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chapter 1 you are so dumped

“I’m getting the gate? The Gateway? But nobody has ever survived that!” My stuttered protests about impending exile went ignored. In fact, Master Tomlin looked almost gleeful as he delivered his latest news to me.

“Yes, apprentice Aaron. The Gateway. You are to go there, off to the town of Holmwood and then Gate just beyond. Today, in fact.” There was a definite gloat on his face, I could see it. The news was so bad I hardly noticed. “It might finally make a wizard of you.” he added dryly, looking peeved for a moment. “Or just be final. I myself couldn’t do anything with you.”

Very bad news, this. Master Tomlin looked at me from where he was slumped in his favorite chair in our lab like this was another one of my stupid questions, one designed to irk him into doing something foolish like waste more time and energy on me.

“This is really going to cut into my free time.” I groaned to myself. The old fool didn’t even look very sad at sentencing me to death this way, and I was too stunned to make any coherent protest. He finally looked away.

“Yes. Yes, it will.” Master Tomlin sighed and looked sad. “Get ready to go now, please.”

Wizard Tomlin had wasted a lot of time in this lab on me over the years, but irking a master wizard was still fairly silly, something done only by cats, apprentices and long-time girlfriends. I fit in the second category and had been that way for years. Or I had been.

Too many years. That was part of the problem, and as of now, I wasn’t there anymore. Gulping, I looked around the familiar clutter of the wizard’s lab nervously, yanking my errant hair back into place. Promising students of magics got taken on as apprentices to masters, and after a time graduated into their own specialties and practices.

I hadn’t graduated into anything over the long years and I’d seen almost everything Master-wizard Tomlin could do. Unfortunately, my own area of magical expertise had never come out in any of my training the way it usually does for most apprentices; just the usual collection of apprentice disasters happened as we tried out magics I wasn’t suited for.

Now Master Tomlin had gotten tired of dragging my butt around with him, waiting for something interesting to happen.

He was sending me on a suicide mission instead. The Gateway.

A wizardly solution. He was even quite jovial about it. “No one has survived the Gate to date, but you’ve been training here long enough to go out on your own and try this, apprentice.” Bushy eyebrows quirked at me and I knew I was getting a fast and final boot from my home of the last five years. He rambled on, not looking me in the eyes anymore. “Think of it as a challenge far past getting more market herbs. Your task is to solve the Gate mystery and reopen it for safe travel. You leave today to solve it. Now, in fact. Go pack.”

Sentence and delayed execution for a failed apprentice, all in one sentence. I nodded, stunned, and stumbled away from the lab nervously, heading clumsily off to the small room I’d been living in at the back of the house while trying to adjust to the new task I’d just gotten assigned.

Suicide. Actually, being sent away was an act of kindness from him. Bumbling and slow apprentices usually ended up dying in spectacular mishaps or as dead messengers to dragons, or something equally fatal.

Master Tomlin was giving me the chance to run away and live instead of walking an insulting message into the nearest warlord’s home.

Whether or not I even went to the gate after I got tossed from the house was questionable and he knew it. I mean, how many people would take on a quest that no-one had ever survived just because their master told them to do it?

No one smart enough to be a wizard’s apprentice, that’s for sure.

I shuddered. The Gate was an old, old horror story that no one had ever been able to fix. It was a legend and a torture in the craft. Some long-ago wizard had made a gateway into another dimension. A brisk trade opened up between the two worlds.

Lots of money flowing both ways had attracted governments, bandits, warlords and wizards on both sides of the gate like flies to a corpse; demons and whatnot were in the middle of it all, protesting the tunnel thru their lands.

Lots of them. The demons had eventually won the ownership dispute and sealed the gate shut.

The land around the town of Holmwood soured, so to speak, as the gate suddenly became a hole into which everything traveling thru it disappeared with screams and nasty crunching sounds.

Not a soul came back from a trip thru the gate. It had refused all efforts to even re-open for the last several hundred years.

That had cut traffic down considerably. Not many people even survived standing beside the Gate for very long as it was bubbling demonic energy occasionally now. Today, nobody was even mildly interested in trying to get where the Gate was, as it was stuck outside the small town of Holmwood, in the middle of some badlands surrounded by lots of now increasingly desperate bandits.

Unless you were interested in watching a spectacular suicide as another failed apprentice tried to fix things.

A few more things got explained when I got to my room. My sparse collection of worldly goods were piled up in the center of the floor by my master’s new apprentice and the room was being redecorated.

She was a female. Very female, in fact.

Tiny, perky, cute, dimpled, very curvy, had a little snub nose and was someone I recognized as a local girl connected to a powerful family somehow. As an ex-girlfriend, I think. Or maid, or something. And she was already moving her fairly pink and fluffy stuff into my room.

Not your typical wizard’s apprentice, really. She giggled. I looked twice at her as she inhaled, smirked and dimpled at me from her post by an already-empty bookshelf. I groaned. This was why I was being exiled to the gate. Master Tomlin had a new apprentice and a very cute one at that.

I was dead in more ways than I could count.

It was obvious what Master Tomlin was doing. This girl hadn’t seen her feet in years and was more than gloatingly smug about her various other female attributes.

“Oh, sorry. You’re apprentice Aaron? I thought you were already gone.” She simpered at me with a quiet, malicious little grin. It sounded like she was trying to smother her giggles with rattles from the collection of large clunky jewelry she was wearing. It wasn’t working very well. “I’m glad you’re here. I was about to throw your old stuff out.”

