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chapter 1 summary

Aaron and Henna travel around to cure a girl-ghost of an unwanted boyfriend. Stray into areas you weren’t designed for things go bad. It isn’t that demons take over… It’s just that the low goals attracts low people to you. Instead of a spirit-guide that’s a master of niceness, you get a wazoo obsessed with, say, decorating the walls of your room as a grave. Even if he has to take your skull out to do it.

***

Times of Trouble.

“You’ll never find her. Or even see her.” The smirk on Henna’s face was obvious even as shadows from the torch Aaron was carrying in front of them made shows dance all over and thru the cave they were in. It was dark enough you could hardly tell she was a redhead, or that he was a wizard. “She’s afraid of her own shadow, hiding, and there’s lots of ghosts here anyway. Let me try for a while instead.”

“Ghosts don’t have shadows. Especially in caves.” The protest from Aaron was automatic and reflexive. He winced and tried not to think of how often reflexes like that kicked in with his girlfriend these days and determinedly held the torch up a little higher. “Ghosts glow if they do anything at all.”

Those reflexes were becoming a big part of his life and it was beginning to worry him. Life with Henna was changing into a relationship from a romance and it was mostly a pain now.

“Dim, but it’s a ghostly glow. Maybe ghastly. And if she doesn’t come out and talk to me, she won’t get my help.” Aaron was glumly steadfastly about that. Henna had turned into the ruling force in his life and after a few weeks of living with her and he was beginning to get a sneaking suspicion of why so many wizards ended up old bachelors. “The ghost-oil won’t work on me anymore, Henna? At all?” He asked plaintively. “If she wants my help I’ve got to be able to talk to her and that stuff worked for a while.”

With Henna around it was not only hard to find time to get work done, but she-who-must-be-obeyed ruled a lot of other activities with an iron hand, too. She’d danced hard and fast in murk of the town politics, for instance, and was doing it out here in the wild too.

“Nope. You got ‘way too much a few weeks ago and developed an immunity to it.” Henna blinked and nodded at her ghost familiar, Marvin, or at least where he was invisibly hovering beside her. “Maybe your apprentice power-surges are blocking the oil too. It’s hard to say which. My little camp-follower here says our new client is here, but she’s hiding. Does that help?” She sounded concerned and stared into darkness around them with beetled brows.

This little trip out in to the wild to help the girl-ghost had been Henna’s idea; it wasn’t working out well. The girl-ghost had made a plead for wizardly aid back at the gateway, then disappeared back to her old haunts without a trace. Henna had taken up her ghostly cause for reasons she refused to explain and this little trip into the old ruins was her idea. Aaron winced again. He was actually glad she’d refused to explain. That’d saved several hours of Henna talking her way around a subject and Aaron having to listen while appearing interested the whole time.

“Nope. I am not going to talk thru a three-person chain to get this done.” Aaron shook his head and sighed, lifting the torch he was carrying a little higher and peering into the gloom like it would actually help him. It didn’t. “Or even two. I’ve tried that, it doesn’t work well. She learns to appear for me or nothing happens, I refuse to work any other way.”

“Then we walked a week to get here for nothing. Nothing happens from you. Fine. I can do plenty on my own, you know.” Henna seemed miffed and looked around the damp, dark cave in resignation. “OK, we wait. Sit and let her get used to us. And Marvin will search. Maybe she’ll come out soon.”

“I’m hoping so. She got us here, then refused to appear and Marvin can’t find much sign of her being here. That means a lot to me.” Aaron dropped his staff to the sandy floor, shrugged the pack off his back one strap at a time and juggling the torch between his hands to do it, then let the pack fall to the sandy cave floor beside his staff with a whoosh of relief. “Mostly that her problems are imaginary, but lots and lots of applied imagination. Something I could live without.” He added darkly. Henna had proven to have more than a few weird phobias since they’d started traveling together and Aaron considered most of them silly at best.

Which ear you tucked flowers behind was one of them. There wasn’t even anyone else to see which ear she was using out here and she insisted on using the right one.

Henna would attract silly ghosts, too. That made kind of a weird kind of sense to him.

“They aren’t imaginary troubles, trust me.” Henna did not elaborate on that but sat carefully on the floor and looked around them expectantly. “Want some tea? I think we’ll have a few minutes here.”

“Sure. Anything but one of your herbal cures for boredom. I’m having enough trouble here.” Aaron did not elaborate on that. His dislike for healing-tea first thing in the day was a long-standing bone of contention between the two of them and Henna knew it.

Henna also seemed to have a different tea for every occasion and none of her reasons for this or that mix made any sense to him. They all just tasted bad, did weird things and she was very stingy with the honey. Henna was also likely to make a tea out of anything green, brown or growing they crossed.

Pine needle and nettle tea was her favorite and Aaron hated it. It tasted like something you’d use to waterproof a bucket. Henna sighed resignation at Aaron, but set up a fire, pot and water from the travel-pack in record time.

