthina's face tensed, but she maintained a brave front. "You'd force me to wed some local
lout, except first you'll make sure he signs you a promissory note for most of my trust fund."


Her father smiled. "You are a smart child."


"Smart enough. The king's law still requires a consenting bride, and I won't."


Mayor Eyebright looked casually up at the ceiling. "Dear," he said, "how much more is sixteen
than twelve?"


"Four," she answered, suspicious of this arithmetical turn in the conversation.


"Four years, four years . . ." he mused, tapping his fingertips together. "Four long, exhausting,
years. Four empty years just waiting to be filled with all sorts of things that can make a young
womaneven a young woman of your feminine shortcomingsmore than a little eager to
become a bride. Anyone's bride, as long as marriage means escape." He leaned forward with a
wolfish smile.


Ethelberthina's lip trembled, but in a wobbly voice she still defied him: "I'll run away!"


"I doubt it. You're wise enough to scrape away the rind of romantic folderol from the harsh facts
of existence. I needn't tell you what sort of life you'd lead in the wide world at your tender age
with neither money nor skills."


Ethelberthina lowered her eyes and bowed her head over her plate. Her father allowed the full
impact of this sudden quiet to settle in securely over his family. When he was satisfied with the
depth and immobility of the subservient hush, he announced, "You will finish out the
semesteronly a week left, no sense in wasting tuitionbut when that's done you will return to
a young woman's proper occupations. That's all." With that, he resumed his dinnertime
discursion as if the exchange with his daughter had never occurred. The girl herself ate her
dinner a little more slowly and quietly than usual. This added weight of silence on
Ethelberthina's part was duly noted and pleased her father no end.


As many an equally thick soul before him, Mayor Eyebright had decided that silence meant
surrender. He did not know his daughter well at all.



To anyone else it was a nasty, huge, stinking, half-eaten corpse of draco aquaticus, or the
common water-dragon. To Master Porfirio it was a welcome diversion from his own dark
thoughts. He had discovered the body quite by accident, as he wandered aimlessly downstream
along the riverbank, kicking at clumps of reeds and muttering many curses against the faculty of
Overford Academy. No one was more surprised than he when he came eye-to-empty-socket with
the deceased monster, despite the fact that the fumes of its dissolution were strong enough to
peel the paint from passing rivercraft. Like most wizards, Master Porfirio had destroyed his
sense of smell over the course of hundreds of alchemical experiments gone awry. 


There was nothing wrong with his sense of sight, however. "So that's what became of you!" he
exclaimed, scrutinizing the sad remains. 


There was nothing apparently extraordinary about the body. Like others of its kind, the late
water-dragon of the Iron River consisted of a disproportionately large, horse-like head attached
to a long, sinuous, finned body. It was not an attractive creature, barring the scales which were
the shimmery green of summer leaves. Master Porfirio tugged one loose with surprising ease and
scrutinized it closely.


"Not even a hint of silvering," he told the corpse. "You were a very young monster. Whatever
you died of, it wasn't age." 


He tucked the telltale scale into his pocket and ambled along that portion of the body which did
not trail off into the river. "Incredible," he said, noting the way in which the soil had been
churned up around the creature's corpse. "You beached yourself before you died, and it looks
like you were in a lot of pain. But pain from what? There's the question." 


He paced up and down one side of the body, then leaped over the beast's back to check the other.
It no longer seemed to matter to him that he was unemployed and as badly beached as the dead
dragon, with only a few coins in his purse and no letter of recommendation for a new position. A
dedicated scholar, Master Porfirio was easily distracted from his own troubles when confronted
with an intriguing mental puzzle such as this.


"Not a mark on you. Nothing except for these old scars the crossing guard gave you, and that was
over two years ago. I guess she scared you, too. Gnut knows, she scares everybody. Loud sort of
female, I think her daughter Lily studied Advanced Alchemy with old Master Caromar before he
died and Dean Thrumble gave his own idiot son the post. Over me. As if that incapable clod
could complete even one experiment without botching it horribly! At least I know better than to
dump my mistakes in the river. I don't care if it did get me fired, I'm glad I took a stand against
him at the faculty meeting! Someone had to."