I could see some of my books were already missing from the heap, but I wasn’t all that worried about that. Everything was protected. I was wizard enough for that, anyway. And possibly some small revenge too, as I sputtered helpless outrage at her. As soon as anybody but me tried to remove anything from the room.

Revenge was the key. After all, the saber was still tacked to the wall over the small fire pit, still gleaming and still heavily booby-trapped. All I had to do was leave it and whatever boyfriend grabbed it off the wall first would find out what happened to the snoopy types in wizardly homes. Ones that were grabbing weapons, anyway.

Snoops that invaded even mildly magical areas deserved quick lessons in manners.

Everyone goes for the weapons while invading a wizard’s den, hoping for the grand prize I guess. What they don’t know is that Wizards booby-trap all their important things; a wizard’s apprentice’s first lesson is in how to find and disarm those traps. If they didn’t, every thief in the country would be lining up to relieve wizards of magical swords, potions and anything else they could find with a resale value.

I was already twice-stunned when the geas hit me from behind; it took me hard before I could do anything about it and I could feel things getting twisted inside me as magic took hold.

I whirled around to find Wizard Tomlin looking sadly back at me from where he’d followed me to my room. He was holding an old rucksack in one hand; the other was still raised and pointing at me.

A good apprentice would’ve had shields to prevent that sort of foolishness, but my magical cloaks tended to cook whatever was inside of them when they were hit with magical attacks.

Then explode. Shield-magic was not my strong point; Master Tomlin knew it and took full advantage of that.

I tried to check out the spell as best I could as it settled in on me. Things were happening a little rapidly today, but I tried. The geas was a magical order, one of the obsessive-compulsive-fixated types of magics. I was being ordered to travel to the Gateway right now, no other choices given. My wizardry was twisted to do nothing but that, and would refocus on gate-magic when I got there.

And I got connected to the gate magically, somehow. The compulsion to go there was irresistible and my legs were twitching already. I had to start traveling.

The elderly wizard Tomlin, my ex-master, looked at me, sighed wearily and made a quick pass at the junk collected in the center of the room; everything lying there bounced up and flew into the sack he was holding in a rapid-fire thumping stream.

Well, most of it. The borrowed books stayed behind, still on the floor. In seconds I was packed and ready to go.

“Pick up some travel-supplies in the kitchen on your way out. You might not be able to stop for anything else for a while.” My master grinned slightly at me. “Go easy on the cheese, we don’t have much left.” was all he had to add.

Wizard Tomlin winked at his new apprentice, got simpered and dimpled at in return, then wheeled about and left us both quietly standing there. “I will miss the smell of singed hair, apprentice.” His voice came floating back. “Not much, but it will remind me of you when you’re gone.”

That was a reference to my power going wild. It did do a lot of incidental damage to my beard on occasion.

It stayed quiet in the room, which was already half newly-decorated. I think the quiet noises I was hearing was the new apprentice was still trying to smother her giggling. Snorting at the girl, I picked up the straw mattress from the bed and dug out a few coins I had stashed in there, all I’d been able to save while working with my master. My ex-master. It wasn’t much.

She didn’t have anything to say to that. The bracelet on her wrist was probably worth more than everything I had and we both knew it.

The geas I’d been hit with slowly sunk in. The final magical insult. I was being commanded to the Gate, commanded like I was a peasant. Master Tomlin wasn’t taking any chances I’d do something embarrassing like hang around town trying to make a living doing small peasant magics.

“I’m Shelly.” The girl turned away and resumed the process of feminizing the room, which included opening the window as far as it would go to air the thatch roof out as much as possible.

The room had a low window, easy to sneak in and out of. She did keep the ledge clear, I noticed. Also, some outside Athena plants under the window and been cleared away to make a small path thru them. She was expecting visitors, apparently. “Goodbye, apprentice Aaron. Good luck.” was all she said. Then another small giggle escaped her lips.

“Thanks.” Picking up the rucksack, I slipped it on my back and grabbed my staff from the corner. The geas was a good one. I was already getting twitchy, wanting to leave and get started on my trip. The go-go-go was kicking in already.

I had to start walking, and in a certain direction, and I couldn’t prevent it. Getting outside fast before any inconvenient walls got in my way was now a top priority. Like most wizards Master Tomlin had very practiced ways of commanding whatever he wanted done from the lowers. Apprentices included, apparently.

It was a stiff magic, too. I barely was able to force myself to stop for food supplies. I was on the far side of town and traveling downhill fast within the hour.

Oh, and the saber did get left behind, still tacked to the wall. I was proud of that trap. Every sneaky-type visitor goes for glitter first. Sneaks like visiting boyfriends, I hoped. Besides, I didn’t want to look like a barbarian mercenary on this trip and carrying a sword would do that for you. After all, I was a Wizard’s apprentice, not a merchant or a warrior. I wanted to look the part if I could.

The cat was the only person in the house to walk me to the door. He was going to miss me, but he was the only one.




chapter 2 herbs in the hills

Henna the red-haired sat in the badlands sun on her lonely green hilltop and cursed her miserable fate, the handful of smelly weeds in her hand and life in general. Heartily. She was sick and tired of doing things like this.

A lone 16-year-old girl living with a not-so-successful bandit brother in an ex-farm-village turned bandit camp was no place for a young girl with big hopes. The crops in the garden patches were always bad. Raiding was the only thing that made life bearable out here. Bandits were not good husband material and the green hills were boring.

She was almost the only single female in camp too, actually. A few of the weirder thugs did surprisingly good imitations of various famous females. Henna cringed at that thought.

