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chapter 1 return to gone-away

Prologue: (From the last chapter of the previous book.)

We left the tower a few moments later. After a night in the village below, both Henna and I would be on the road again, bright and early. Eating frog soup and living on cattail bread, if we were lucky. This little effort had really drawn down our cash reserves, but it was finally over.

Getting back to where I’d stashed the rest of the Askom’s relief was not a good option right now. Walking there would let us arrive right about the middle of winter, and there was no way of telling if the zombie priests left behind would be sanguine about letting the rest of their treasures go quietly.

A second run there might get the priests traveling after us for revenge, in fact. If any of them lived thru succubi, if we could get there without half the people in town following us to buried treasure, if we could even find anything to eat there in winter.

The old wizard we’d hired had done his best not to laugh at my witch-troubles, but hadn’t managed to smother it completely. The story of my witch-deals would be making the rounds soon enough.

Other than that, things were fine. I was debt-free, had a happy girlfriend and it was the middle of harvest. Mel was long gone, and Marvin being quiet. Good times in the country.

***

“Marvin says Mindy has left us a message.” Henna seemed a bit bothered by the news she was passing on to me. “And not a good message this time.”

“Oh? And what does the new witch of the mountain want? To know where the old witch of the mountain has gotten to?” I asked, enjoying the afternoon sun. I was truly free for the first time in my life and it felt good.

Even if I didn’t know where supper was coming from yet. Or breakfast.

“She has decided to start her invasion of Holmwood early and wants to know how to charge up the magic sword she stole from us.” Henna said quietly.

“The one she wants your brother to use for her?” I stopped. “Oh, no. Your brother still has bandit friends, right?”

“He does,” Henna agreed. “Lots of them.”

“And Mindy has all her barbarian relatives hiding in the hills. Plus enough magic to stampede the town flat now with those kittens all grown up.” I added.

“And Harvey the bookseller wants our help stopping her. After all, it was his sword she stole.” Henna said quietly. “And his old girlfriend back too.”

“So now we get to pick a side in this war?” I asked absently. “And hope it wins?”

“We’ll talk.” Henna said quietly, with a great sigh. “There’s a few other things going on you should know about first before we decide to do anything.”

“Big important things other than who gets to pillage, loot and rape what?” I asked, giving Henna the eye. She nodded seriously.

“Mindy has been messing with the gate again.” She told me quietly. “She’s been working on getting a ghost army to help her; that’s why she thinks she’s ready now.”

“Marvin says it’s a disastrous move. We’d be lucky to have trees live thru this invasion.” Henna said quietly. “Even up here. The spirits she contacted are eaters, not ghosts.”

“Walk faster, Aaron.” She finished up. “There’s some trouble we have to go fix back there.”

“Yes dear.” I tamped my staff into the ground ahead of me and wondered if there was any way we could scrounge a ride back on the boat we’d gotten off this morning. Maybe as storm-watchers.

It was worth a try, anyway.

***


BEGIN

A twelve-year-old boy could tear the place up with his bare hands, but doesn’t. Now try to wrap your mind around the discipline someone with real power must have.

-The Wizard’s Handbook

“But you like boats. You told me so the last time we tried this.”

Henna’s answer was immediate, negative and not surprising; at least not to me. It also threatened to turn the hammock we were sharing into a battle-zone audible even from the deck of the ship we were traveling in.

“Marvin doesn’t. You know ghosts have trouble with moving water.” My girlfriend, brand-new witch-school grad and ghost-talker was trying to be serious with me tonight. I was refusing all efforts, that’d give her another point in our perpetual game. This boat-ride home was a good score and I refused to let her mess it up with her traveling companion’s complaints. Besides, Marvin was already dead. How could this trip hurt him?

“No. No ghost-signals today, dear. Tell him life is a beach and to drift on. Or sand it down or something. We stay on the ship.” Marvin was Henna’s pet ghost, someone who’d died trying to fix the Gate a long time ago. The Gate had been a death sentence for slow wizardly apprentices for centuries. Marvin’d gotten caught by a flare-up as he watched the thing one day. Had been a hazard, that is. I’d just fixed it permanently so it wouldn’t kill anyone else and graduated into being a full wizard while doing it.

It didn’t work at all anymore, in fact. A couple ghost-stampedes from the abandoned armies on both sides of it going home had burned the passage out, I think. The stone arch that was left didn’t do anything anymore, that was for sure.