The burden of bitterness on his soul elbowed out Master Porfirio's scholastic interest in deducing
the water-dragon's doom. Taken up by his own words, he leaned against the creature's flank and
relieved his spirit to an audience of one, and that one dead. "I suppose that when that moron
graduates to blowing up parts of the school, someone else might object to his inept antics, but I
doubt it. Not with my fate such a fresh example of the price one pays for truth-telling. Bah!"


In his wrath, Master Porifirio brought his fist down hard on the water-dragon's back. To his
shock, the scales crumbled on impact and his hand sank up to the wrist in deliquescing flesh.
Uttering an exclamation of disgust, he shook off most of the goo and hastened to wash the rest
away in the river.


"How very odd," he murmured as he knelt by the water, scubbing his hand. "Dragon scales are
the hardest substance known, resistant to all save the keenest blades, and then only when
wielded by expert hands. Perhaps they turn brittle when the beast dies? Hmm, no, if that were so,
there wouldn't be a waiting list seven leagues long of king's guardsmen ready to pay top price for
dragon-scale armor, to say nothing of the ban on selling it toouch!"


The disemployed mage yanked his hand out of the river and stared at it. The skin, once the pasty
hue favored by pedagogues everywhere, now looked as dark as if its owner had soaked it in
walnut juice. It had also developed a number of ugly boils of a size not seen this side of a troll's
rump. His other hand, however, retained its original aspect. His glance darted from one to the
other with a growing expression of bafflement and dismay.


Master Porfirio was no slowcoach. On the great chalkboard of his brain an alarmingly simple
equation was rapidly being posted and solved. He looked from his hands to the dead
water-dragon to the water, then upriver, to where the thatched roofs of Overford Academy and
its attendant town bided in unsuspecting peace.


"Oh dear," he said. "I suppose I should go back and inform the authorities. I'm sure they'll do the
right thing."



Ethelberthina Eyebright was on her way to school when she happened across the battered body
of her former alchemy teacher in the alley behind the Crusty Boar. "Goodness," she told the
corpse. "When Dean Thrumble terminates someone, he doesn't fool around."


She was about to continue on her way when the corpse groaned and rolled over, sending a pair of
honeymooning rats scurrying off. "Master Porfirio?" Ethelberthina knelt and gently touched his
shoulder. 


"It's me; I wish it weren't." The banged-up wizard pulled himself to a sitting position against the
alley wall. "Is that you, Ethelberthina? Hard to see after one has been punched in both eyes more
than necessary."


"Yes, sir," the girl replied dutifully. "What happened? I thought you'd left town."


"I almost left existence." Slowly and painfully he got to his feet, groaned, stretched his battered
bones, then asked, "Child, do you love your father?"


Ethelberthina was taken aback by this unexpected question. "II suppose I do. I don't like him
very much at the moment, though. Why do you ask?"


"Oh, just the passing hope that I might prevail upon you to slip a little powdered toadstool into
the old pus-bag's supper some fine day, as a favor to me."


"My father did this to you?" Being bright, she quickly amended her question to: "I mean, he was
the one who ordered it done?"


The wizard's face looked like a ravaged berrypatch, purple and blue and crimson with a medley
of bruises, cuts, and abrasions, yet he still managed to force his pummeled features into a
sarcastic expression. "Just his little way of letting me know that so long as the town of Overford
continues to collect taxes from and sell supplies to Overford Academyto say nothing of how
many locals the place employshis official policy towards all school-related complaints will be
one of proactive disinvolvement."


Ethelberthina gave him a hard look, "D'you means Hands Off?" she asked.


"Hands Off the school and all who sail in her, Hands On anyone with a grievance against them."


"It seems like an awfully extreme reaction, even for Dad, having you toughed up just for
complaining about your dismissal."


"That was not the substance of my complaint," Master Porfirio said primly. (A bit too primly;
pursing his lips made him wince with pain and resume a less haughty expression.) "Ah well,
never mind. Your father would not heed me. His punishment will be upon his own head."


"You're not going to hurl a vast and awesome spell of destruction against Dad, are you?" Her
question was more by way of detached scientific inquiry than filial protestation. Although she
did love her fatherperhaps sincerely, perhaps out of inertiashe was still deeply hurt by his
decision to remove her from Overford Academy.