The more desperate flowers and followers (bandit female impersonators) were starting to ask her for pointers now; one of the problems was she didn’t have many to give them.

There had been a severe shortage of practice-objects in her life here in the badlands, let alone love-objects. She gloomed around her at the sea of grass she was surrounded by; gathering herbs to eat alone in the sun wasn’t much fun either.

Henna glanced around the sea of grey-green grass, brown barren earth patches and sky surrounding her and winced again. Stuck in the badlands, where every oasis had its collection of runaway desperadoes loitering around looking for something to loot. Mostly runaway peasants trying not to impale themselves with the swords they’d stolen, really, but still bandits. By the Gateway to hell. An interdimensional gate which liked to barf out nasty demon explosions every once in a while.

Life got interesting when that happened, but only to the people standing nearby the gate. Beside a small town that boasted of a bookstore and the world’s largest collection of retired bandits as it’s only claim to high commerce.

Not a good place for a young witch. It was bad enough she had to cook and clean in her brother’s miserable tent. No one could afford a hut in the bandit camp anymore. It would’ve gotten used as firewood the first winter that came along anyway. Plus it was getting harder to duck the harsh attentions of the other bandits, who weren’t all that choosy about female company, (real girls or not) they got in the first place.

She shuddered. A lifetime of bandits in bandit camps had made her very, very good at avoiding things. Most of the muggers in the camp were of the smash-and-grab type; easy to avoid and after a few failed experiments with making herself appear distasteful, (which had turned out to be very attractive to the distasteful types), nastier than her neighbors, (almost successful there, tho applied treachery was not skills with arms) and other bandits activities had left her with a permanent abhorrence for potatoes, dung fires and sad, burly men with broken features.

Being her brother’s nursemaid after the various attempts at gangsterism was bad enough. Henna stamped a small foot at the herbs in her hand in annoyance. She also had other, worse duties, like healing and witchery. Feeding and picking up after unhappy, sullen men who weren’t very good at applied violence (or farming) wasn’t enough. Healing them of work-related accidents wasn’t enough.

Today was one of the other duties and she was stuck out here on it. Bright morning sun did nothing to improve her mood. Today she was out in the Badlands by herself, picking herbs, while officially being staked out as live bait for one of the rare traveling merchant caravans that still traveled thru here.

With only ghosts to talk to, too. Life didn’t get much worse.

Smoke spotted from distant campfires had got her roused early and shoved out into one of the gullies in the caravan path. There was traffic in the hills, wagons of something waiting to be attacked, and this morning she was supposed to be bait for them.

Policing the battlefield was next on her list of things to do, but only if there was a battle with the merchants first.

Her piteous cries for help were supposed to lure the more gullible caravans into this desolate valley, or at least get a few of the more vicious armed guards in the caravan after her and out of the way. It almost never worked because the only people that came here already knew all about this little trick.

Well, there was the occasional curious guard that came riding out, but they usually didn’t live long. They had to survive the herbs she was harvesting, for a start. Ghosts knew the most unusual uses for some fairly innocent-looking flowers. In that way they were useful, she had to admit. There were archers on the ridge protecting her, (There usually weren’t any. Attacking a caravan took every able-bodied man and most of the klutzes.) and not fall into a trap first. If the heroes did survive the trip to her, they were usually mostly interested in being rewarded for saving her, or selling her into slavery themselves.

That’s when the herbs came in. Hanna cursed her miserable fate again and wondered again if living in town as a seamstress… (one of the types of seamstresses in town who specialized in a stranger’s underwear. That was what most seamstresses there did for a living.) was as bad as it looked.

Out here in the badlands, competing with the merry widows in town (Lots of bandits in the area made for lots of lonely widows left hanging about town. Bored ones.) was about her only other career option, other than her present one of being a witch, healer and camp-follower for her idiot brother.

And dousing the more persistent of her randy bandit neighbors with her armory of herbs when troubles came up.

The only other lifestyle that’s come up for her was being rescued from her current fate-worse-than-death by someone who liked challenges, challenges like finding an even worse fate-worse-than-death than her current one.

A grimace flickered past her almost-pretty face. There was one plus in this. Anyone stupid enough to try and rescue her had to be stupid enough to fall for her helpless-kidnapped-princess story. She hoped. There had to be at least one of them out there for her, somewhere.

Hopefully it would be soon, too. She was sick and tired of waiting for a man to twist around her finger to show up. There had been lots of time to practice her little please-help-me tale stuck out here herbivoring, that was for sure. Henna the Red was positive that, given a chance, she could be very convincing about her plight to any helpful stranger she could get to listen.

There had been more than a few mornings spent on these hills. Practice made perfect, and ghosts were the only people she had to practice on. They weren’t fooled by mortals at all anymore and made for a very tough crowd.

Henna had other chances to practice her story, but they were just the usual exercise in excuses for bandits, and loud usually won there.

She’d fallen asleep out here alone in the badlands sun once and missed a caravan, and hadn’t given the signal one was on the way. That the caravan had walked right into a totally unprepared bandit trap wasn’t entirely her fault. There were supposed to be other lookouts posted.

The night somebody had taken some of her smellier herbs and tossed them into the stew-pot wasn’t her fault, either. Some bandits had bandied something that looked like spices and found out the hard way that her more vicious greens weren’t foods that stuck with you for very long.

Henna sighed. Time to get back to basics. There just weren’t many chances to try her story out on anyone, and she really needed someone to practice on other than bandit and witch mishaps. That she could do out here, even if she was alone.