Marvin, Henna’s dead friend, used to have a witch-girlfriend while alive and he really enjoyed helping Henna out. He was sort-of her familiar. Needless to say, I was her wizard now; not him. He’d been dead for centuries. She tended to forget that fact whenever it was convenient for her.

“Let the little pest ride a rock till we get to the other side of this sea.” My grumbles weren’t having the impact I wanted, so I folded my arms too. That went right over her head, as Henna was a short person and used that to hit below the belt whenever she wanted. “We’re getting a ride right back to the war-zone you call your hometown, or a lot closer to it than anyone deserves. This cuts months of hard travel down to a couple day’s walk.”

“I know, but Marvin really doesn’t like water.” Henna pouted again. “He gets lost very easily at sea. The ship moves while he’s asleep, did you know that?” Henna pouted, mewed, inhaled, stamped her foot prettily and otherwise tried to talk me into giving her what she wanted with wiles, long red hair and hot flashing looks. Since we were both lying down and couldn’t do anything without jumping ship and trying to walk home at the moment it was pure wasted effort on her part.

“We need this ride, it’s free. Henna, you do realize we haven’t got a coin to spare anymore?” I asked her with an arched eyebrow. “And it was our cash being spent taking care of your little friends that got us that way? The girl-ghost you wanted freed from the zombie-spell? Leaving money to fund a witch-school in that gods-forsaken town back there? The new-witch-of-the-mountain-war we’re about to walk into? Now Marvin too, hum?”

“My friends aren’t all that bad.” Henna did have enough grace to be embarrassed. “I just meet people that need help, that’s all. Like you when we first met. The gate was about to kill you, remember?”

Ow. Point and counter-point. “No, I don’t remember that.” I played innocent. Actually, her friend Mindy was trying to kill me when we first met. She was the one about to start her own war, the one we were running back to stop before it started today. I was busy being a magical slave mine-detector for that miserable witch when Henna ran into us. Being handed off to Mindy’s relatives to kill was next on her list for me, if I lived thru the mountains. Henna and Mindy worked a deal instead.

Henna needed a boyfriend that could stop her brother from marrying her off to a local bandit. Mindy had a spare wizard-slave, a need for some of Henna’s herbs and the old witch of the mountain, who Henna had captured for reasons of her own. Mostly that the old witch of the mountain liked to kill poachers, I think.

There were other problems. Mindy wasn’t supposed to be a witch, she’d run away to name-quest, something only boys were allowed to do in her tribe. She and Henna had worked a deal; since I was geas-cursed and had to travel the wrong way anyway Mindy was glad to trade me off.

It got worse, too. Henna liked the ride home, since me still being cursed and a slave, I had to piggyback her all the way there. Slavery didn’t matter much to me at the time. I could not turn from my path. My travel curse would’ve made me walk over a cliff instead into the pit Mindy had pulled me out of soon enough. The terrain my geas was forcing me over was nasty, there was lots of it and Mindy’s land-magic had come in handy when forcing me to a safer route.

Even while carrying a witch to do it. Somebody had to drive, right?

“The helpless. We get them. That happens to healers a lot.” Henna added, wrapping herself against the chill breeze coming off the water and thru the closed door, shivering a little. “And what are we supposed to be doing here anyway?” She asked miserably, looking out over the water thru the cracks between boards. “This ship is weird.”

The creaking of the ship around us I found soothing bothered Henna. I chuckled at that. “Us? Two things.” Slumping down on the deck from the hammock we were in, I rested my back against the door and cherished the warm sun on my face, ignoring the occasional fine spray cutting thru the waves made as it billowed around me. The spray wasn’t bad this far down from the prow and I enjoyed the briny smell. “One, watch for storms. Two, avoid pirates. Bandits like your brother, Ok? On the seas those two things kill a lot of sailors and we’re supposed to magic up warnings for Captain Merlock on any of them.”

Henna blinked in alarm. “Warnings, oh. Like about that storm there?” She asked quietly, pointing off into the distance. There was a swirl of clouds out on the horizon and it looked like it was starting to race towards us. “And Marvin says the ship following us back there…” She gestured to our rear vaguely. “Is full of raiders. They’ve been planning to jump this ship for days. They left the harbor about two hours after we did.”