Aaron provided the wizardly blast that lit the cave-floor litter tinder with his staff. That was his contribution to the meal. Henna fussed over her dried herbs as water boiled, consulted Marvin her pet ghost a bit, and finally came up with another odd mix of smelly dried greenery that seemed to please her somehow. Aaron sniffed the brew as the tea steeped and winced.

It was more horrid tea, designed to do only a witch knew what. Maybe it was supposed to smoke the timid ghost out, it certainly smelled bad enough for it. Henna sat on her side of the tiny fire and looked at Aaron with weepy eyes as he sat down, coughing and gagging at the smell of the tea.

It was not smoke from the fire that was bothering Henna. Aaron knew that if he didn’t drink his tea and pretend to like it, he’d get stuck with several hours of the sulks” Till Henna got over having her witchery feelings hurt, anyway.

Once he’d hurt her feelings and hadn’t noticed till it was far too late. It’d taken him several miserable hours to figure out what he’d done, too. This time it was easy. It would have something to do with teas being Henna’s main magic expertise and Aaron not appreciating that very much. A witch did herbs and politics, wizards did wizardry, basically.

Aaron shuddered. There were several other ways of administering herbs. There were oils, perfumes, smokables, eating, sniffing and other, more personal ways of stuffing drugs inside someone, but he’d listened to that last one once and refused to ever hear of it again. Teas were still Henna’s favorite way of drugging her problems insensible. Aaron was still her favorite problem too, and she was still happily busily experimenting her way to some undefined objective with them.

“This feels like the same problem that one of the town families had. You know, the one that would never talk to me.” Aaron mentioned quickly to Henna. Getting her talking about one of her favorite subjects would calm her down. She could lecture for hours on town politics at Holmwood and she hadn’t even lived there.

Henna had lived with her brother in a bandit camp far outside of town and sold herbs in the farmer’s market by the Inn occasionally, or had till Aaron had rescued her from a lifetime of cooking potatoes and making herbal magic for ungrateful bandits.

“It isn’t. That family has some talent and was busy trying to set up a few nasty things for us that you never knew about.” Henna sighed and blinked at him. “They were religious types. Aaron, I’ve told you all this before. There are three families worth noting back in town. One of them wanted to destroy you any way they could; then and do all the local magic themselves. One wanted to hire you on as a full-time flunky to do their dirty work and the last just wanted to keep you out of anything that looked like money.”

“The town council wanted to appoint a town-wizard. I remember that.” Aaron sighed. “And the dufus they wanted to appoint was a local who wanted a witch-girl friend to back him up, right?”

“A witch-slave to cover for him. He’s a local favorite-son with connections.” Henna shuddered. “No talent, lots of connections and a very low opinion of bandit-girls. The same family that wanted to burn the bookstore down, too. They would’ve outlawed any other wizard or witch being in town as soon as they could.”

“The religious types were just out to do what, join in the book-burning?” Aaron sighed. Living in Holmwood, the town nearest to the Gateway was not the joy he’d wanted it to be. Henna had refused to let half the customers for his wizardry into the bookstore, for starters. She claimed they were too dangerous to bother dealing with.

Harold the bookseller had agreed with her, surprisingly. Aaron had gotten out-voted and eventually learned not to talk to anyone who came on to him in the street. Most of the street-types, like the religious ones, wanted free magic anyway. Free, permanent and perfect magic, on demand.

It hadn’t worked with the gods, and it wasn’t going to work with Aaron. He was still happily trying to develop his new metal-detecting skills to even notice the town-folk trying to trip him in front of the chariot of local politics anyway.

Solving the Gateway problem had solved his apprenticeship problem for him. His magic had finally come out, he’d broken his apprenticeship and his new-found magic was not an unfocused blast of power anymore, it was a new, rapidly developing sense for metals and metal detecting. Iron, silver and gold among them. When his new powers finally stabilized, he hoped to find a gold-field and make himself rich with there panning for nuggets.

“If you weren’t part of their church, they would’ve had you killed on general principles. Their god was the only one allowed to work miracles and anything else was the devil’s work.” Henna grumbled. “Any magic, really. You idiot. The other local family wanted you to kill off their enemies. They keep trying to buy poisons from me.”

Henna sighed wearily. “You have no idea how much trouble a few mysterious deaths would make back there in town. There’d be an angry mob outside the shop trying to cover up everything the next day, preferably by putting us at the bottom of a grave and filling it in.”

“And the ghost’s problem is nothing like this?” Aaron reached over and grabbed a cup of the tea Henna was making before she could add anything else to it. If he let the floating crap in it soak long enough, he wouldn’t have to chew his way thru to the dregs of the cup.

He had a sneaking suspicion Henna wanted him to get the dregs anyway. She did have some mysterious goal with these teas of hers and force-feeding him her latest weirdness was near the top of her list of things to do, always.

“Life-politics making an unhappy girl-ghost. That sounds about right. Normal, anyway.” Henna sighed and blew on her own cup of tea, which was suspiciously free of any floating debris. “Her town politics? I don’t know about that being what keeps her here.”

