
        
            
                
            
        

    
Aaron and Henna: Short Stories.

By Kevin Williams copyright 2021

Smashwords License Statement Smashwords Edition. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Cover Art: A backyard Disk-Golf basket in winter. March 2021.

Disclaimer: This is a work of satire; similarities to persons is a coincidence?

Canadian ISBN:978-1-988261-42-3

ISBN:9781005074128

Author’s Note: Fan-mail, biz, complaints and suggestions to teddyhunter10@gmail.com

Kevin Williams is on

https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/packrat2

https://kevinwillpkgd.tumblr.com

He authors an SF series, Teddyhunter: (about runaway teddybear robots), a few books of short stories, comics and the Aaron+Henna fantasy series. The first in every series is usually a free ebook.

Aaron+Henna books

• The Gateway Project

• Girl-Ghost

• Aaron+Henna: The Witch-Wizard War

• Aaron+Henna: The Singing Sword

• Aaron+Henna: The Way of The Rat

• Aaron+Henna: The Terrible Twos

• Aaron+Henna: Summer Rain

• Aaron+Henna: Broken Magics

• Aaron+Henna: Dirty Float

• Aaron+Henna: Dragon-Witch

• Aaron+Henna: Teen Learns

• Aaron+Henna: The Elfin Princess’s Kiss

• Aaron+Henna: Short Stories

***




chapter 1 foot-wash

Gatetown Holmwood was the far end of nowhere on the edge of empty plains. Even mountains avoided the place.

The shop-door creaked heavily; the outside pan splashed as a shop-bell tinkled it’s happy, happy news there was a customer leaning on the doorknob to cleaning their boots before coming in.

Shedding muck on the porch and attempting to tear the doorknob off in the process, naturally. Moaning to herself, Henna grudgingly got up from her chores to see who wanted to mess about in the shop this time.

De-messing about was the key point here; Harvey was too cheap to buy flowers to cover the smell of the summer streets. Holmwood Gatetown was also the far end of the horse-manners too. The town did have laws about keeping the street clean in front of your home but no one paid any attention to them.

Customers in Harvey’s trading emporium came in after having splashed manure off by kicking around in a pan of water on the porch, then happily tending to business without smelling like they just trekked thru a manure-pit.

As much, anyway. Customers stood at the counter across from the bookshelves, just inside the door with Harvey prudently staying out of reach on the other side of the counter. Muck, manure and filth got swept back out. There were wet foot-prints inside, but they never got very far on bare wooden floors.

Gateway’s streets were yuck-mud, even the market, center square and the few stoned roads. Except when it rained; then the gunk pooled into a liquid variety. Winters were a blessing for keeping the smells down; even then fresh yuck got smeared all over the floor.

Henna tried to hurry a bit. Another big problem was a lack of any business; the local demand for apprentice staffs, half-finished journals and magical books was very low here in Holmwood, even for wizardly ones. Magically-driven apprentices still came here every few years; most travelling apprentices traded away all their remaining possessions for magical supplies, then still driven, went to die trying to fix the old magical gate.

It was assumed to be a horrible death but no one had ever come back to complain about it and Henna was a ghost-talker. She had oils that let her yak with the de-ceased. (De-ceased meant being a ghost, but most people did not know that. Or care.)

Ghost-talking was not the joy Henna pretended it was, either. Most ghosts didn’t have any brains when they were alive (The lack of being a leading cause of their untimely deaths.) and most ghosts never brought any more back. Marvin the Maladroit, a dead apprentice that was Henna’s familiar for a while, confirmed that.

No apprentice had managed to do anything except die trying to fix the gate out in the plains for a thousand years; Harvey quite liked seeing the desperate and incompetent apprentice-wizards show up in his shop. For one thing, they never stayed long; they couldn’t.

Being geas-driven meant the apprentices had to keep moving towards their target or suffer. Most bargained badly, being very distracted by the need to keep moving. The treasures of their short lives were packed with them, but they needed tools and magical books.

It all depended on the master exiling them to this fate. Even a few minutes warning let them pack some useful goods.

It didn’t matter much. Every single apprentice died after getting to Holmwood Gatetown for thousands of years. Almost everything they had came was ended up in Harvey’s shop. Harvey usually accompanied the apprentices to the gate and made sure of that.