“YOW! Yes, those two things. Thanks dear, be right back. I gotta go tell the Captain something right now.” My mad scramble up from the rocking deck was not dignified but it did get me moving in the direction of the upper part of the ship Captain Merlock and his officer lived in. Foredeck, I think it’s called. Lots of orders got bellowed down to sailors from up there anyway. Running past our sleeping quarters, I muttered a few curses at it just on general principles. Henna and I had a room that was barely the size of our shared hammock, had gear stowed under it, hanging from the ceiling and tacked to the walls. We got the sea breeze as it dumped from the sails, tho. Lots of it.

Cozy was not quite the word for our accommodations. Suffocatingly cramped fit better.

This storm and pirate news was something Captain Merlock didn’t want to hear, but handing out bad news was something I was paid to do so I didn’t complain about it. If we did do real work on this ship, maybe an upgrade in food and board might be in order. I hoped so. Saving the ship a few times might make the Captain grateful, as he was peeved enough at taking us on for free in exchange for some maybe-magic.

Sleeping upgrades were not tops on my list, money was. I was happy at getting this at all, really. A week here on the ship took months off our travel-time back to Holmwood, or Gatetown, or whatever it was called these days. Getting paid for any wizardry I had to do was next.

This was an urgent trip. Henna had a war back at Holmwood she wanted to stop, as her friend Mindy had finally developed enough power to wipe that town off the map. Mindy planned to do it the same way the townspeople had taken care of the buffalo that used to roam around there, in fact. She planned to stampede enough buffalo thru town to return it to prairie when she was finished levelling it with magic, as far as we knew. After killing everyone that tried to stay, that is.

If we could even get where we were going, of course. Any travel is hazardous in a variety of ways these sad days. Stopping a war the townspeople didn’t know was coming yet was right after that.

***

“Storm coming!”

My gasping warning got only a disinterested reaction from Captain Merlock as he was already involved with someone in a robe. A priest had gotten onboard at some point and he was busy telling Captain Merlock something else he didn’t want to hear from the looks of it. “Ten minutes, maybe.” I added carefully, looking at Captain Merlock hopefully. This was what I was here for. A storm-warning. It was not welcome news, I guess. Or even very interesting.

My look at the person with us told Captain Merlock I wasn’t sure about talking any further about anything. “Ah. Wizard Aaron, meet Priest Sanon.” The Captain said sourly, glancing between the two of us. “You’ll like him, he’s been here trying to get you two thrown overboard all morning.”

I did a double-take, then glanced over at the blushing priest. “He have anything to do with the ship that’s been following us since we left port?” I asked Captain Merlock quietly. “The one that runs without any lights at night?”

Only pirates and smugglers run without lights, that makes it a lot easier to sneak up on other things. That and showing the black flag was about the only way to tell a pirate on the high-seas. Well, someone cruising up alongside then opening fire on you was still the most common way of finding out about them.

“Pirates, too? We’ll put on some sail and run before your storm, then. That should put some distance between us.” Captain Merlock decided quickly, getting up from behind his desk. “Pardon me while I save my ship from the tender mercies of the gods, priest.” He snapped at the gray-robe. “Sanon, Aaron. Aaron, Sanon. Have a nice chat with the wizard here, priest. I’m sure the two of you will have a lot to say to one another.”

The door closed behind him and Captain Merlock started bellowing orders to his crew in a slang I could not keep up with. “Err, why?” I asked the priest, who didn’t look very happy anymore. “What god do you serve?”

“The one in the port we’re landing in.” The priest snapped at me, picking up a book and heading towards the door. He had a voice like a raspy school-boy and it sounded strange. “Keep your nose out of my business, wizard. If you know what’s good for you.” Was shot back at me as he left.

“Yah, priests are always very good at telling people things like that. Ever notice it usually makes them rich too?” Coming back into the room, Captain Merlock slammed the door behind the angry priest, waving some fresh air into the stuffy room. “It’s part of the law there, no ship lands in the harbor without a priest on board. Smuggling, or some-such. Some loony bishop has the local lord there all wrapped up these days.”

“The old lord usually stuck to lynching runaway farmers.” Captain Merlock sighed to himself. “Bandits, technically. Even if was only a nagging wife the farmer was running away from. Priests used to over-see festivity. With this new lord the priests are doing the killing and the lord holds parties. Both of them are a little out of control and that’s supposed to cure all their ills.”