“We’re under the old town right now, right?” Henna nodded agreement and Aaron looked around the damp cave in distaste. It’d taken a week of hard slogging thru old forest and empty plains to get here and then Henna had led him right to a cave under some ruins when they’d arrived.

Or Marvin had. Henna passed on the directions she got from him, and he didn’t know where Marvin was getting his information from. He rubbed a sore shoulder. It’d been a slow week of backpacking and the only change from his last trip with Henna was he hadn’t had to carry her this time.

Marvin the ghost had been no other help on the trip that he knew of. Henna had chatted with him when she was bored with trying to drug Aaron, but they had gotten led right to this damp, litter-strewn cave. He grudgingly had to admit have a ghost-guide did speed things up a little.

Aaron looked at the cave-wall nearest to him carefully. It looked like it’d been hewed a bit and some awkward rocks chipped off. He suspected the cave was an old storage room, or the town-sanctuary from bandits. It did seem big enough for the whole town to hide in.

It was a natural crack or fissure in hard rock that’d been made into a shelter. One that the local natives had probably used for thousands of years before the town had grown up around it.

“I wonder what Mindy would make of this place.” Aaron grumbled as he sipped his tea. He was pleasantly surprised. This time, his tea was bearable and not a toxic tonic of some sort. “It looks like the kind of place she’d enjoy.”

Henna sniffed but didn’t answer that. Mindy was another witch-friend busy making a legend for herself as the new witch of the mountain back in town; her little adventures in magic had made trouble for them before.

On her last trip thru town she’d stolen an exhausted magic sword, recruited Henna’s brother into joining her and rode off back to the mountain with the old witch of the mountain, after swearing to stomp the town into the mud as soon as she could.

Mindy was a native witch and she had a grudge against Holmswood for slaughtering most of the local buffalo. That kind of thing made Aaron nervous, as Mindy was developing more than enough power to stampede any remaining buffalo over the burnt ruins of the town all by herself now.

“Mindy? She’d be back at the rapids we just crossed, trying to get power from the killing-corrals there.” Henna told him. “That big ‘V’ of rock on the other side of the stream. Her people used it to herd and kill migrating buffalo for eons before we got here, then the townspeople did. There might be some magic left there.”

“Any spells put on the rock would be all charged up again, got it.” Aaron sighed and sipped his tea cautiously. It hadn’t changed yet, something that occasionally happened as Henna’s teas steeped. “Yuck. Would the ghosts from a thousand-year-old native slaughterhouse would want to help her?”

“I don’t know native magic all that well. They might’ve been using the slaughter to power up their magic back then. Ghost-slaves and zombies kind of thing.” Henna cringed and looked around at the dark surrounding them. “I hope not. That kind of magic makes all sorts of trouble and leaves all kinds of broken trash behind it.”

“Tie a ghost into a knot then leave him to stew for a few thousand years. Ow. They’d be real cranky by this point.” Aaron shuddered and rubbed his shoulder again, making sure his staff was close by his side. “Then get a girl to ask me to fix it, swell. Marvin says this place is clean, right? The townsfolk got rid of any old native ghosts while they were here?”

“Maybe.” Henna sipped at her tea happily. “Marvin says most of the local ghosts are hiding. The killing grounds are on the other side of the stream tho, so don’t worry about them. The rest of the village is directly above us. Their graves are over that way.” Henna motioned in a vague sideways manner. “They’re quiet. Very quiet, and mostly gone long ago. Not many town-folk ever develop enough to out-last a thousand-year wait.”

“Your girl-ghost did.” Aaron pointed out quickly. “I wonder what she needs.” He added absently. “Or why she thinks a metal-wizard can help her.”

“You’re more than a metal-wizard now, Aaron. You fixed the Gateway, released all those ghosts back to their own worlds and got out of your apprentice spells. She’s been stuck here since the town died in a bandit-raid and thinks you can help here.” Henna told Aaron quickly. “That much I do know.”

“Oh. She opened the gate for a bandit-boyfriend and got the town killed, didn’t she?” That little insight came to Aaron quickly. “A long time ago. Now she needs release.”

Henna didn’t say anything to that, she just looked guilty. Aaron rubber his forehead wearily.

“You did tell her that even if I did free all the demon and outworld ghosts once before I don’t usually do that sort of thing?” Aaron asked Henna carefully. “That was an accident. I was trying to fix the gate, not get several armies worth of ghosts back home.”

“You accidentally rebalanced three different worlds of ghosts that day. It was felt all over the world.” Henna reminded him. “It left a big mark on you. Lots of people are going to be bringing you their problems now.”

“Hustlers playing politics, I bet.” Aaron grumbled morosely, wincing. “Like the townies. Me, I want to get to a gold-field and see what I can do there to get rich, not solve world-problems. Or even solve local girl-ghost problems.”

“Marvin says trouble is coming, Aaron.” Henna looked up suddenly and peered into the deeps of the cave. “Serious trouble, and right now.”

“What kind of trouble, ghosts?” Aaron grabbed his staff and stood up, getting his magics ready and prepping his staff for a fight. “Mice? Dragons? Bad air? What?”