The ghosts out here, useful as they were, weren’t much of an audience. For story-telling spots, the position of waitress and entertainment at the local inn was already being filled by the inn-keeper’s wife and various unhappy slaves, and they were almost professional hecklers who won’t let a chance to snipe something like this down pass them by.

The problem was, other than the bookstore, there wasn’t really a lot to do in the town, or anywhere else to meet any gullible strangers.

Most of the men she’d met had a very one-way idea of a relationship. You did what they told you to do, then they left. That was as far as it ever went and Henna wanted a lot more than that.

That left the bookstore as the only place to manhunt, and it was usually empty. Unfortunately, the wizardly apprentices that trotted thru town never stayed around long enough for Henna to get a crack at them.

The bookstore had the best collection of books about the gate known to exist. Luckily, most bandits couldn’t read so they had no interest in the place.

Unfortunately, there just wasn’t a lot of official interest in someplace that’d managed to kill almost everyone who’d every come to study it, and the wizards that did come here were usually old and weirdly focused on their dreams; not types about to get distracted by rescuing any young, local girls from dire and boring fates.

Henna shifted again and looked around her at the grass-scape surrounding her in despair. The local ghosts were her only company out here, and useful as they were, talking to them was like herding cats.

Cats after spending the morning in a catnip patch, really.

Not always coherent enough to gossip about anything that really mattered to her.




chapter 3 go magic geas

Magic! I had a hard time fooling the geas Master Tomlin had put on me, but I was finding ways. Eventually, and after a lot of learning things the hard way, naturally.

It took me most of a week to get the rules straight, then bent to suit me. It was hell. Obsessive, compulsive, fixated. A geas that wanted fifteen klicks of walking towards a beacon only it knew about and won’t substitute anything else for it. You had to walk or the hurting started. You had to walk in a direct line or more pain kicked in. You had to march even if you were tired, sore, hungry or just needed to tie your clothes back on.

Life became an all pain-avoidance ritual, fast. Activities like rest-breaks, lunch, sleeping, slogging around rough terrain… All the mundane things were secondary to actually picking your feel up and getting another step closer to Gate. Nothing else mattered, even washroom breaks. Till you finally hit your 15 klicks a day, you marched, then you could rest and try and heal whatever you’d hurt on the day.

After 15k, the compulsion in my head subsided to a merely dull ache from raging agony. Till the next sunrise, anyway. Then the geas kicked in again with a pain that slowly increased from stabbing pain to pulsing agony until you started moving again.

My magic, what little I had that didn’t explode on me, was as refocused as the geas travel compulsion. Everything I did, I did in terms of the gate energy and trying to manipulate it. It put a very weird twist to everything I tried. I couldn’t help myself. Travel and movement was all I could think about when I tried to do magic, and mostly, the spell promptly exploded on me instead of pointing out food.

Magical explosions when I tried to make magic I was used to, but not explosions that all traveled in the same direction as I was going in.

Walking in the right direction did shut most of the pain down. I never knew my earlobes could hurt that much till I tried to stop and fish for breakfast once. Three minutes into that, I was ready to tear my ears, hair and eyebrows off my skull. Then my nose began to ache too, as the pain spread.

There was no fishing done that day, even while walking on the spot. I walked hungry and learned to angle towards anything you could grab and eat as you went by it.

Oh, by the way. Even berries can put up more of a fight that you’d expect. Most of those bushes have thorns.

So I leaned into things and snatched, and even that much misdirection hurt. I was fairly glad there wasn’t a governor on the spell, thou. I walked at my own speed, pretty much. If he’d wanted to, Master Tomlin could’ve made me run all the way to the gate. Nonstop, straight-line running towards the beacon till I dropped out of sight trying.

Dropped out of sight in a slightly permanent way, if crossing the mountains and badlands out there put an inconvenient cliff, gully or lake in my way.

I did experiment with bending the rules as much as I could tolerate. I had to. Finding a friendly village after my daily forced march was about the only way I could keep fed, as bush-craft and fishing was not one of my strong points. I’ll swear the animals I saw were laughing at me as I walked right past them. After a day or two, rabbits didn’t even hop out of the way anymore; apparently I was a lousy shot with stones and they knew it.

Most wizards and their apprentices live and work all their lives in a house, or the city. I wasn’t any different. Being outside like this all the time was strange.

I’d lived with my father the carpenter till I was nine or so, then as a third son got apprenticed off to the first person who needed help. If the wizard Tomlin hadn’t seen something he liked in me and accepted me as a houseboy, I was due to go to sea or a farm instead. I’d jumped at the chance of learning how to be a powerful wizard instead of a sailor.

Wizardry sounded wonderful, compared to rowing ten hours a day. It just hadn’t gone very well. I was clumsy with magic.

Well, discovering the rules of my new geas occupied the first few days. Sunlight was the trigger for more movement. Hiding in a cave helped a little, but you had to stay well back in the dark. The bad part of that was you still had to do fifteen klicks to do when you came out. Be it sunset, midnight or tea-time, the geas did not care. You walked.

You do not want to try and walk 15k in the dark forests of Lower Draconia at night, by the way. Whatever is out there in that starless murk of that mossy deathtrap, if it isn’t trying to trip, hit or eat you, it’s slimy and cold.

Have I mentioned rain yet? Not being able to stop and empty your boots after crossing streams? Going thru prickle bushes instead of around them?

Also, beware of any paths you accidentally find in the deep woods, even if they’re going the right way. They’re bear trails, and there’s usually a hungry bear on them somewhere. Even at night. Trust me.