“The only thing they have in common is they both want to be paid for it in taxes.” Captain Merlock sighed heavily. “Sad, really. I used to get a runaway boy or two a year from that port. These days they’re all being taken into the priesthood and made into spies.”

“Instead of being shanghaied into being sailors?” I asked, still looking at the closed door. “Gosh, the horror. Life goes on, right? Is he with the pirates, do you think?”

“Hard to say. Might be. Our departure was no great secret back there and the cargo wasn’t either.” Settling his bulk back into his chair, Captain Merlock gave me a grin. “You were a last-minute addition, wizard. I hope your little lady can take rough seas.”

“Since we’re riding a storm today the swells today will be bad and likely more than a few hours long. It’s that time of year here.” Got added next. The Captain was concerned with Henna. Not me particularly, just Henna.

“She likes the hammock we sleep in. Says it’s cozy.” I muttered, tearing my eyes off the door. “Mind if I tip the priest overboard some dark and lonely night? Sir?”

“No, not really. That happens a lot out here. But since we can’t land in port without one and it might take a few days to replace him….” Captain Merlock pulled a flattish bottle out of a drawer. “It’s more trouble than it’s worth.”

Captain Merlock did not look worried about the storm, but he did snarl at the chair the priest had been sitting in at his desk. “Better eat now wizard, you might not get another chance for a few days. If I’m any judge of things, that is.” He chuckled quietly to himself as he looked over at me and fumbled with a thick wooden cup. “Your girl, too. You definitely won’t be seeing the priest for a few days, tho. He hates rough seas.”

“Ah. He was in here trying to get you to slow down.” I nodded at Captain Merlock and shaking my head, headed towards the door. “In which case you and your men can decide if he lives or not. Thanks for your advice, Captain. I’m off to get fed now.”

“Sound advice, too. Feed the girl too, she’s a pretty little thing. Much nicer than you.” Captain Merlock slopped something into his small wooden mug, recorked the bottle and put it away in his drawer again. “Her herbs helped me a lot digesting things. A word of advice on this town you’re so determined to get to, wizard.” He said quietly, sipping at his cup as I got to the door. “With this new lot in control there. You having anything means they steal it. The whole group of them can’t so much as dig a hole without falling in, too.”

“‘Look at what I just did!’ is how they manage things. Nasty group. The Church sees only what suits them there.” He added quickly. “Win is the only morality, not karma. Miracle cures will not get you any points, it just makes you more of a target. A threat.”

“Sounds like normal politics.” I grunted, heading for the door again. “We aren’t staying there, but thanks for the advice. We’ll move fast when we hit town.”

“Don’t go in at all, that’s my advice. And hope they don’t feel like a man-hunt the day we land.” Captain Merlock added sourly. “They call it tax-collecting sometimes. Land-merchants are telling nasty tales of armies being built and paid for with raids in the area. They see burned-out caravans in the hills these days. Any traveler in the area is slave-bait. Be warned, wizard. Be warned.”

***

“You like eating, dear? Do it now if you do.” Henna was not listening to me, she was having a tizzy. Marvin had gone missing and not told her anything about it first; now she was upset about it. “The storm coming will make everyone but the sailors sea-sick. Eat something now if you want to do it at all this week.” I stuck in, hoping to distract her. It didn’t work very well.

“I’m worried about Marvin. Do you think the priest might’ve done anything to him?” Henna was miffed and that was making our hammock all elbows. Her pet ghost had fallen asleep and fallen behind us again and somehow, this was now my problem.

“The priest. Him? No.” I did not elaborate on that. My opinion of the priest threatening me back there was not high. Sanon looked like a posie-coward, not a warrior-assassin to me. “He might sic the town-constables on us but he won’t try anything here. Captain Merlock likes you and would make him swim home if he tried anything.”

“Typical. They can’t do anything wrong, you can’t do anything right and their biggest goal in life is to steal themselves rich. It’ll make this place a real fun town to visit. A good game to avoid, that is.” My sigh was deep, heartfelt and almost totally ignored by Henna. “I hope you like the thought of swimming to a smuggler’s cove from the ship, Henna. We shouldn’t go into this port at all if we can avoid it, the Captain says so. This Sanon looks like he holds a grudge, a chip on his shoulder, an ax to grind and wears god-blinders. It’ll make him and everyone like him there very difficult to deal with.”

