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chapter 1 ottawa mall ramble

The dank, dark gloom of my damp little shop was being disturbed today; unfortunately, not by paying customers.

My place? Damp, not moist. Shaken, not stirred. Lots of old books. -Tomes. Trust me.-ed My magic magic-shop is squeezed in between two monthly-rentals in a DT mall; almost everything in here is sensitive in one way or another.

The books included. -Tomes, I tells ya, tomes!-ed

Environmental controls are only the half of it. Some of my stock can hold grudges for eons. -And a couple other plots.-ed

My neighbors can’t quite figure out or remember how I appeared between their stores, but there’s paper from admin that says it’s cool. The admin doesn’t remember either, but the computer says I’m all paid for and legit.

“Wow, malls are weird. Too many people, all of ‘em running; all tossing surges around. Panics. Like a mountain windstorm; insanely erratic.” There was a contemplative pause, then the floating ghost in my shop spun around slowly, musing thoughtfully to himself as he wafted about the musty air.

“Turbulence? Insanely fierce, lots of shelter three steps away. Like your place.”

“Deadly storms and only a few are worth bothering with. Wow, the traffic! It’s insane.” The ghost went upside down and contemplated something interesting on the ceiling.

“Windstorm. Yeah, that’s for me.” Ghosty sighed and went on gloomily after I ignored him and the silence stretched out. “Nibbled to death by ducks; in a tornado. With hail and dust-storm etchings. Well, evil erodes away, right?”

There was a look from the ghost at me that spoke volumes; which was kind of handy since I hadn’t said anything at all yet. I knew better; ghosts were an anchor in the sea of mystic magic. Handy if you’re a bottom-feeder, but otherwise a pain in the tuckus as you sunk to their level.

Deadly if they caught you and won’t let go. You drown in a sea of their sorrows.

My dead visitor nodded sagely to himself. “I’m no angel, no deaders are. If you were angelic you won’t be here, right? Like practicing gymnastic teams. Promo’ed and hired with local sons+daughters stars; or you get locked up as a radical.”

There was a self-satisfied nod at that, like the ghost had just said something profound. “You might get locked anyway. Good old family-orientated Ottawa! Evil-town. Hell-mouth. The best and brightest moved on up the tower; we get duds, deadwood and the dull parachutes left mauling around down here.”

Repressing the grunt that agreed with that, I turned the spasm into a cough instead. Who ate this first? Being called stupid sounded about normal to me. Yes, earth is hell; if you didn’t know that before, you’ve had a very sheltered life. Or you’re not trying anything with people in it at all.

Ottawa. A national capital. It does the red-tape paper-lock, that’s what capitals are for. Sentence starters for fixers in the party. There was a sad, resigned sigh come from the floating appellation; I think it was for my benefit.

“Some of us are just little rays of sunshine till we finally flake enough dirt off to fire up. Usually by doing something nice for someone.” Came a ghostly mutter.

“Stopping stuff doesn’t work as well. Real hard to get people to listen to anything they don’t want to do, also.” The grey-ghost blathered on and on. “Eventually we get highered by internal fires where the sons don’t shine! Finally!”

Staying concentrated on the book in my hands, I leaned head-down on the counter and ignored the ghost. Him. Her. It, whatever. It made no real difference anymore, especially to him.

Ghosts of any kind were yakkers and usually desperate for company. Known for dragging innocents down like a panicked swimmer, in fact. You learned to ignore them, especially the ghosts in an evil-magic shop.

Did I mention this shop specializes in the finest evil anywhere? It’s kinda famous, actually. A travelling magic shop that sells to gunkies.

Talking a ‘good’ game, yes; but Ghostly? Just being in a shop that specialized in evil was four strikes against him. We don’t run any charities here, regardless of the balls it takes.

“Yes, rise. Evil is chill. Goodness is a higher frequency; being uplifted and enlightened is like being burnt alive. Good times!” There was a self-satisfied smirk at that. This was obviously a pyro, an old-timer. I made a small mental note to check my fire insurance. If a changer was about, it might be barby-time in here soon.