"Who, me? Mercy, no; I'm just a member of the junior facultywas a member of the junior
faculty. We can do you some really impressive illusions, but initiating vast and awesome spells
of destruction requires tenure." He shook his head. "Your father's punishment shall be no more
than the natural result of his do-nothing attitude. A pity that so many innocent souls will likewise
suffer. Were you not a mere slip of a girl-child, I would encourage you to leave town while yet
you may. However, since you are still too young and female to take any effective steps towards
self-preservation, I can only advise you to be a comfort to your poor mother and say your prayers
diligently until inevitable eradication finds you. Good day."


With that, Master Porfirio attempted to depart the alley. He almost made it. What stopped him
was an unexpected yank at the back of his robe which half throttled him, pulled him off balance,
and made him sit down hard on the garbage-slicked cobbles. No sooner did he hit the pavement
than Ethelberthina stood before him wearing an innocent smile that was anything but.


"I beg your pardon, dear Master Porfirio, but would you mind one last question from an
unworthy girl-child?" she asked sweetly.


The wizard glared at her. "You yanked my robe! How dare you lay hands upon me?"


"Me, sir? When I'm only fit for making prayers and pastry?" Her childish simper hardened into a
disturbingly adult sneer as she added, "And predictions. And I predict that you'll get no peace
until you tell me what's going on. I refuse to wait docilely in ignorance for some unknown doom
to land on my head. I'll see you and Dad both sewn up in a sack and pitched into the Iron River
first!"


Master Porfirio stood up a second time, keeping a newly respectful eye on Ethelberthina. "Well,"
he said, "if you've any sort of grudge against your father, tossing him into the river will afford
you the sort of all-in vengeance that is at once convenient, efficient, and grisly."


"I doubt that." Ethelberthina crossed her arms. "Dad knows how to swim."


"I admire your practical nature. Yet ere long, surviving immersion in the Iron River will require
more than keeping one's head above water." He held out his transformed hand for her inspection
and told her how the repulsive changes in it had come to pass. "The water itself's bad
enoughkilled a whole dragon, after allbut now there's more and more of the beast's poisoned
innards leaking into the river every instant, to say nothing of the fresh muck Junior Thrumble's
adding to it daily."


"You mean young Master Thrumble?" Ethelberthina asked. "Is he really that evil?"


"Not at all," said Master Porfirio. "But then, he needn't be. The efforts of one dedicated bungler
can outdo the evils of a hundred archvillains without breaking a sweat. So far he's only killed a
dragon."


The girl shivered. "Something must be done."


"I tried. You saw where it got me. Too bad; I rather liked this town, but what with Dean
Thrumble's purblind attitude towards his son's blunders and your own father's refusal to wake up
and smell the dead water-dragon, it will take a better man than I to save the place."


"Oh?" Ethelberthina grew thoughtful. "In that case, I know just the person." And she told the
wizard a name.


Master Porfirio frowned. "Is that your idea of a better man than I?" he asked. She nodded
happily. "Ethelberthina, has anyone ever told you that you're a very exceptional girl?"


"Often. Usually I can't sit down afterwards."


"Can't sit . . . ?"


"Oh, never mind. Now, shall we save Overford?" 



"What's all this?" Garth demanded. It wasn't every day he came home to find his wife
entertaining a strange wizard and the mayor's youngest daughter. 


"A godsend," Zoli replied. "These good people have finally offered me something interesting to
do. It's a dark plot involving corruption in high places; more than usual, that is. If you stay, you
help us; if you don't want to get involved, clear out."


Garth made no move to go. Instead he stood by the door, giving his wife's guests the mother of
all hard stares. Finally he pointed at Ethelberthina and blurted: "Shouldn't you be in school?" 


"Not according to my father," she responded calmly. "He thinks it's a waste of time, educating
females."


"What?" Garth's face went red with indignation. "A waste, is it? Our Lily graduated from
Overford Academy and went on to become Duke Janifer's senior resident alchemist! She earns
twice your father's pay, bribes included. You tell your daddy that."


"I believe he already knows," said Master Porfirio. "Why do you think he hates educated women
so much? He doesn't want to face the embarrassment of any more Lilys."


Garth hoisted a chair and slammed it down backwards at the table, straddling it like a horse.
"Whatever this is about, count me in."


"Good," said Zoli. "We'll be needing a babysitter."



In the Swordsisters' Union Hall at East Prandle, Pojandra Foeslayer glanced from her caller to
the papers on her desk and said, "A favor? Favors for union sisters only. Your membership
lapsed ages ago. Can't say whether you still meet our qualifications."