“I don’t know. He left.” Henna said miserably. “But I can tell you your magic is annoying them. Whatever it is.”

“Oh swell.” Aaron relaxed his stance a little. “My being here is the problem? Fine, why don’t we leave then? Ask the girl-ghost to talk to us in the village topside or something.”

“The girl-ghost we want to talk to is trapped here. She’s anchored right near here and doesn’t have the energy to get anywhere else.” Henna mentioned quickly. She started digging frantically in her backpack for something. “Keep this thing busy for a few minutes, would you? I need time to set something up.”

“Keep what busy?” Aaron snapped out. “There’s nothing but dark out there.” He peered around them quickly and couldn’t see anything dangerous yet.

“And don’t annoy anyone if you can help it.” Henna added. “There’s a real old ghost coming. From before even Mindy’s people and he doesn’t like wizards. I can feel that much.”

“You walked me into a place where a thousand years of ghosts have been haunting the place… or trying to… and expect me to relax?” Aaron started grinding his teeth. “Great. What else to going to happen today, Henna?”

“Just a plague of ghosts. I didn’t know they were here either.” Henna was working frantically now. “Better hope these aren’t human-sacrifice type ghosts. The old religions are, sometimes.”

“Swell. Warriors that want to die in battle, even after they’ve been dead for a thousand years I can handle. Ex-wizard ghosts I can handle. These I don’t know. Just great!” Aaron looked around the darkness and winced. “You remember what happened back in that last bandit hideout we stayed in, Henna?”

“Yes. You tried to remove Mindy’s curse and it exploded. That powered up every ghost in camp.” Henna said tersely. Then she stopped and looked over at Aaron, aghast. “Oh no. Again?”

“Probably. You’re cranky enough first thing in the morning. How happy do you expect a thousand-year-old ghost to be?” Aaron snapped quickly. “And anything I do just makes them crankier, right? And empowered?”

“I guess so.” Henna bent back over her work real fast. “Oh, gods! Just let me get this ready…”

“I don’t think prayer will work here either. In fact, it might annoy them more. You’ve probably got the wrong gods.” The dark surrounding them did not seem friendly anymore and Aaron swallowed. “Wrong gods, wrong energy, wrong time.”

A handful of leaves from the pack got thrown into the small fire and Henna leaned forward enough to blow on them gently, making them smoke as much as she could.

“Try to stay inside the smoke, Aaron.” She said tersely. “I’m trying to make us look like a flower-patch. Or at least smell like one.”

A chill breeze started up and blew across the small fire and Aaron snapped out a small spell to shield what smoke was left so that it billowed around them. “I don’t know how you plan to get a ghost to drink one of your teas… or smoke any of them… but I hope you’re ready for this.” Aaron said nervously. “Something is coming.”

“I know.” Henna said miserably, staring off into the dark. “This might be what the girl-ghost wanted you to take care of, Aaron.”

“That figures.” Aaron planted his staff in front of him and leaned into the smoke wafting around the two of them, blinking into the aromatic wind. “Somebody tell her I don’t do that kind of stuff, would ya? I’m a wizard, not a priest.”

“You’ll do.” Henna answered him. “Priests don’t meddle unless asked to.”




chapter 2 deviants bandits rowdies

“So. Another wizard.”

It was a chill voice. Whatever was out there didn’t appear to be much more than a floating cloud to Henna’s flower-oil ghost sense, but it was a roiling, moving cloud with an evil look to it. She wished she’d taken the time to drink a little more tea before taking this new monster one, whatever it was, on.

She peered thru the smoke and wished Marvin hadn’t taken off, too. Whatever it was, this ghost was nasty enough to scare off any of the local variety of dead-life. Then she sighed. Running away was a normal ghostly trait. A problem they couldn’t solve kept most ghosts running away from everything to start with.

“With a witch-girlfriend.”

The eerie voice continued its rumble, hanging around just outside the pall of smoke Aaron was somehow keeping contained around them. Henna winced at that. She’d wanted the ghost attacking them to get into some smoke and not much of it was leaking out anymore.

She couldn’t see thru the smoke trapped in the bubble with them very well either and hoped enough of it had escaped to identify them as harmless to ghostly senses.

Aaron was standing and leaning on his staff, staring directly at the fairly large ghost just outside his shield. He seemed more than a little disturbed at something and was fingering his staff anxiously.

“Ancient one.” Aaron rumbled back respectfully to the blob inspecting them. “Welcome. It’s a rarity to see an elder still earthbound like this.”

Aaron could see the ghost? He was that powerful? Bad news. That startled Henna and she turned to her pack to dig frantically for anything else she might be able to use against the cold spirit just outside their protective wall. It was mostly healing herbs in her pack, but she reminded herself it was a poor musician who blamed his instrument for bad results. She dug frantically thru her supplies looking for anything she could use.

If Aaron could see this thing, it was powerful enough to get into this sphere on its own. That meant all kinds of trouble if it decided to attack.