Spiritual Upgrades weren’t always a fast process, you see. How would you like a burning-man ghost to sit around your place for a few months as their new wiring cleaned up and grew in? Burners tend to glow uncontrollably and at odd times; really hard on your plants too. And social life, if fooling around is still part of that play.

Ghosts want fun, among other things. Fouling your life up is not a good way to get sunshine bonus points but it happens a lot; Completely accidentally, of course.

“Burnt! Hell is scary; hellfire stops most wussies cold. Ha! No matter; eventually the deadweight erodes away.” Ghosty went on, fighting a zephyr that was tossing his gossamer, translucence dreams around. Or she, I couldn’t tell yet.

“Unless you do something really stupid, of course. Indulge in cake.” Sheet-head blathered on. I didn’t like the sound of this chatter much. Ghost-flashes were bad news for us norms.

Anchors and burning and wasting your time. And they flake dandruff all over while moaning about how they got treated. The dandruff ghosts shed everywhere had to be cleaned up or you got dust explosions, too. Magical ones.

“Dumb moves? Dumb like staying in Happy-Valley yakking with the life-timers instead of jumping into the recycle bin. Or staying down here, tripping.” The ghost gloomed on. “Messing with the throwbacks.”

The recycle bin getting mentioned set him off again. “Man. Recycled. The bin-there, dun-that is a funny place. Losers head for it begging and screaming for the forgetting-of-rebirth; usually from being extra nasty.”

“And the escorts? There’s always a few sadists around to gleefully remind the newly dead they were very bad company.” Ghost-type muttered to himself. “Most throwbacks scamper after some grunt shoves their noses into their past 24/7. They re-up fast.”

“And take awesome amounts of gunk with ‘em when they go. Throwbacks plots turn into neurotic festering crapola in a newbie; gunk that ferments no matter how deep it gets stashed.” The ghost grunted on, more to himself than anyone else.

I wasn’t that bothered by this. The ghost in my magic-shop… The Finest Evil In The System, A Magical Emporium. Now a rattling chain in your local mall. Ha!

… Was almost a normal hazard at my place. Coffins flood in spring, you see, and we get the wash-outs trying to hide out here. Oh, and right after the floods, ice and running spring-melts, the breaches are loose. April-rains break frost and heave more ghosts loose. After a winter trapped inside a box, they are very board.

Personally, I’m just glad the previous owners of my shop weren’t hanging about. A bunch of dead, grouchy, frustrated merchants and semi-magicals itching to hit back at something and you right in the way? Not a fun group at all.

So, standard procedure. No encouragement for the blithering idiot doing a floater here. There was no visible sign anything was being heard from me. Not that I couldn’t use more spirit-world help of course, but there were lots of nasty malevolent imps about already.

This was a shop, imps were here by the score. Ha! Some of them liked to sneak around and fester in their off-time too. Nap here, prank there, torture the traffic. My return-traffic had nightmares galore to complain about.

Spirits loved power and practiced death-by-cheap-thrills enthusiastically; yours, if they could. You staying focused on the easy way was enough for them to work with. Starting with the topper and trigger memories.

Power! Please do not lick the exposed wires, Shocky; it’s addicting.

Now you know why ghosts go after you. Cheap thrills. The easy way is also the simplest to foul up, and makes you an easy target.

Ghosts also tended to drag whoever they could get into listening to their troubles down. Spirits were pain; torture for fun and profit.

The dead? All pain and unreliable impulses. Ask a vamp, zombie or a ghoul. A drag you-down- festering over old obsessions, explosive fire-walkers upgrading in your face, all of them wanting to waste your time.

All in all, ghosts were a pain. Ignoring the flying pest was my best option.

We always get a few floaters every year. Technically, snow is running water for some ghosts. A barrier. They hate snowmen, too. If deaders had any children they’d use snowmen-ghouls to scare them with.

A gentle tinkle and chime came from above the shop-door then; I looked up hopefully. Unfortunately, it was Sandra, my sandwich-maker. This term’s student help from the Dark-Arts Facility at the university a block or so away.

“Ah, Sandy-maid, Sandwich Queen!”