"Bugger 'em," said Zoli, sitting on the desk. "I don't want to re-up. Why feed dues into an
organization that no longer meets my professional needs as a mercenary guard?"


"'Mercenary guard?'" Pojandra echoed sarcastically. "School crossing guard. Everyone knows it!"


"That's still guard duty, and I still get paid," Zoli replied. 


"So do we," Pojandra snapped. "Go 'round to Customer Service, put in a work order, pay up like
everyone else."


"Impossible," Zoli said. "I can't afford to hire as many of you as I need."


"If you can't afford to pay for us" Pojandra stopped short, her words cut off by the point of
Zoli's dagger as it tickled the underside of her chin.


"Tsk," the former Swordsister remarked. "And you with a young woman's reflexes. Tell you
what, love: I promise not to tell your captain about how an old relic like me got the drop on you,
and you tell her why it's a good thing to loan me the services of ten Third Rank warriors."


"Tten?" Pojandra swallowed hard. "Butbut minimum wage for Third Rankers isIt'd mean
tapping the warchest. We can't afford to!"


Zoli brought her face very close to Pojandra's and smiled. "As long as East Prandle's downriver
from Overford, you can't afford not to."



The water-dragon attacked the toll bridge at midmorning on Market Day, when traffic was
heaviest. The beast reared out of the river with a mighty roar, sending the crowd into a blind
panic. Draft animals snorted and stampeded, pulling their wagons after them willy-nilly,
blocking both lanes of the bridge and preventing an orderly evacuation. Farmers and merchants
abandoned their wares and scrambled over the blockading carts, but fat times made for fat men
and few of them could haul their bulky bodies over a kitchen table, let alone an oxcart. They
collapsed in despair against one another, yammering for rescue.


To its credit, the town patrol came running up to the bridge as soon as word reached them, but
one look at the rampaging water-dragon petrified them in every limb. (Later, in the Crusty Boar,
they spoke of this as "assessing the situation." Their drinking buddies amended it to "close-order
wetting yourselves.")


"Is that our old water-dragon?" one of their number gasped. "It looks bigger than I recall."


"Can't be our old 'un," said his comrade. "I heard as ours died."


"Died, hey?" a third remarked. "Don't look dead to me. You ever see the body?"


"No, but a friend of my wife's brother-in-law's cousin told us that"


"Maybe it did die, and that's why it's bigger," said the first man. "Dead things swell up bad, in the
warm weather."


"That accounts for the size, but what about all that thrashing about and roaring?" his companion
countered.


"Rigor Morris."


Their discussion was polite but impractical. For his part, Mayor Eyebright would have preferred
less debate and more decapitation. His position in the crisis was most unenviable, for at the
instant of the attack he was smack dab in the middle of the bridge, manning the toll station.
Banning all wet-wheeled vehicles from Overford Market (thus forcing all commercial traffic to
use the bridge) had been his idea. For this lucrative inspiration, he got the right to man the booth
one Market Day per month, plus the town council's promise to take his word about that day's
receipts. Mayor Eyebright would sooner miss his father's funeral (and had) than his assigned
stint at the toll booth.


This day, he found himself actively wishing to be anywhere else. The water-dragon loomed over
the bridge, mouth gaping wide, fangs dripping. Mayor Eyebright knew that he was going to die,
a fact which he resented deeply. Rancor swallowed terror and he came storming out of the toll
booth, shaking his fist and shouting, "Unnatural monster! You're supposed to be dead!"


"I am," the water-dragon answered. 


Mayor Eyebright dropped his upraised fist to his chest and staggered backward. "That's my
Ethelberthina's voice!" he exclaimed.


"Yum," the dragon agreed.


"How dare you devour my daughter?"


The water-dragon shook with laughter that sounded decidedly nonreptilian. "She was too
delicious to pass up. As were the other children."


"Other?" The mayor's jowls looked like slabs of calf's-foot jelly.


"Every last one of 'em as they were on their way to school."


"How's that?" A fat merchant came waddling up to the mayor and poked him in the chest, dragon
or no dragon. "All the toll revenue you Overforders gouge from us and you can't spare your own
kids the hire of a crossing guard?"


"We do have a crossing guard," Mayor Eyebright sniped back. "Where is she? I'll have her salary
for this!"