The ancient spirit rumbled a slow, chilling laugh. “As rare as wizards are here. Most of them know better than to disturb me.” The bubble of light hovered right outside the sphere, ignoring the magic shield and the smoke wafting around the two. “Manners first. My name is “X#!$@”, wizard. What are you called?”

“Don’t try saying that.” Aaron gulped as he leaned back and whispered a warning to Henna. “That’s a curse. An old trick, it just gives him a reason to attack us.”

“Couldn’t even if I wanted to.” Henna whispered back. “I wasn’t listening. You can see him?”

“Yes.” Aaron didn’t look away from the hovering ball of light an arm’s length away from him. “And we’re in serious trouble here. He probably thinks he’s a god now and might even be close to it.”

“Your name, wizard?” The chilly voice came again.

“I’m Aaron, Ancient one. metalworker,” Aaron finally answered the ghost faintly. “From beyond the plains. What were you in life, elder?”

“That’s not important. What is important is why you have chosen to disturb my rest.” The ghost seemed slightly angrier now. “Why are you here, wizard?”

“And what is your witch doing?” The ghost added musingly, peeved at something. “It looks interesting.”

Henna winced. A package of witch-bane had finally come out of the collection of remedies in her pack and she was desperately trying to figure out a way of getting it into the ghost hovering by them.

It might make the ghost avoid her, anyway. Throwing it thru Aaron’s shield might do something, but it was hard to say what. Until recently, anything magical that Aaron touched simply exploded, but that had changed since he finally started channelizing power into metals.

Not a very fast change, as metal was scarce and he didn’t get much chance to practice, but it was changing.

And exploding package of witch-bane herbs might drive all her other ghost friends away for a while too, but it should also get rid of the old ghost bothering them at the moment; and before he tried anything evil on them.

She winced. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. Unless the old ghost liked being irked, of course. If he sat on the meds long enough, it would enrage him into some really impulsive behavior.

It was a calculated risk she’d have to take. A magical explosion inside the shield, drive all her friends away and possibly make the big ghost mad. She tried to talk herself into believing that was safer than what was out there now. Aaron didn’t look like he was ready to try anything yet.

“You have been thru some troubles recently, boy.” The ghost hovered, floating around and trying to peer in at whatever Henna was doing and what she held in her hands now. “It shows on you. And her.”

“I am a wizard.” Aaron snapped back at the old ghost. He showed no sign of trying any magic on it at all yet, he was content to just stand there and talk. “Do you want to see my power?”

“Do you want to see mine?” The old ghost was getting angrier by the moment and it showed in his voice. “Tell me why you are here… Wizard-apprentice. And what your witch is doing in there.”

“Henna? What are you doing there?” Aaron leaned back and asked that fairly mildly. He didn’t seem all that concerned with the ghost at the moment. “Other than making a peaceful tea, that is.” He added, with a small quick wink.

Henna groaned. Aaron was stalling for time and wanted her to talk now, and she was already busy trying to dig out anything that might get them out of this mess in one piece.

“Oh, I have a laxative here I’m considering for a request I got.” She blinked and smiled, not even looking up at the ghost hovering around them. “The usual troubles, you know how it goes. Heal, heal, heal. A witch’s work is never done.”

“It might even work on you.” She added carefully as she spread her wares out and looked them over busily. “Elder. I can try it, if you like.”

“Do you have any problems I might help you with today?” She asked the old ghost quietly, not taking her attention from her backpack. The herbs she’s gathered on the way here were fresh, but most of them were female-complaint type herbs. There wasn’t much here to attack with at all. “You would be interesting to work on.” She added absently.

Aha, the laxative. Handy enough, but not very useful right now. She took a few leaves of it in her hand with the witch-bane and kept looking for anything else distracting to use on the ghost.

“There is a disturbance in my rest. Intruders after some treasure, probably.” The ghost snarled that out. He seemed to be concentrating on Henna’s herbs now and ignoring Aaron. “That is my only trouble and it will cease when you leave this place.”

“We need none of your gold.” Aaron said quickly. “Do we, dear?” he asked, without taking his eyes off the old ghost. “I can find lots of that on my own.”

“Which is what probably brings you here. You’re after my kind of treasure.” The ghost was definitely working himself up into a rage now. “Be warned, wizard. My treasures protect themselves.”

“As do mine.” Aaron answered him quickly, smiling now. “Do we have an agreement then, Elder? A contest. Each treasure protects itself?”

Aaron was challenging the old ghost? Henna winced and palmed her package of witch-bane and laxative, then added a few more leaves of another herb to the mix. She hesitantly stood up and went over to wait beside Aaron at the shield edge, smiling nervously up at him.

“No.” The ghost wafted back a little. “No agreement. No pact. You trespass on my domain, wizard. That will not be tolerated. Leave now.” He seemed to be swelling in size and anger.

“I will not step past my shields just yet. I have a task here, Elder.” Aaron leaned on his staff and seemed to lean forward and relax. “I offer bargain. Your aid in exchange for ours.”