“Boss.” Came a flat reply. I grinned, she glared. We were caught up. Situation normal, AFU.

My DAF -dark arts facility-help? Sandra did not like me or the job but hadn’t been able to witch her way into anything better yet. A beauty and of the opinion untrained mundanes like me should never have magic travelling magic-shops; this place was far better suited for real apprentices of the dark arts. ADAs -apprentice dark arts-from the university like her, for instance.

Kids! I’d made no attempt to tell her of the pains curating took. It was actual work and leaving that as a surprise for her delicate little feelings was my revenge.

A massive collection of magic usually meant a massive slave-army cleaning magical weapons for you -not the smartest way to do things, even for dark-lords-; lots of barbarians trying to loot the shelves the second your back was turned and tons of jealous apprentices sharpening dusted knives.

Voo-doo, curses, spells and pranks too. Disgruntled customers blaming you for their failures, frantic practitioners looking to hide from their troubles, rotten official-dumb permits and taxes galore.

On the other hand, some applied gossip and a couple several recent adventures getting completely out of hand had made my shop a two-credit work-experience for ADA students, so I had a constant stream of free labor for my food-services division.

No girl had to stay more than a few months. None had managed to eat the food yet. The beer on the other hand, always vanished almost as quickly as the grunt help.

It wasn’t hard work at the lunch-counter, specialty sandwiches were my main trade.

Spells written on two cure-papers with spices. Yes, deadly nightshade. Mustard too. Plus a few weird request-only pastes you don’t want to know anything about. Generously smeared on magic’ed parchment with mystery-meat. Zombie-brew; the best dead beer you’ve ever tasted.

Zombies can ferment beer like nobody else, it’s their gift. At least Paul my brewer can.

Food and beer? Easy enough. Problems appeared when serving the dead, undead, near-dead crumblies and the deadly types that frequented my shop. Some of them had been practicing evil for hundreds of years and were very dangerous to annoy.

Unsuccessful evils too, or they’d be sending their minions in to buy supplies. Bad-humoured and very touchy. Still, pretty young girls smiling at them always seemed to work. Sales were a lot better with big boobies and girls.

The Mall Authorities had tried to shut the snack-bar down several times; to the point where the police thought I was conducting illegal oversized gatherings here nights, and visited often.

They never saw anything but a few odd people reading and sipping tea here. Ever. Nights the place was a legal tomb.

It is to laugh. Nights were when my best customers came out and most of them could walk thru walls. one way or another. Sandra did not like giving up her Fridays to meet cranky old wizards, zombies and whoever wandered into my shop in the dark-hours; she complained about that incessantly.

To the point of yakking to the police? Probably. Bomb-threats v2.0, right? Informers. Vandals 3.0 The fink-works.

Her boyfriend might be helping there. Not to worry. Bad-news Bessies and fink-informers are all politically motivated; most self-destruct and drown in bull.

Mirror-world, where an all-politics existence spews more crap than facts; leaked crap-info turns finks into targets fast. Bad leads are poisonous, right?

Lots of official audits happened to shoulders; red-tape permit constipation.

Sometimes rat-finks jerking the constabulary about too viciously got leaked on, too. Mostly to get rid of them.

Today Sandra blinked at the ghost once and completely ignored the floater afterwards. Perhaps there was something to be said for a liberal education after all.

“The three-stage rocket on my lunch-pad?” Got murmured as Sandy got to her work-station. “Flake, burn or dissolve, boss?”

“Ya? Me too.” Was my only answer. It took a few seconds for her disgusted blink+nod to sink into my thick skull. She was talking about the ghost. “Oh! Gotcha. Cooking! Once burnt, not shy.”

Sandy nodded briskly and snorted. A three-bee. Stage three is where egocentrics enlighten, you rejoin the universe and generally give up everything that makes you you, and a ghost. Sorta. Or even human I guess, as much as ghosts are that. It’s Darwin Hard-way for most cellar-dwellers, ie: being dragged up to enlightenment thru flames and hellfire; hauled kicking and screaming into the light.