"You won't have much, then," the resurrected water-dragon chuckled.


Just then there came a thunderous cry of "Halt!" as a cloud of purple smoke erupted from one of
the decorative pillars flanking the townward side of the bridge. The people's eyes turned towards
the sound.


Looking more than a little fetching for a woman of her age, Zoli of the Brazen Shield stood
balanced atop the pillar, shining sword in hand. With this blade, the crossing guard now pointed
at the school side of the Iron River and intoned, "Behold where he comes, the true source of our
grief! And his old man." A great roar of astonishment went up from the crowd as they saw two
fully robed wizards being hauled bodily down to the riverbank by a hostile knot of armored
swordswomen.


"This is unspeakable! An outrage!" Dean Thrumble bellowed as he and his son were chivvied
along. "Just let me get my hands free and I'll smite you all with a vast and awesome spell of
destruction!"


"Try," Pojandra Foeslayer snarled, giving him an extra shove that nearly sent him tumbling off
the bank and into the river. "Won't work while you're wearing those enchanted manacles, though.
Took ten of us to get 'em on you, but it's worth the peace of mind."


"Do you mean to kill us?" the dean demanded.


"Hardly," said the leader of swordswomen, one Lt. Vida Chookslaughter. "We just want to
educate you."


The elder Thrumble drew himself up huffily. "Madam, I am the dean of Overford Academy. I
don't need an education."


"No, but someone ought to teach you a lesson."


"Good people of Overford!" Zoli called out. "I come before you with a heavy heart. This very
day, while I was doing my sadly underpaid job, the water-dragon surged from the Iron River and
attacked. I was as shocked as our mayor to see again a beast I'd thought dead. The monster took
advantage of my amazement to strike me a mighty blow which threw me headfirst against a tree.
When I recovered my senses, the dragon was gone. Alas, so were your children!"


Above the people's cries of anguish, Mayor Eyebright sternly said, "Madam, the town council
will be expecting you to refund us a suitable portion of your salary, in view of the insufficient
performance of your"


A small but attention-getting pebble flew from Pojandra's sling and nipped the mayor's hat off
his head and into the river. "Shut up, Baldy," she suggested.


"I loved those children as my own," Zoli went on. "Thus I resolved to avenge them. To this end, I
sought the services of the greatest wizard in these parts."


"I never saw that woman before in my life!" Dean Thrumble spat.


"Not you." Zoli's contempt was epic. "I speak of Master Porfirio. From his wisdom I gleaned the
reason for the dead water-dragon's return, and from his hands I received this." She yanked a
small glass vial from her belt. "Behold the Elixir of Veracity! None whom it touches may speak
aught save the truth!"


"And how is the truth supposed to kill a dragon?" the mayor wanted to know.


"Yes, do tell," said the dragon. (Such patience and courtesythat is, the beast's neglecting to
devour anyone during the extended parleywere downright odd. However, most of those
present were too thoroughly distracted by other matters to remark on it.)


Zoli ignored both the mayor and the dragon. Without another word, she leaped lightly down
from the pillar and sprinted the length of the bridge railing to the far bank, where the
father-and-son wizards stood captive. Standing before them, she unstoppered the vial with her
teeth and poured the contents over Master Thrumble's head before he could react in any way
save incoherent spluttering.


"Phew! What's in that stuff?" his father asked.


"The doom of liars!" boomed a new voice. There was a second puff of purple smoke and Master
Porfirio appeared upon the same pillar Zoli had just vacated. "A brew of my own devising,
compounded of the dead dragon's liquefied vitals." 


"But the dragon's not dead!" the dean and the mayor objected as one.


"I was," the beast in question said, "but I got better. It's a fascinating story, good Overforders,
most of which has to do with what's been mucking up your river, but I'm not the one who can tell
it. Am I, Mayor Eyebright?" it ended on a note of dreadful significance.


The onlookers began to mutter amongst themselves. The mayor, trapped in the midst of a
disgruntled constituency, felt fear beyond any that the revenant water-dragon could evoke.
Nervously he exclaimed, "Alarmist nonsense! Nothing's wrong with the river."


"No, dragons always come back from the dead," someone said snidely.