“No. No bargains. No aid. You and your witch will leave now.” The elder ghost was definitely swelling in size and his voice was getting harsher and harsher. Aaron grinned and leaned forward a little more.

“Or you’ll do what, elder?” He whispered at the old ghost. “Ask your gods for help evicting us? Blow smoke rings at us? Try to trick us into hurting ourselves? What will you do if we decide to stay?”

“Stop teasing him, Aaron. Please.” Maddening the ghost that wanted to attack them seemed a little risky to Henna and she was worried about it.

“He’s only a guardian, Henna. Relax. This ghost has nothing but tricks and bluster left after a thousand years of sitting around down here.” Aaron seemed sure of himself and that worried Henna even more.

Up until now, she had been the expert on ghosts, not him. Now Aaron was taking the lead, and very unexpectedly.

“Here, elder. Consider this a gift from a young witch.” She leaned forward and palmed the shield, and with a sudden thrust of her hand, poked the small packet of herbs thru the shield and into the ghost.

It worked as well as she hoped it would. Her hand got very cold and she snatched it back. The magical shield activated the herbs and they glowed. The hungry ghost on the far side couldn’t help himself and attacked the glowing energy thrust inside him ravenously, ignoring Henna’s quickly moving hand.

“Thought so. He’s starving down here.” Henna leaned up against a startled Aaron and smirked at the ghost as it absorbed and digested the energy leaking from the falling herbs, falling to the floor as he started grunting happily. “Phew. Other than talk, he’s harmless. Right?”

The elder ghost was a mewling ball of glowing light sitting on the floor now. That was where the herbs had fallen, and the two of them watched as the hungry ghost tried to suck the light from the herbs dry.

“I knew that. If he was upset and powerful, he won’t’ve tried to trick us into anything first.” Aaron watched the sight of the starving ghost and sighed at the pitiful noises it was making as it ate. “He was trying to goad me into attacking after his first tricks failed.”

“What did you do to him? What’s he eating?” Aaron finally asked Henna curiously. “He does seem to like it, whatever it is.”

“A laxative.” Henna smirked to herself. “Mixed with a sedative. Childbirth painkillers. And some witch-bane. He should be sleeping soon.”

“As a matter of fact, he shouldn’t be able to feel anything at all soon. Just relaxed enough to start avoiding us and dump his burdens.” She added quietly. “Very keen to get somewhere safe and quiet, fast. If he can.”

The elder ghost stopped his frantic absorption and rose up from the floor, trying to appear threatening again. Unfortunately, he was also yawning as he tried to float in front of them, and was fighting a tendency to sink back to the floor again. “You have not heard from the last of me.” He yawned at them. “Witch. Wizard-apprenti… Oh!”

“What did you do to me, witch?” He finally hissed out. He seemed shocked by something. “What did you do?” The ghost seemed to convulse a bit, and appeared very startled. Then he turned and fled back into the dark, going ‘oh!’, and mewling to himself as he did.

“Oh! Not the last! Oh!” came an agonized screech echoing from the dark. It was interrupted and followed by a few more pain-filled ‘ohs!” a yawn and a long, agonized grunting that faded away into the dark.

“He’ll be busy for a few minutes, then sleep for a week or so.” Henna smiled up at Aaron as the quiet returned to the cave. “Or maybe even longer. Those were very fresh herbs.”

“They did seem to work fast.” Aaron tapped his staff and bent forward, picking up the herb packet from the floor as he did. “Hold still, I’ll release the shields and let the smoke out.” He started. Then the herbs came back thru the shield and exploded again, filling the small enclosure with a dusty cloud.

The two of them started coughing violently as the now dried and pulverized herbs spread out fast, getting into their clothes, hair, and most importantly, up their noses. Then the floating dust hit the fire and seemed to explode again, filled their protective chamber with a flash of fire and a small explosion.

“Oh no.” Henna gasped, waving the dust away from her face as she tried to beat the flames in her clothes and hair out. “Not now! Don’t breathe any of this in, Aaron. Release the shields. Let me out of here!”

“Too late.” Aaron tapped his staff and the shield fell away, leaving two very singed magic-workers standing there coughing as various smokes and powders leaked away from them and into the dark. Henna started dousing herself with the water bottle and Aaron hurriedly started pouring tea on the smoldering spots on his gown.

“We won. Wow. I’m just glad you only gave him a small dose of whatever that was.” He finished unhappily, shaking his head a little and firming his grip on his staff. He glanced around the now quiet but smelly cave. “A big one might’ve hurt someone.”

“Pack this up fast, Aaron.” Henna waved her hand at the equipment strewn around the campfire now. She bent down and started hurriedly repacking her own supplies. “I think we should get to the stream outside and make camp. Quickly.” Henna sighed, clutched at her stomach and groaned. “We might be staying there for a while, too.”