Being gated was the wizard-way of firing a dull apprentice; one that hadn’t managed to make a practice of their own yet. (Burn their apprentice ring and start a medical practice that didn’t irk anyone, in most places. Or annoy any local authorities and their petty ideas on poisons.)

Then the gate had been fixed, then promptly been broken more thoroughly. Cleaned of magics, ghosts, invading armies, dragons and any power, the gate didn’t kill apprentices anymore. It was cold stone.

Apprentices still came; They came, they saw, they ran screaming from life on the plains as fast as their geas sputtered out and died.

Most apprentices had left all their possessions at Harvey’s anyway; they still needed to eat. Signing on with trade caravans as a doctor was a good deal for most. Harvey was still willing to take petty magics in trade for dinner, a stable-bed and news of the outside world, tho.

Most local people came into the store only to clean their boots or steal kindling, in fact. Or books. Anything they could, really. The store had defenses, tho.

Leaving the porch without talking to Harvey or even coming in to look at the books, spells, staffs and oddities kept in the main room was normal, with some urchins leaving packages at the door. Harvey was known as a trader who stockpiled corn during a good harvest and sold it back at triple the price in bad times. Also lumber, green-stone and whatever he could smuggle, trade or bargain for.

Stealing firewood on the way out? That happened a lot; you soon learned who was only stopping to steal enough pages to replenish the outhouse or snag any handy kindling fast.

(People that used spell-books as toilet paper tended to regret it soon enough; occasionally for the rest of their lives. Harvey didn’t even try to warn the dim, child-like and desperate anymore. He just chuckled at the screams as the local witches tried to cure a lively spell-page that had gotten upset and decided to hiss, stay hid and throw sparks.)

With no one there Henna would empty the pan (right out into the street), refill it with clean water and explain to Harvey what the package was all about after the intruder left. When Harvey stumbled back in, that is.

If it was real traffic, Henna’s job was to fetch Harvey from wherever he was currently sleeping, drinking or dealing; generally not being at the main counter. The customers who stayed? They tended to make Henna’s life miserable as they could while a street-urchin collected Harvey from his current tryst. If there was any serious business.

The bandit-girl was treated as a slave, mostly. Some customers wanted their feet rubbed, boots polished, demanded all the insider information they were sure she had and otherwise most treated Henna like an escapee from the bandit camps. A barefoot one, not a practicing and respected witch.

That was actually fairly close; Henna had run from her brother’s fumbling attempts at selling her into marriage and from life in their bandit-tent where Henna practiced as a herb-and-tea witch. (Mostly of her witchery went into keeping her garden un-raided. It was a bandit-camp, remember?)

The town-girls that came in to talk were worst; being mean was their only way of keeping the bandit-girl working Harvey’s trading emporium in her place. They all wanted love-potions, poisons for their enemies and birth-control herbs so they could fool around, too.

For free or in trade for gossip.

The other local healers knew too many people for the young girls to trust with that kind of witching-goods they wanted.

There was a polite knock at the door when Henna got to the shop proper from the kitchen; she de-aproned and approached the door cautiously. Only a stranger in town would knock; most of the locals would be banging on the counter screaming for Harvey already.

The door opened easily and magically; there was no one there.

No one there till Henna glanced down at the very polite cough coming from about her waist level. It was a dwarf. A very short dwarf. A very short female dwarf looking a little nervous and standing there in clean chain-mail, fidgeting with her axe.

Her war-axe was hardly more than a hatchet and had colored engraving on the handle; engravings of the happy-dancing-mushrooms variety. Dwarf varieties; Henna won’t take it to a woodpile. Stepping back, Henna let the gaily-weaponized dwarf waddle into the store in wonder.

***

“I need something, I just don’t know what.”

“Here. I’m not even sure what the real problem is.” The small dwarf went on in a girlish anguish, clattering her heels a bit. Henna coughed. The dwarf was wearing two-inch heels and still barely made three feet. “But it’s more than a burr in your leather or a cave-drip slime messing me up.” The customer went on, tugging a cute little beard nervously. She handed a small bag to Henna.

“That’s what I can pay with.”

It was a small bag of odd underground tubers. Weird mushrooms, fungi and tubers.