Sorry. If you’re ready, the changes are fun. For the ghost in my shop, it meant losing everything. I wonder if he knew that. Dirt flakes away, the highered-and-fired burnt-clean works, then the enlightened-rejoined disappear into the ether.

Usually. Evil gets weird sometimes. Some few just go on another vengeance kick.

Stage three usually does something like killing the ghost off entirely; it looks that way and most ghosts fight it with everything learned since their dying breath.

Some do stay around after, but threes are very rare; especially around my shop. If you’d ever met an enlightened you’d probably remember it.

Easy to pick out, tho. Three’s left down here are usually desperately searching for something that’ll let them get the heck out of Dodge-Ball.

The ghost in my machine was still twisting in the wind, babbling on to himself about something. It might’ve been the ungodly number of big pipes with running water in them on my ceiling. Sandy nodded and started hurriedly setting up for the lunch-crowd when I mentioned the fence up there needed bending.

Warped jokes were out today, but prep was good thinking on her part. This is the nation’s capital and this mall is right downtown; the mall is surrounded by universities, ministries, the legislature, courthouses and embassies. Towers, buildings and parks.

Plus the occasional stalkers? Green space is so important these days. Festive, like; but for us, only after dark.

The pipes on the ceiling are part of my safe-room; it looks like a sauna, but has pipes on six of it’s six sides. Water-fall curtains. Floater cork-raft on a pond floor. Complete isolation, sound-proof, warded quiet. Also a real sauna; you can lose weight floating in there too.

Or have beer ordered in instead of steam. Total privacy-for-rent and the charcoal brassier-stones in there generate enough steam to keep the room in play.

You really do not want to know the number of practitioners that fester in this town; more than a few pop by for lunch. There’s even a couple angels occasionally; the ones serving time downtown. Needless to say, lunch-time around my shop routinely turned into a meeting of mortal enemies.

The prospect of having their beer-supply cut off helped enforce a wary peace. My shop was neutral ground-chuck.

Quietude was sometimes difficult when two 400-year-old barbarians wanting to kill each other on sight for reasons neither could remember anymore bumped into each other here; with a mouthful of almond cookie instead of a sword handy.

Yes, barbarians sworn to wizard-service like almond cookies. In fact most wizards have a sweet-tooth, if they have any teeth left at all. They all love chocolate.

There’s a chocolateer not far from here that scares even me. 5000 years old if he’s a day and I don’t dare go in his shop. He pops in every few months for certain rare seed garnishes; his chill scares me. His customers are odd but fanatically loyal.

He spices things with poppy-juice but I keep that to myself.

I’m serious. It’s a capital. This end of town is stuffed to the brim with left-overs from previous ages and newbies fighting it out for this one. Being a national power center has something to do with it, but only a little. The whole region is weird.

Old abandoned sewers are crowded with sleepers. But the streets and office-towers? Insane. Rival gangs, ancient wizards with centuries-old grudge matches, hot-stuff kids from the university that haven’t managed to get themselves killed yet, ghosts, native ghosts, ancients whatever’s from the 4 1/2 billion-year-old rock across the river…

Maple-tree dyraids are worst. Sappers vamp them; local dyraids come into town to find allies.

The parties hereabouts can get wild. You do not accept invites for a spring-ball from certain groups, as more than a few elders feed on debutante debauchery. The peeping-tom set. Blackmail, right? Be careful who you play with; most of them think organizations can cure anything.

You do see good tattoos, tho. A lot of them. Some that can talk and need pruning back every few years.

Hereabouts, politicians are professional cannibals and are notoriously bad. You think zombies are trouble? The bog-burial types were… Ah… ARE pickled, but still alive and well in some bureaucracies.

And the things that come out of embassies as pets sometimes!

Let’s just say the industry-jobs around town don’t always attract good people. Most power-politics groups aren’t people at all anymore, in fact. And the fixers? Hustlers are complete slime.

Anyway, my place. Finest Evil in the System. The mall lunch-crowd. The underground food-court. The nightshade.

You make or break on your regulars, right? Slinging and supply-runs were my department, Sandy made and served. We both had a few favorite customers, but she was favorited by everything male here every time she inhaled.
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