“Oh.” Aaron listened to his own stomach rumble ominously and hissed a small curse himself as he frantically started packing things up with Henna.




chapter 3 lynch mob culture

“Are our clothes are clean now?” Aaron tried not to sound grumpy and failed miserably. He was irritated with waiting for the girl-ghost to appear, peeved at how Henna’s magic had backfired on them back in the cave, ticked at having to sit around naked after an impromptu bath in the stream with Henna, and really, really cold, hungry and thirsty now. “Dry? Can I stop being soggy bug-food yet?”

“Yes, no, and anytime.” Henna ignored the bad humor. She was really pleased with something. “It was nice working together in there, wasn’t it?” She finally asked as she wring water out from the jersey she was rising in the burbling stream. “Back there in the cave. Fun.”

“The bats at the edge of it were the worst part.” Aaron said as he struggled to get his damp robe back over his head. “As we were leaving. Some of them were saving their troubles up for us, I’ll swear. The rest of them were just busy littering the floor. And I’ll bet they ended up really thirsty too, just like me.”

“Plus I singed my beard back there again.” Aaron groused unhappily. He stroked his chin unhappily as he gathered his damp robe up from where it was drying in the sun. “I thought all that explosion stuff was finished with when I stopped being an apprentice.”

“They might be. It depends on how good you’ve gotten with your power now. It’s stew for supper again tonight, Aaron. You want to get a pail or two of water heating over the fire, please? That’d speed things up a little.” Henna was still humming to herself at something as Aaron grumbled his way thru the chores, obvious relieved at getting his robe back on and away from the forest bugs.

“The best part of the whole day was wrestling in the rapids with you.” He admitted to her as he filled a leather bucket upstream from Henna and nodded at the tumbling water that filled the stream from shore to shore. “The clean-up. What was that afterglow tantric stuff you were talking about back there, anyway?”

“Not that I minded your singing. It was just startling.” He added quickly.

“More tantric witchery. Ka-push-glow a bulb of light down your spine. Head-down warm up, connecting from the bottom up, afterglow clean-up being top down. All applied tantric that Mindy told me to try sometime.” Henna pulled her long red hair back and started braiding it quickly, sighing happily. “We can do it again later, if you like. We’re going to be waiting here a while.”

“Why is that? Waiting, I mean.” Aaron bumbled his way to their camp with Henna by his side and got the water to the fire. Henna was already getting her supplies out and looking them over, obviously preparing a witch-spice special for their supper. “Where’s Marvin? I thought the girl-ghost knew we were here already.” he added absently, looking around for more firewood.

“There was witch-bane in that smoke, silly.” Henna started throwing ingredients into the pot and watching them react to her spices carefully. “She couldn’t get close to us right now if she wanted to. Or even out of the cave.”

“What? We accidentally discovered a ghost trap? Really? How?” Aaron asked incredulously. Henna smiled at that.

“No, it’s me. I got doused with the stuff and I’d keep them away. By running away, if I had to. I can’t use any power till the witch-bane wears off; and you can’t see her at all.”

“I could see that elder. Oh. But I can use magic.” Aaron shrugged a little. “Wizardry, anyway. OK. We wait till the girl-ghost comes out and tells me what her problem is, fine. Until that happens, we sit here. Is that about right?”

“Unless it’s a magic-eating ghost, in which case we might’ve fixed the problem already. Yah. I hope you like cattail stew, there isn’t a lot else to eat around here.” Henna kept preparing the dinner and smiling. “Other than rocks and trees, trees and rocks, and rocks, trees and water. I think it was wonderful the way your shield made my herb-magic flare. It drove the ghost off. Wasn’t that nice?”

“He didn’t think it was, I grant you that.” Aaron scratched at his damp robe absently. “It did work, but it was still shoving magic down a ghost’s throat and hoping it took. Risky, as he feeds on energy. We were lucky it was a starving ghost, too. He wanted something to eat and was willing to say or do anything to get some out of us.”

“Tricking people into attacking him sounds just like a ghost to me. After you’ve met a couple of them, that is.” Henna agreed quietly. “Was he really that old? You called him elder.”

“He’s even older than that, he was dressed in tree-bark and grass. Both poor and old. Ask Marvin what he looked like. Say, where is he? Your friend ran off awfully fast back there.” Piling stray sticks he’d picked up from the forest floor, Aaron looked round their campsite and tried to find something to keep him busy for a few days. The girl-ghost coming out soon did not sound likely anymore, as there were both cannibal-ghosts and nasty magics floating around down there right now.

He didn’t see much other than forest, a rapid-filled stream and thick, crumbling remains of a few stone ruins like the walls across the water. Henna had already mentioned the thick old ruins were used to herd the migrating buffalo into killing pens.

“Marvin is hovering right over there, digging thru a few old graves he found. Well, flying thru them trying to find someone around here to talk to.” Henna shuddered. “He shouts at me every once in a while, but I can barely hear him. The sooner the witch-bane wears off, the better. I miss him.”

“Besides, the rest of the ghosts might try something soon. They don’t get fed around here very often.” Henna sighed. “He did mention that. Bandit lynch-mob ghosts. I wonder if any of them will help us instead of being set on collecting a free meal.”