"We'll see," said Master Porfirio with unnerving calm. He waved his hands and materialized in
quick succession a vial identical to Zoli's, a chicken carcass, and a length of thin rope. Anointing
the dead bird with the gloop from the vial, he tied it by the feet, held it up before his face, and in
a loud voice quizzed it thus: "Are you now or have you ever been a marmoset?"


"Here! How can a dead chicken lie?" the mayor demanded.


"Or tell the truth, for that matter?" someone else asked.


"What's a marmoset?" a third party wanted to know.


"Shush," the fat merchant directed them. "It is likely a wizardly matter. They're always
communing with the strangest things. Don't let him hear you questioning his ways or the next
dead chicken may be you."


Master Porfirio laid an ear to the fowl's side, then announced, "She says yes! And now . . ." He
swung the body overhead at the rope's end and let it drop into the river. When he reeled it out
again and the mob saw the horrific changes that had overtaken the small corpse many turned
pale, some gasped, a few screamed, and one unsteady soul vomited over the railing.


"Behold the power of the elixir and the fate of liars!" Master Porfirio proclaimed, flourishing the
blackened, boil-encrusted remains of the experimental poultry.


Zoli turned to Master Thrumble. "I'm only going to ask you one question before I shove you in
the drink and we see what the elixir thinks of you: What have you been doing to this river and
who's been making it easy for you to go on doing it?"


For only one question, it was a doozy, and young Thrumble's reply was worthy of it. By the time
he finished rattling through his deposition, most of the Market Day crush had come up out of
Overford Town just to listen. Apparently he had never quite mastered the art of summoning
demons to transport his alchemical errors to the safety of the Netherworld, as was standard
safety practice among wizards. The one time he tried, the fiend broke free of a defective
pentagram and only his father's intervention saved him from annihilation. He never found the
nerve to try again. Dumping his "leftovers" into the river seemed like the perfect solution: cheap,
simple, and didn't everybody do it? There were some complaints from local anglers over the
mounting number of fish kills, but a word with Mayor Eyebright and the complaints vanished.
By a strange coincidence, so did the anglers. Master Thrumble admitted to feeling a smidgen of
concern when the water-dragon was reported missing-presumed-dead, but soothed his
conscience with the thought that it wasn't a bad thing if the stuff he'd dumped in the river had
killed a monster.


"Didn't kill it any too permanent, though, ha?" someone on the bridge yelled.


"My son crossed that river twice a day!" someone on the townside bank added. "If he'd fallen in,
your sludge might've killed him!"


"It did kill him!" someone else cried. "And permanent! Did that when it brought the
water-dragon back to life and it et him!"


Other parents amid the press now added their voices to the rising clamor. The swordswomen
instinctively moved into protective formation around their captives at the sound of a mob baying
for revenge, its mildest demand being that Master Thrumble be tossed into the river without
delay.


Master Porfirio gazed down upon the rabble and innocently asked, "Why would we want to do
that?"


"Because of what you did with the chicken," someone hollered up at him. "To the chicken. Using
the chicken."


"Yeah!" someone else added. "With the magic elixir-thingie."


"Oh. That. No, I don't think so. You see, good people, sometimes when the truth comes to light,
it's more than magic: it's a miracle. And so, if all that young Thrumble told us is true, we ought
to be seeing a much more spectacular proof of it right . . . about . . . now!"


The water-dragon let out a spine-prickling howl. "O, I am slain! Again!" it wailed. "The truth has
finished me! O woe, alas, alack, welladay"


"Yes, yes, point taken. Now fall down already!" Master Porfirio directed.


The dying dragon eyed the river uneasily. "Into that?"


"Oh, for!" Raising one hand, Master Porifiro engulfed the swaying monster in an impenetrable
cloud of smoke which was, for a change, green instead of purple.


It was rather a lot of smoke, veiling the dragon, the bridge, large shares of both riverbanks, and
most of the crowd. People stumbled through the murk, coughing, bumping into things, and
calling out "Is that you?" in a generally useless manner. At last a brisk breeze swept in, banishing
the thick haze. 


One of the town patrol rubbed his eyes, blinked, and declared: "The water-dragon's gone!"


"Course it is. Didn't you hear that nice young wizard? The truth was spoke and it was the truth
that got rid of it once and for all."


"If that's so, I'd like to lay my hands on that Master Thrumble and his pa for what they done to
our river!"


"Hard luck. Look across the water. They're gone as well, and them female sword-slingers with
'em. Prob'ly run off, and good for 'em."