Getting more firmly behind the counter, Henna redonned her apron, playing with her apron-strings as she leaned over the wooden top to study this case. Far over the counter so she could see the dwarf, trying to seem unconcerned.

It was hard. The problem in Harvey’s store was looking for help and couldn’t even state the difficulty clearly. The dwarf mumbled a bit, blushed and talked about something else in a high-pitched nervous way.

Who the tiny dwarf wanted to talk to was still a mystery, actually. The witch of the book-store couldn’t think of anything to do except listen; she sighed in regret. Harvey by this point would have three books pulled from his shelves and would be extolling the virtues of each in different circumstances.

With his eyes closed, regardless of the language the books were written in, the one being spoken here or the actual content of the book. One collection of fish recipes had gone out disguised as an auto-augury that always opened to the right page.

That apprentice had died surprisingly fast. The book was back in its place on the shelf.

But this dwarf was a yakker; she needed to be dragged to the point and sat on it, whatever it was. She’d still be talking come dinner tomorrow if not treated firmly.

There were other customers like that, usually old folk that hadn’t talked to anyone in weeks. Desperate, Henna tried to focus on something she could do right now and that was tea.

A healing-tea for a morose dwarf. Breaking into the litany of unfocused despair, Henna mimed a tea-cup. That got an answering nod, but no break in the mumbles of woe.

The woe was non-stop complaining by this point and Henna popped back in mere moments with a cup-and-cookie for her guest. A few sips of a fairly potent truther tea didn’t actually help the dwarf much, just reduced her focus to a sentence or two.

No long stories from the dwarf anymore. No dwarf-story ever got ended again in fact; her talk just meandered around instead.

The bandit-witch Henna was thankful for that. Half of Tiny’s stories had ended with some obscure reference to some weird rock and it’s uses. She did stop talking while drinking her tea, but just barely. Chewing with her mouth open and talking thru the cookies was normal for her.

A few moments later the tiny dwarf was babbling compulsively and almost incoherently; Henna strode firmly into the non-stop stream of noise with a few pertinent questions, looking for problems, cures and cash. Who, what, where, when; and the cost.

Gradually details came to light, mixed with everything from recipes to really bawdy stories. You do not want to hear dwarf mining-jokes from a cook’s helper. Dwarf mines are the place the phrases ‘burning ears’, ‘getting shafted’ and ‘blind-dates’ came from.

***

“Henna, why do we have a dwarf babbling to her axe on the porch?”

Harvey was bemused but not disturbed. When you deal with wizards a lot, nothing shakes your cage much anymore.

“Well, her hatchet really. Is there any money in this?” He added absently, looking around his store to see of he could spot any sales. He blinked sadly as he realized there weren’t any missing books.

“Money? No. Well, maybe.” Glaring a murder-warning at the cat wandering thru the kitchen, Henna leaned back into the store and blinked reassuringly at Harvey. “She’s an apprentice who needs help, merchant. A cook. Those aren’t the right tomes.” She went on in exasperation as Harvey looked dryly to a wall crammed with books beside him.

“It seems mushroom-testing killed all the experienced cooking-help in her clan off a while back.” Henna explained. “She inherited the cook-position; there was an accidental poisoning of her entire tribe yesterday. Again.”

“A good poisoning.” Henna corrected hastily as Harvey looked a little perturbed. One babbling female he could deal with. A hundred or so dead dwarfs on his doorstep was another thing entirely. Dead dwarfs were a lot harder to handle; they usually had lots of angry relatives looking for a reason to hurt someone.

“Not a fatal dose. Everyone ended up with the giggles.” Henna explained hastily.

“As far as I can tell her problems come from people walking out of the garden-patch and right into the kitchen. Or sending the help that way and not making sure everything was cleaned properly. I think.” Henna called out, stirring a pot absently She leaned back to puff air on a wooden spoon and sipped a taste, looking pleased with something.

“And stop the help from snacking.” Giggling a bit, Henna grinned happily. “Mid-winter water-problems, all that. There’s a drought in the mines at some times of year. Well, a shortage. Water levels drop a bit, lots of risky exploring happens and so on, plus a few odd mushrooms grow. Melt-water makes for some weird crops if you’re not careful.”
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