Oh, one other thing. Swimming a river in darkness while trying to carry a bag is something you don’t want to do even once, especially when it’s dark enough you can’t even tell if there’s another shore out there anywhere. Or rapids, monsters or pirates.

Doing your river-crossings by surprise is worse.

Swimming with whatever stuff you have is also a great way to get all your supplies wrecked, I learned. Soggy books do not a fire make. Not that I had many supplies to begin with, but I did still have my staff and journal with me. Still.

Apprentices learn how to make good staffs. Mine was a work-in-progress and much more use in a library than as a bush machete, but I was adapting it evenings as best I could.

Walking like this was giving me a tremendous appetite too; it was unaccustomed exercise. I ate a week’s worth of food in the first few days and slept soundly almost as soon as I stopped walking. After that, when the geas finally settled down for any given day, I was usually tired and hungry enough to start in on the bushes around me.

More advice. Don’t try that. The trots and a geas saying, “Keep moving!” don’t mix. Bushes were all I’d gotten to eat the last few nights anyway, except for one lucky day when I stopped in a swamp. Then it was cattails, wandering snails, frog and swarms of ravenous bugs for dinner.

And no, you could not back up, even if a stream was only a hundred feet behind you. Or an Inn, where I could trade magic for a resting spot. The geas absolutely forbid reverse motion; or anything not in the direction it wanted to go in, even when not active; forwards towards the Gate was all I had. Not without tearing your head off in the process, anyway.

I was never lucky enough to stop and have an Inn a few hundred feet in front of me. In fact, at the end of the day I usually had to keep traveling till I got to water again.

Yes, I did get caught in a rocky cul-de-sac you couldn’t climb out of once. Getting out of that hooking little dead-end deathtrap was surprisingly easy. All I had to do was waiting till the howling agony of the geas over-powered the instant retaliation pain of trying to go backwards. It was like being torn in two on an ongoing basis till I finally got back on track.

They probably heard my screams back in the capital. At least, I hope they did.

There were another ten klicks to go before I could rest after that little exercise in pain management. I don’t remember much of it, just the usual process of desperately trying to dip water out of the streams I had to march across.

I walked. Life went on. My boots wore out. I kept walking, day after day.

The geas-curse pushed. I rode it and studied the roads ahead for obstacles I had to weave around. I learned to recognize watercress and the benefits of falling flat on my face to eat while crawling forward thru streams.

I survived. Not well, but I lived thru the first few hard weeks.




chapter 4 ghost of a flower

The ghost bothering Henna was being the usual incoherent babbler, but she tolerated it. She was getting desperate for company. Watching the small bobbing blob of light dubiously as if floated around her, she mused on what to try on the floating ghost. It’d been quiet up on the hill and the merchant caravan she was supposed to entrap hadn’t showed up.

The ghost didn’t know anything about it, either.

That meant the caravan won’t wander into the trap her brother’s friends had set for it down the trail, and they’d have to attack it at some other place.

That was not good news. Attacking instead of trapping a caravan meant lots of injuries to both sides. It was a lot easier to simply extort taxes from a grumpy merchant that try to take anything by force of arms.

“There’s no news of what happened to the caravan?” She asked the wavering ghost for the at least the seventh time. “Or the bandits? Are you sure?”

“No news.” The blobby ghost wobbled erratically a bit towards a handy flower. “Not any caravan I know of out there. Not express, a regular merchant or a wanderer. Not now, not then, not tomorrow. Not here.”

“You remember tomorrow now?” Henna asked in puzzlement. This was one of the things that made talking to old ghosts a little difficult. They might be talking about anywhen; stories of past treasure were almost as murky as present or future ones. The ghost bobbed at her and didn’t say anything.

“OK, no news.” Henna sighed sadly. “Was there something else you wanted to tell me then?” Henna asked that carefully. Sometimes the ghosts had warnings they had to get out of their systems before they would settle down to doing anything useful.

“Danger. Beware of the gate. It’s out of adjustment.” The ghost, a small glowing blob of light, tried to insert itself into the bell of the blooming flower.

“Yes, everyone knows that.” Henna scoffed softly. She repressed her giggles at the ghost’s antics. Eating the flowers that let her see the ghosts had a few silly side effects; if she wasn’t careful, she’d happily sit and giggle, talking to rocks and grass for the next few hours herself. “Tell me something new. Please.”

Her giggles got a little harder to smother and Henna brushed a few errant wisps of hair off her forehead. You never did know how strong the sap from the flower would be. It was difficult to judge.

Sometimes it only took eating one blossom to see ghosts. Sometimes it took munching three of them down, with the full power of the drug ganging up on her all at once a few minutes later.

“A new wizard is coming.” The ghost sighed as he backed out of the flower bobbed in the breeze. “An apprentice. We can feel him. One who ignores the warnings. He might join us soon.”

“A wizard. You mean another suicidal apprentice?” The morning sun was getting a little warm and cozy. Henna shook herself awake and wondered if she should start moving before the impulse to sleep over-powered her.

“Yes. Foolish man.” said the ghost weakly, spinning a little now. “Like I was. Ordered like I was. Knows nothing. Won’t listen. The Gate will eat him before he can fix it.”

Henna hiccuped gently right then and frowned slightly at the new glowing blob that flew out her mouth to sink into the grasses. It resembled the flower slightly and she sighed as it waved in a non-existent breeze.

The flower-top was a little more potent than usual if she was seeing the newly-made ghosts of flowers too.

Ghosts did not always show up instantly after death. Adjusting to a new world took time, and was different for each one. It all depended on what you’d learned during life. Apparently, all this flower had learned was how to look like a pretty flower. It dissolved as she watched it, moving on to greener pastures already, so to speak.