“Especially a witch and wizard.” I added as Henna looked thoughtful at something.

“Later. We need a way to show Marvin where we are right now. He’ll get lost in this storm.” Henna was still vibrating around the hammock, worried about Marvin and not thinking about anything else. “He says spotting one tiny ship in the whole ocean is difficult from high up and even harder near the water.”

I had to give my agitated girlfriend a hard look. Stress was making Henna worried and when Henna was worried she turned to her herbs. The only problem with that was she tended to use her herbs on me, not herself. I got tea-ed when she stressed and this was looking serious.

“True. The storm won’t make finding us again any easier.” I ruefully admitted. “In fact, since we’ll be running before the wind we’ll be long gone from the whole area real soon. I’ll think of something, how’s that?”

“Hum. Let me think.” I waved off a bright smile from Henna as she dug into one of her pouches and absently offered me a smelly green something or other. It looked and smelled like seaweed someone had run thru a mulcher. “Ah, no thanks. I remember what happened the last time you tried to help my thinking. I spent the whole night making sandcastles and piling rocks into towers.” I grumbled carefully. Henna had sworn that that herb would keep me active one night. It had, but not doing anything complicated, useful or even very coherent.

Henna blushed guiltlessly, completely unrepentant. “Getting the dosages right is a little tricky sometimes.” She admitted ruefully, crumbling up a pinch or two of the herb in her hand and sniffing it carefully. “You aren’t always in the same condition, the herb might be stronger or weaker than expected and sometimes you’re sitting on top of so much other magic anything I do gets interfered with.”

“A lot. I am a magical, remember? Or at least a wizardly.” I grumbled, rolling out of the hammock and heading back out on the deck. Sitting thru a storm outside was starting to sound a lot better than listening to anything Henna was likely to come up with right now. Sober second thought without Marvin to help her was not one of Henna’s strong points. With her herbs sober hardly ever made the list at all, in fact.

“You go to the kitchen and boil some water, Henna. Tell the cook you want to make a sea-sickness cure. In fact, one of those might be kind of handy tonight.” I said quietly around a cabin door starting to vibrate in the wind. “I’m going to the stern of the ship and watch the storm gain on us.” Winds were starting to whistle around the ship now and you could taste the tempest brewing all around in the electric breeze. Sailors outside were frantically running up and down the masts adjusting sails and whatnot, trying to get us out from under the hammer of the storm.

“And get us something to eat, too. Something other than hardtack and rewarmed beans, if you can.” I asked as Henna prepped for a quick run to the kitchen on the ship. The cook was already a friend of hers, he had gout she was treating and getting teas made there was easy for her. He did grumble about running out of fresh water occasionally tho. I hoped he liked rainwater tea, from the looks of things that’s what we’d be drinking for the next few days.

Right now I wanted to see what was following us. There was an idea brewing I wanted to try.

***

“Aaron! Where are you?”

I had the tea made, (The cook treated for his arthritis, some recipes swapped and general gossip exchanged on the priest with us too. It was a good visit.) And was looking for both my lost wizard and my missing familiar-ghost in the middle of this sea-storm. The wind and rain whipping around was making it next to impossible to even see out on the deck now, let alone stay dry. This was not the way I thought my second sea-trip would turn out.

This time the storms had found us in the middle of the sea and there was no safe harbor around. Captain Merlock had decided to strike out directly across the water instead of doing his usual shore-hugging trade-run in a bid to make this a quick trip instead of the usual weeks of town-to-town barter. He’d said something about a full cargo and too many robes being on board now. Anyway, the storm had come up on our second day out and the rain driving around me made it hard to even find anyone out here on the deck.

On the plus side, the rain was warm, just stinging. That much of it felt good.

“Right here, Henna.” The gray post beside me turned out to be my boyfriend and he was engrossed in something out in the water. So engrossed he hardly noticed the weather, in fact. I’d thought he was a helmsman, but the wheel had been lashed tight with a wet rope instead.

We were as alone as we could get on this ship, very near the rear of the ship. “You see those big fish out there?” Aaron asked me, pointing off into the storm. I looked in the general direction he was pointing and couldn’t see anything but water. Rainwater, seawater, water dripping from my nose, white spray and waves; nothing but all kinds of water. I was about to tell him so when he noticed the covered mug steaming in my hands.