“Do you have any idea of what your girl-ghost wants with me yet?” Aaron asked again hopefully. “Other than her being trapped here bugging her a lot. You agreed to come out here and help her. Just what did you agree me into?”

“I don’t know yet. Did she let the bandits in and accidentally kill the village, or any local tribes? I don’t think so. She would’ve been sold into slavery and died elsewhere if that was what happened.” Henna sighed and stirred the pot briskly, putting her spices back in the thick of the stew she was cooking. “That cannibal elder we saw might be it. He won’t be much of a problem, right? A lot of old ghosts get like that. They can’t really feed well on other ghosts. Right?” Henna started off into space. “What else is there here? All she told me back at the Gateway was she’d died and gotten stuck here a long, long time ago, and that there were lots of other ghosts that needed release.”

“I don’t do ghosts.” Aaron said automatically, scratching a damp spot on his robe. “I do metals. Tell her to find another wizard.”

“The elder said you could. He thinks you can. You have the mark.” Henna instantly replied. “And he has thousands of years of applied haunting to back that opinion up. The gate-energy you kept tossing out let her get away for a moment or two, then she got drawn back. There should be a lot more ghosts around here somewhere that know you, too.”

“We’ve already met one.” The warm summer breeze tickled Aaron’s drying beard and he sighed. “And so far we know where the buffalo-ghosts will be. I still think Mindy would have more fun with this than I will.” He groused unhappily. “Dead bodies turn into soil and she has lots of land-magic. She’d probably have much better luck than me.”

“You’re here now. Try and find some metal lost in the village, that might be fun for you. Buttons, nails, anything. Maybe lost treasure.” Henna stayed calm and kept prepping the meal, sitting by the fire quietly and stirring it occasionally. “Or go fishing. We could use the supplies. You could hunt frogs.”

Aaron started off into space for a moment scanning the forest around them. Then he shook his head sadly. “Nope. No metal. They tied their clothes on, or used bone-buttons around here. There isn’t enough free metal in Holmwood to make a sword Henna, and this place is even older. There’s nothing I can feel anywhere around here.”

“Keep trying. You never know, you might be able to find something.” Henna hummed her way thru the finishing touches on the meal. “Besides, what else have you to do? I can get Marvin to show you where the builds and graves are, if you like. Were.”

“Most of them have trees on top of them now, except for a few leftover walls.” She added looking around the forest absently. Except for the cave entrance, you had to look very hard at the forest to realize it’d grown up in the remains of an old village. It’d grown over a long, long time ago. Henna shuddered when she thought of how long the girl-ghost had been stuck here, hoping for a priest, wizard or witch to come by and help free her.




chapter 4 building on negatives

Aaron’s snoring didn’t bother Henna much, she was getting used to it. That and a few other of his strange habits, like the way you could time his wakening to the second.

Check for his staff, horny, washroom, hungry, wash.

He’d open his eyes, check to see his staff was on one side of him and Henna on the other, scratch, wipe his eyes, then try something. Wander into the bushes, ask for breakfast, then wash up if he could.

It was the same thing every morning and you could put a timer on the whole process. Henna smiled to herself. Aaron got to be very predictable after a while. Tossing her half of the blanket they were sleeping under back, Henna snuck out, leaving her section flapped open. In five minutes or so, Aaron would wake up enough to try and get back under the blanket… And fail miserably. In ten minutes, he’d be up, at the fire and wondering where breakfast was.

She giggled and put wood on the white-ash fire-coals from last night. The tea-water would be hot just about the time Aaron got out of the bushes.

“You baby him.” Marvin hovered by her ear and snorted his disapproval. “Let the wizard move around at his own rate. He’d be happier.”

“And I’d be awake with him. This way we get a few things done before noon.” Henna blinked happily at her pet ghost. “Did you find anything out while I was ‘away’ yesterday? Hear from the girl yet, for instance?”

“She refuses to come out till that problem is solved, and you took care of a lot of it yesterday.” Marvin laughed a little. “Everyone else is hiding. Probably. They might be trapped somewhere. That magic smoke back in the cave might’ve sealed her in, too.”

“You do know that miserable elder is scared to death of you two now.” He added absently, hovering over the tea Henna was making happily. “You really hit him hard.”

“Or possibly of herbs.” Marvin added reluctantly. “Instead of redheaded witches with wizards.”

“A ghost that’s scared to death. Cannibal ghosts. I don’t believe this.” Henna tossed another few small sticks on the fire and shivered in the early morning cool. “It’s way too early for things like that. I’ve never dosed a ghost with a laxative before, either.” She mused quietly, cuddling into the small fire as flames started perking up. “I wonder if that’d work on the rest of them.”

“I refuse to volunteer as an experiment, so don’t even think of asking.” Marvin answered back. “But it should, if the herbs are fresh enough. That little magic trick was a big threat to everyone here, Henna. I mean, most ghosts don’t consider people as anything but moving food. Energy snacks. Having your lunch bite back after thousands of years of just having to go ‘boo!’ to scare up another meal was a big shock to them.”
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