“Nice flower.” The ghost commented quietly. “You learn, witch. You’d do better if you distilled, made an agar, salt or even a wine out of the juices. That concentrates the active ingredients.”

“Thanks. I have no idea how to make a salt out of a flower, thou. And no wish to learn today.” She hastily added as it began to look like the ghost was gearing up for a full lecture on methods and techniques of agar-making.

Ghosts did that. Whatever they knew in life was still a prime concern with them. If you ever wanted six easy ways to find whatever book you were looking for in a library, the apprentice ghosts floating around the badlands were the people to ask.

It was all most of them knew well.

All Henna knew was you had to pick the flower early, before the dew burned off or it won’t work at all. And the earlier in the season after flowering, the better. That was about all she needed to know.

“And anything that looked like a flask of wine in our camp would get stolen before it aged another day.” She added quietly. “Too risky. Besides, if the salt didn’t drive the bandits crazy, they might learn to like it.”

“Wait. I made that ghost?” She asked carefully. The answer sounded obvious, but she wanted to check it out. The ghost bobbed in front of her for a few seconds before settled back to a new blossom perch.

“Yes. And released it. You forced some life-energy into its old pattern for a few seconds.” The ghost wavered and bobbled knowingly. “Soon you will be able to hold the ghost of a flower in your mind and it will stay longer. And perhaps learn to make dragons.”

“So I could learn to make dragons.” Henna peered over the sea of grass, not seeing anything. “Wonderful. How many flowers would that take?”

The ghost didn’t say anything for a long time. Henna could feel the day’s heat starting to lull her into a doze again.

“You would need to know how to re-shape the life-force of rocks.” The ghost finally said, after a long period of careful deliberation. “And would probably die in your first attempt. Dragon-fire is hard to contain, especially in a ghost of a dragon.”

With that, the ghost bobbed off on the breeze and Henna sadly watched him go. Ghosts always seemed to offer a lot, but there was usually a big catch to their ideas.

Like trying to make flower-wine in a bandit’s camp. Almost impossible to keep of out of bandit hands, as thirsty people usually just grabbed the nearest skin of fluids and drank it without worrying much about who owned it first.

Or what was inside it.




chapter 5 compulsions

Forcing myself to stop on the hilltop was as much as I could do. The pounding in my head immediately doubled, and I whimpered a bit as I made myself look quickly around and ahead. It was getting near the end of the day and I really needed to know the lay of the land ahead of me, or at least have a guess at it.

It hurts when you miss a stream or village by a few fields, or even a farmhouse. Even barns are better than nothing when you’re sleeping outside.

Water was necessary. Enemies abounded. Forests didn’t have much easy food in them and where I got dumped after my 15k day was almost as important as where the nearest food was.

Walking blind on this trip had been a problem so far, but a friendly noble a few hours back had given me a clue as to who and what lay ahead of me. It wasn’t much, in any sense. He’d only been off his own land two or three times in his life, and one of them had been to pick up the girl he married.

Naturally, he’d been preoccupied most trips, but glad to share what he could. As it turned out, most of what he knew was in the wrong direction, but that couldn’t be helped. A little wizardry had gone a long way last night, even if I was up and gone long before the noble in question was disturbing his own hangover. I knew he had a hangover, as I had a nasty one myself.

My first mistake was not eating. I’d gotten paid in beer and information for my magic shows. How was I to know how fast warm beer would hit me on a tired, empty stomach? Or how silly I would get with the noble cheering me on like that?

The pigs at the Inn would better soon, as I was sure. The ones that hadn’t immediately run off, anyway. Most of them had migrated off in the direction of the gate, I was sure.

Most of the changes I made in them would probably go unnoticed, even if they were recaptured.

Today had turned out to be a bad day all around. The farmer’s fields I was forced to cut across had angry farmers and angrier dogs in them. Plus what looked like a few new pig trails. None of them were listening to any stories about wizardly curses and the farmers were entirely intent on protecting their meager crops from any more marauding thieves.

Now I had a fresh bleeding dog-nip on my calf that needed tending, a small greenish pumpkin in my sack and a new respect for how fast dogs could walk around cast spells.

I think these dogs must’ve been hunting rabbits and rats all their lives. Most of them certainly had the moves for it.

The pounding pain in my head increased as I held still and peered over the landscape. From the looks of things on that hilltop, I was heading deeper and further into the forests before the badlands, and that was a stupid thing to do. The signs of any civilization in the greenery in front of me were few and far between.

That meant sleeping in ditches, when I could find them. No easy way to get food, as I couldn’t fish, drink or wash without water. Pine branch blankets and mushroom roulette for dinner.

The rivers, caravan routes and muddy trails thru the green that I could see were almost as useless. Most of them meandered around and I was a straight-line person these days. Plus oxen aren’t fast. I’d out-walked more than one merchant with oxen-pulled carts on this trip already, then marched myself right thru most of their village-stops on my route.

People in caravans stopped regularly for gossip, trade, lunch, repairs and other silly things. I didn’t have that luxury anymore. The only people I saw where I usually got to stop were hunters, woodcutters, bandits and the occasional mad witch; and none of them had much time for a lost wizard’s apprentice with misdirected magic.

My geas saw to that. With malicious intent, I was getting to be sure of it.

I started walking again long before I was finished checking out what I was about to be forced to step in and scrap off what was left of my boots. The only good part of the stop was the painful forcing of my travel line a few steps to the left. That put a deep gorge, some nasty-looking bracken and most of the harder obstacles just out of my direct line of travel.