“Ah, good. Hot tea.” He muttered, taking the cup from my hands and absent-minded draining it’s hot contents long before I could sputter a warning about what he was drinking. “Good, just what I needed. Listen Henna, can you ACK!”

The tea hit Aaron just as he tried to point out whatever was occupying his attention. His face turned an interesting shade of blue and he leaned over the railing and retched heavily, tossing my fresh herbal cure to the seas.

Aaron stayed that way for a few minutes while I held on to the back of his robe. A few moments later he’d returned to a more normal shade of gray, but was still holding on the railing with one hand for dear life.

“Wha… Wha… Wha…” He gasped, looking at the cup in his hand in shock. I decided to take pity on him.

“Well, you aren’t very likely to get sea-sick for the next few days, Aaron.” I told him carefully, shoving his head under a stream of water coming off a sail as he staggered back upright. The shock of that much cold water getting down his neck seemed to waken him a little. “You just drank enough of it to cure a whole town.”

“Wha… Wha…” Aaron went on, swaying and looking back over the sea again. Then he bent over and started trying to be sick some more. I moved the run-off stream a little so it doused him thoroughly again. When he’d recovered enough to start sputtering protests, I moved the stream away to reveal a very wet wizard glaring at me from his post on the rail.

“There ya go, sailor.” I said heartlessly. “Wa-wa. You want to go to bed now instead?”

There was a difficult shudder, then Aaron deliberately turned and pointed out to sea again. “You see those big fish down there?” He asked tonelessly, gesturing at the sea. “That’s the way we find your missing ghost.”

“Oh.” I pulled Aaron’s arm down and pried the mug away out of his still hard-clenched fingers, then smiled at him. As much as he could see of that in the middle of this stupid storm. “Fine. I’ll be sure to ask them about him just as soon as this storm is over.” I nattered at him, putting the mug away. “Let’s get out of this mess right now, Ok?”

“Soon. Got any ghost-oil on you, Henna?” Aaron asked tonelessly. He kicked a basket at his feet, one full of garbage that got tossed into the water every day. Well, several times a day, if necessary. It smelled and was filling with rainwater right now. “I need a drop or two.”

“Of course.” I dug deep into a pocket and handed a small stoppered bottle to Aaron, who quite calmly took it and tapped two drops of oil on the garbage in the slop bucket, then handed the bottle back to me. I cringed. That much oil would’ve bought us a week’s lodging in any of the towns we had gone thru recently. The flowers that made it didn’t grow well up here.

Then he took the garbage and gingerly tossed it overboard. “There.” He muttered, looking around like he’d just done something useful. “Both birds and fish eat that stuff. In an hour or two there’ll be a whole ocean of things out there that can talk to Marvin. Well, mostly fish and birds. Maybe plants, too.”

“And they can hear him now. Plus witches, of course.” He muttered, giving me a dirty look. “Tho everyone knows you talk to a witch at your own risk, even sea-birds.”

“Come on Henna, let’s get out of this weather.” Aaron grunted, finally letting go of the rail. I was already under his shoulder, trying to stop him from falling overboard. “Bed-time.” Aaron grunted again, staggering away from the open water and towards our little closet as my tea kicked in hard. “Now. A lot of it, please.”

“Ah, you may find that my tea does a few odd things to you. In the dosage you took it gets, ah, strange.” I mentioned quietly as we made our way over the roiling deck, between sprays of crashing waves and thru the drenching rain. “Fairly weird things, really.”

“Even for you.” I added as Aaron stopped his stagger to our hammock and looked down at me carefully.

“Odd like what? There isn’t enough metal in this ship for me to wizard hard.” Looking back at the rail and belching like he wanted to go talk to the fishes again, Aaron sighed. “No nails, a couple swords, a few pots and pans. Coins on the priest and Captain Merlock. Your friend Cookie is rich, did you know that? Has more metal in the kitchen than anywhere else.” Aaron looked around the ship wildly. In the middle of this storm, there wasn’t a lot of ship to be seen anymore, just more storm.

“Dangerously odd?” Aaron asked me carefully. I nodded agreement. “How? My powers are fine. What happens to me now?” Was his next careful question.

“Answering that means giving you a few lectures on medicine.” I told him, restarting my push to get us out of this storm. “Why just we don’t get you home before the side effects start kicking you around first?”