"Come to think of it, where's that nice young wizard? And our Zoli? And our rotten excuse for a
mayor?"


"Ex-mayor soon enough, you mark my words."


"Can't say I care if I ever see him or them Thrumbles again, but what happened to the others?
Where did they?"


Someone standing by the railing on the downriver side of the bridge gave a shout of amazement
and joy that brought an end to all other conversations. The people thronged the railing, pushing
and shoving in an effort to see what it was that now came drifting slowly out from beneath the
shadow of the toll bridge. A volley of wild cheers went up as the raft emerged into full sunlight,
Garth Justi's-son at the tiller, all the schoolchildren of Overford aboard.


"Magic's nice," said one onlooker. "But give me a miracle any day. Less smoke." 

* * * 

"Can I take this smelly thing off now?" Ethelberthina asked. She indicated the patch of
water-dragon hide balanced on her head.


"You may," Master Porfirio said, closing the door of Zoli's cottage behind him. "Sorry about the
smell, but you know it was necessary. No wizard can conjure a truly effective illusion without
some token bit of the real thing to anchor the chimera."


"Sorry for the delay, too," said Zoli. "We had to settle certain matters with the town council."


"And about time." The girl doffed the piece of water-dragon hide and stepped out of the wizard's
chalked diagram. She was in such a hurry that she almost upset the scrying basin full of river
water which had allowed her to observe the goings-on at the bridge and manipulate the dragon's
image accordingly. 


"A job well done takes time," Master Porfirio recited, ever the academic. "And you should
certainly take pride in this one. You're a clever girl, Ethelberthina. Your plan won me back my
job, and a promotion to Dean pro tem. It won Zoli back the respect of the townsfolk and their
offspring."


"And a fat raise," Zoli added.


"It also won us all a clean river, now that I've got the clout to organize a massed faculty
cleansing spell, and it won youhmm. What did it win you?"


"The right to continue her education," Zoli supplied.


"Nnno. The council told us that her father will lose his job for this, remember? And her own
money's all tied up in trust. She can't pay the fees."


"After all she's done for you, you'd charge her tuition?" Zoli's hand automatically fell to her
sword.


The wizard was rueful. "I'm dean, but I have no power over school finances. Our bursar's a
trollliterally. Trolls only understand the bottom line."


"Oh, don't worry about me," Etherlberthina said cheerfully. "I'll be earning my own money, soon
enough."


"Indeed? How?"


"By bottling and selling as much Iron River water as I can before you clean it up," she replied.


"Who would want to buy that swill?" Zoli asked.


Rather than answer, Ethelberthina inquired, "Would either of you have some dragon skin to
hand? Besides this, I mean." She waggled the patch of hide.


Zoli looked dubious, but rummaged through her storage chests. "I'm not supposed to have this,"
she said handing the girl a limp remnant. "The king knows that armor made from these scales is
flexible, light, and virtually impenetrable, so he reserves it for his soldiers. He also knows that
it's the only edge those clods have over the swordsisters, which is why royal law forbids a
freelance female from owning even a scrap of it. But I had to keep this, law or no. It's a souvenir
of my first dragon slaying."


"Well, you'll always have your memories," said Ethelberthina, and dropped it in the scrying
basin. Zoli said a highly improper word and fished it out with the tip of her sword, only to have
the girl smoothly swat the blade upward, sending the soaked bit of hide flying. The scales hit the
floor and shattered like thin ice.


Zoli gaped. "The river water does that to dragon scales?"


"And dragonscale armor too," Ethelberthina said. "Now can you guess who'll buy it from us? Of
course we'll get better prices once the river's cleaned up, and we're the only ones with a supply of
the old water put by."


" 'We'?"


"Well, I'll need help with packaging, advertising, distribution . . . You'd have to quit your job as a
crossing guard, Zoli, but you're our ideal sales rep to the Swordsisters' Union. What do you think
they'd pay for the Elixir of Equality?"


"Nothing they couldn't recoup once the king's enemies start hiring them wholesale," Master
Porifiro muttered.


Zoli of the Brazen Shield laid one hand on the little girl's shoulder. "Ethelberthina," she said,
"has anyone ever told you that you're a very exceptional girl?"


"Yes," she replied. "But for once it's nice to hear it as a compliment."
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