Oh, have I mentioned the rain yet? Clouds were banking up, getting ready to turn this forced march into yet another kind of mobile misery.

I made it to the gloom of the forest at the bottom of the hill a few moments later. I was head down and forcing myself thru thickets when I made the most interesting discovery of my trip. It was a hunter’s snare and it snapped me up into the air and head-down over a stream before I could even react.

Hanging head-down over a gurgling stream in a creaking trap-line that groaned and sounded like it was about to fall apart at any second… plus, I kept walking even as I twisted gently in midair.

Striding in midair, with no halt-pain in it. A discovery! I needed earth contact to work the most of the geas. I had visions of tying myself to docks, up in trees or maybe swimming my daily march off (while fishing the day away) when I got an even better idea.

Sleep on a raft. I’d float to the city at night, and with any master-wizard there, be able to stop long enough to get this geas off me.

Then I began to swing back and forth. My geas kicked in on me on the backswing. After the pain started, I wondered about the trap itself, just a little too late to do anything about it. You usually shot deer and larger animals with arrows, and a rabbit-snare big enough to hold me up didn’t sound very likely.

The news about the magical roaming pigs must’ve traveled fast, much faster than I could walk. Dust being shook loose from the rope holding me up as I rattled around didn’t surprise me very much as it fell around me. What did surprise me was how fast it knocked me out.




chapter 6 yak it up

“They aren’t oxen, they’re yaks. Useful animals. Their hair makes for nice warm blankets, their milk a nice beer.”

Henna looked at the bobbing light with her and groaned. Oxen were still oxen in merchant caravans (not yaks) and she sighed resignation at the silly ghost keeping her company now. Her new ghost friend was a treasure trove of misinformation, being one of the older ghosts, and there wasn’t much coherent thought left in it.

You got three kinds of ghost out in the grasslands. Local dead, (usually farmers, bandits and soldiers), demons who were still awake enough to attack things and outworld ghosts stuck here who didn’t speak the right language. This one was a local. It did have lots of definite opinions in what was left of its memories, thou.

“OK. Seen any yak caravans this morning then?” she asked hopefully. The ghost bobbing alone at shoulder height with her kept silent, except for a fairly tuneless humming sound it was making.

This ghost was another one of the senile, dissolving blobs of light with only a fairly random approach to things left to it now. One moment it was singing spring-songs from some far home-village, or attempting to, the next it was asking Henna’s name again.

And it was almost completely obviously to the fact it was a long time dead and still stuck in the badlands, forced to revisit the gate that’d killed it years ago every few days.

There were uses for these ghosts, Henna reminded herself as she got called the wrong name for the third time in as many minutes. If you could point them towards the idea of gathering food or treasure, for instance, ghostly senses almost always completely outdid human ones.

Knowing there was water a few feet down didn’t always help her much thou, (it took hours to dig that deep with a sharp stone) but if she ever wanted a collection of abandoned skulls, she was really well-prepared for it now.

There were lots of abandoned skulls in the badlands, whole hills of them according to the ghosts. People had been dying here for various reasons, mostly fairly silly ones, for centuries now and ghosts were particularly well-suited for noticing and finding leftover skulls.

This ghost with her now was fairly convinced he was really alive and heading towards home at the moment; he didn’t seem to want to do anything except babble about the girl he’d left behind. He was really excited about seeing her again.

Henna winced again. A girl who’d probably remarried within months of his leaving, if she possibly could. Henna sighed. A hard life in a tiny village didn’t give you the option of waiting for very long, even for wizards. Girls did have to eat and a husband or other relative was about the only way females had to stay housed and fed.

The ghost wasn’t completely useless, she did have to admit. He’d been quick and useful in finding a few rare and delicate flower patches for her, to say something in his favor. That he thought he was gathering a garland for his lady was irrelevant. Henna’s personal herb armory had been getting sparse of late and needed the replenishing.

One of the flowers she’d gotten today, when ground up and pasted together with a certain weed made for some very powerful badlands magic. It repelled bugs; and out here in the hills, having hungry bugs avoid you was a blessing worth it’s weight in gold.

Or at least in dinners and food, if not a portion of loot from the caravans. The ghost eventually got bored with Henna’s pestering and left, floating away on the breeze as the shadows of the day lengthened.

It was a slow weary trudge home as dusk fell. The secret bandit camp she lived in with her brother eventually finally came into sight for Henna, complete with the secret weed-strewn garden plots and fields, secret campfires, secret tatty tents and not-so-secret latrine pits. You could hear a semi-normal babble floating around in the air in the camp, thru the smoky air. One screech pierced the murk more stridently than others for Henna.

“My shoeses, they do not stinkly!”

Aha, Esmeralda, runaway slave from one of the caravans, and now a devoted bandit camp-follower. She was a psychotically competitive female and loyalty was almost her only coin.

Almost. Girls in this camp had sex appeal, popular personalities or what passed for information in the camp to get by on. Esmeralda had the basics down. When her favors didn’t work she practiced hate-campaigns. Well, that and being teased. She made a living floating from tent to tent, weaseling in on whatever she could with her labors. She’d even been in Henna’s tent a few times, tending to her brother’s baser needs, telling him he was wonderful and passing on old gossip.

It sounded like it’d been a semi-successful raid today in the camp, if a bit long on liquid booty. The bandits had probably been hired to booby-trap another caravan again.

That was standard practice among some corn-kings walking supplies around famine areas and the more desolate regions of the badlands. Take out the competition and you got a much nicer market all to yourself. The bandits trying to attack you were good hires for that kind of work.