“And me.” I added as he started glaring. “Honestly, come on, Aaron. There’s a storm out here. Let’s get into bed before we try to discuss this anymore.”

“But you keep all the rest of your herbs in there.” Aaron growled ominously, glaring in the direction of our little closet. “And I’ve already had more than enough of them today.”

“I’ll explain everything in there. I promise.” Shoving a stupid wizard on a rain-slicked deck wasn’t the best idea I’ve ever had. Aaron promptly fell face down on the planking and couldn’t get up again.

Timing my tugs on his collar with the roll of the ship eventually got us both to the door of our cabin, but I couldn’t do anything more than shove Aaron inside. He was far too heavy for me to lift into the hammock. He alternated between snoring and giggling the whole time and I breathed a sigh a relief as I finally got him in and was finally able to shut most of the storm out.

It was comforting in the dark there as I climbed back into the hammock alone. Sometimes people reacted oddly to this herb and I wasn’t looking forward to prying Aaron out of the crow’s-nest tomorrow morning, or trying to explain it. Or whatever other adventures he felt like getting into tonight. I listened to the storm gratefully as I leaned over and looked him over. The herb wouldn’t wear off for a while yet and I had no idea how long this storm would last, but it did look like it was going to keep him inside.

That much I was grateful for.

***

“I slept here?”

Waking up the next day was the usual sore trials, made a lot worse by the fact I seemed to be sleeping in ropes. Lots of them, and they seemed to like me. It was like waking up in a pit-full of cold, wet, friendly snakes. Rough ones.

“Yes.” There was a grumpy voice come from the hammock over me. “You insisted on it, in fact. Called it a nest and refused to leave your new-found comforts last night.” The voice was more than a little cold and distant today. The rest of hammock swayed gently over my head, ignoring me, glowing a little in the light leaking in from under the door.

“Ah.” I started the slow process of peeling myself out of whatever I’d wrapped myself in. It wasn’t easy, as it was very dark in here and the ropes weren’t cooperating at all. “The storm passed, then. Has Marvin come in yet, Henna?”

“Yes. And thanks.” That was grudgingly given. “You’re trick worked, Marvin is back. He has lots of news, too. He’s been talking to everyone all night long, birds, fish of all kinds, the ship. Everyone. He says spotting the singing dolphins made getting back here fairly easy this time.”

“My herb-cure combined with the oil in a few of the fishy-types out there.” Henna sighed unhappily. “It didn’t make any problems for them. Not that fish ever get sea-sick, you see. They just got happy and heard ghosts too. Marvin found them, they told him where we were.”

“I see. He’s talking to everyone except you.” I added as I managed the last of the rings and rungs of whatever I’d nestled into last night off. It was difficult as there were rope-burns in spots I never knew existed on me before. “Ow. I hope it’s quiet out there. If I have to fight pirates today, it’ll take me a minute to get out of this.”

“No pirates. Captain Merlock says we lost them in the storm. He also says this isn’t a three-day voyage anymore either and since this is a deep-water harbor we’re going to, we can leave here the second the ship docks.”

“Getting wharf-space is sometimes a wait. That lets custom officials run thru the ship and collect bribes. Then space opens up on the wharf for docking.” I listened to the frosty silence above me and sighed. Henna’s herbs had gone wrong again and it was going to be all my fault somehow. Then I remembered what I’d done and winced. As a matter of fact, it was all my fault this time. Point for her.

“I’d expect armed guards to be waiting for us at customs if that priest Sanon has anything to do with it.” I added as I rubbed some new rope-burns gingerly. “That’s something to be avoided, right?”

“I’m not sea-sick.” I offered as the silence lengthened. “And haven’t been. Other than that, what happens today?”

“You get to explain to Sanon the priest that you know about the small collection of illegal valuables he has stashed in various secret pockets in his robe, the letters he carries discussing a war on an innocent neighbor and his orders not to let anything dangerous into the kingdom.”

Ah. Marvin had been snooping again, but Henna was still sulking. I wondered what I’d done to make her this mad, then the noise from the deck caught my ears.

It sounded like the priest was busy trying to get someone lynched out there. Captain Merlock was breaking it up as best he could, with grumbling support from his crew. Sanon was very upset about something tho and continuing to harangue everyone about it.

“Any idea of how much longer we need to listen to this?” I asked absently. Then a tiny foot planted itself in my back as a furious Henna made her way out of the hammock.