Groaning a bit, Henna quietly walked to her tent and ducking inside, started prepping her supper, flowers, weeds and the tent for an early evening, with one ear on the noise coming from the rest of the camp.

The boys didn’t often get that rowdy after a hard day’s work, they usually tended to fall sleep really fast. Really, really fast after a meal, a few drinks and one of Esmeralda’s little tension relievers.

But it paid to be careful. Not that she’d be better off sleeping away from the camp tonight, not with her herb weapons and a well-known habit of getting more than even with pests, annoyances and the light-fingered.

Some of these flower oils attracted bugs too, and everyone in camp knew it. Henna was a witch and her curses were considered things to be avoided.

You only woke up covered in spiders once, then whoever was bothering her usually decided it wasn’t worth the trouble of bothering the camp witch anymore. Or when the latrine visits attracted lots of attention from buzzing pests; enough to get you run screaming thru camp pantless.

Henna settled in the slow pepping of her latest harvest, wondering if her magic was a plus or a minus in the camp.

It did keep annoyances away, but power attracted enemies, too.




chapter 7 just hanging about

I woke up hanging from a ceiling beam by my arms, and not in a trap in the forest; the first thing I noticed was my boots below me, or what was left of them, were gone. It was a little depressing. Me, Aaron the apprentice, know and abused by all. Oh, and I was still walking, or trying to too.

Watching absently as I spun and tried to walk hanging in midair, I tried to breathe in the smoke that was surrounding me and cursed my fate. The geas getting to the gate hadn’t slowed down at all in this dark.

There was a disgruntled woodcutter halfheartedly watching me from below as he chopped and sliced something on a scarred wooden table, preparing a meager meal.

I decided babbling at him was my best approach. A hermit alone in the woods had to be starved for talk, right?

“Well. So you’re finally awake.” The hermit grumped up at the apprentice, slicing what looked suspiciously like small green pumpkin into smaller chunks. “Wizardly apprentices! Deadbeats, the lot of you. I thought you were going to sleep the day away.”

“We do if we can. Doesn’t take magic dust to do that. Some other curses make that kind of difficult, thou. Aaron the apprentice, at your service. Why did you bring me here?” I checked things out, looking down at my moving feet as I twisted slightly in the smoky air. “Say, this is a big change from being force-fed the wonders of nature, let me tell you. How did you bring me here? Was I out long?”

“Wrong question. You’d do better to hope you don’t have to do twice the distance for your march tomorrow, apprentice.”

Looking at the diced gourd on his table, the woodcutter sighed and swiped the whole mess, seeds and all off the edge of the table and splashing into a small stew pot. Then he turned and hung the pot over the fire.

“Holmwood kids! Was there any valuables-of-nature in your cursed walk, apprentice? Past the wonders? No? Well, to answer the question you haven’t asked yet, it depends on your curse, I guess.” The woodcutter grumbled that out while adjusting the pot so it heated more evenly. “I dunno a thing about it, you’ll find out all by yourself, eventually. Now you be quiet and answer my questions or I’ll sell you to someone with a treadmill that needs their grain threshed.”

He nodded at a set of rolling logs in a corner of the hut. They looked like a primitive treadmill, one that been used a lot before. I had no idea what it was hooked up to. “Not a pleasant way to die, that.” The hermit-cutter rambled on gleefully, stirring his dinner. “You’ll walk yourself to death screaming in a month or so trying to get your distance in, but ya do get a lot of threshing done. Or boards cut.”

The chuckling was gleeful but a little smothered, as the woodsman considered my new impending fate.

“Hope you like green pumpkin soup, apprentice. That’s all we have for dinner.” That got added absently as the woodcutter threw a few small green leaves into the pot. “Oddly enough, there was no game today. Some idiot thrashing his way thru the bushes scared it all off.”

“It’s spring. There’s no threshing hereabouts for a few months yet.” I stuck in quickly. “Or thrashing, I chose my path better than that. It might’ve been a herd of migrating pigs out there, thou.” Groaning, I tried to peer around the smoky hut. “Lordy, I hope there’s some light left out there. Walking in the dark gets hard.”

“No such thing as migrating pigs.” The woodcutter said slowly, peering at me carefully.

“Long story there.” I mentioned quietly. The woodcutter took a quick look at me, winced and shook his head.

“And you walk around the trees, idiot. Not thru them. You haven’t learned to sleepwalk yet?” Sitting back down at the table, the woodsman pulled out a pipe and packed it with what looked like shredded bark from a small pouch on his belt. “Ha, a newbie walker.” he sniffed to himself. “You must be from somewhere close around here. Or stupid.”

“Maybe both. What do you want with me?” Watching the soup start to simmer with hungry eyes, I tried not to breath in any more smoke than he had to. “Say, ever consider a slave that’s magically forced to run away every day isn’t much good to anyone?”

“You might be some use to me. You aren’t the first failed apprentice to walk this route, youngster.” The hunter seemed perfectly at ease as he leaned over and grabbed a small flaming stick from the fire, bringing it up to fire up his pipe.

He puffed happily then tossed the stick back into the flames, where it spewed sparks. “There’s been enough of you weird types passing thru that almost everyone hereabouts has a story or two to tell about them. And a few interesting uses for someone that wants to walk thru walls.”

“You might get tossed down a hole and forced to dig your way back up, for instance. That gets a new privy dug real fast.” The hunter mentioned quietly, after musing a few moments. “Or the old one cleaned out. The screaming doesn’t bother anyone but you after the first few hours.”
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