“Not long. Just give me a few minutes.” She grumbled, pushing down hard on me as she clambered out of the hammock. “Personally I’ve heard all I want to from that idiot.”

“Goals, ambitions, delusions! Vanity, vengeance and sabotage!” Sanon shouted, in full rant-mode outside our cabin. He had a voice like a demented weasel. “This is not god-like!”

“That’s the priest.” Henna grumbled at me as she stomped and slid across my back, balancing there to push the door open. “Sounds like Sanon has decided something out there is a people-problem and it’s time to do something about it.”

“So the lynch-mob of the day is set to hang an innocent.” I added as Henna finally got the door open and stepped off me. I started worming my way out after her as best I could. “Probably for an imaginary problem. The usual, I’m guessing. Someone is not the same as they are. Err, Sanon is.”

“Actually, I think he’s accusing a sailor of being part of an illegal religious sect.” Henna stopped and help pull me up to my feet. I staggered up and tried to work a few hard kinks out my stiff back as I hit the deck of the ship and blinked in the sunlight. You could see the disturbance now, it was centered near one of the masts. Sanon was haranguing a sailor and most of the crew had gathered around and stopped to watch. “Illegal to him, that is.”

“Aw, the smell of politics in the morning.” I sighed and sniffed sadly, watching Captain Merlock silently coming down from the upper deck, fuming as one of his men got chewed out. “Bleah. We must be downwind again.”

“I’m looking for what he’s trying to cover up. This is only as distraction.” Henna was furious and glaring all around the deck. “Marvin agrees. Other than the money and stuff sewed into his robe, Sanon’s not hiding anything on his person. There’s nothing unusual around the ship, but be careful, the crew has more weapons ready than you want to know about. He is up to something, I just don’t know what.” Henna didn’t seem all that worried about that, just furious. She nodded at me.

“Think bandits with wooden swords today, Aaron. Captain Merlock has prepped for pirates, there’s lots of sharp wooden blades hidden all around the ship. Look, some of those pegs there have been sharpened and put back in.” She pointed out a few of the weapons stashed with her nose as Henna looked around the ship. Any peg with a rope on that looked freshly disturbed had probably been sharpened to make a small sword or knife if pulled out of its socket. There were lots of belaying-pins around too.

Henna blinked, but didn’t seem very alarmed at this. I guess wooden sword cuts were something she was used to dealing with after having lived in a bandit camp most of her life. “Bad news. The priest has a good crowd to work with. Sailors on this ship like to mug their way thru any layovers they get.” Henna added carefully, looking at the angry mob surrounding the priest carefully. “Or so Marvin says, so this just superstitious fun for them. Oddly enough, they tend to go out floating for any other connection they can make while on shore-leave and hit on them too.”

“Yah, sailors. Quick scores, an easy-money-only hobby. A nice, simple job for me since Sanon is a walking honey-pot.” Groaning, I tried to get my knees working again. They weren’t happy joints this morning and were clicking at me today as I eased my way back into the world. “Betcha the crew knows the pirates following us around by name too, right?” Putting my hands into the small of my back and stretching, I did finally notice something weird. There was a white plume over the ship, smoke of some kind. I looked hard. Cookie’s breakfast fire was getting dirty and the flue sticking out of the side of the ship was spewing smoke.

“There it is, dear. Someone is sending smoke-signals.” I nodded at the smoke lofting above us and trailing away downwind. I reached behind me and pulled my staff out from its corner in our room and leaned on it gratefully as I blinked and looked around. Henna sputtered annoyance. The door to our happy little home creaked shut quietly behind me. “Signals for whoever out there likes to watch the skies for answers, right?” I mentioned quietly.

“Drat, pirates. You take me the nicest places, you know that Aaron?” Henna was not happy, but Captain Merlock and a very nervous first mate looked like they’d finally got the situation under control. “Yoo-hoo, Cookie! Your biscuits are burning!” She called out cheerfully, completely ignoring the rowdy group gathering around the mast. It got the reaction she wanted.

That little chirp broke the mood as a frantic Cookie turned and disappeared fast back into his galley. A fair number of curses bangs and crashes followed him out, but none of them seem urgent. I nodded up at the man in the crow’s-nest, but he had turned away and was concentrating on the seas around us hard again.

“He’s an Ethopian, Sanon? So what? I’m an Ethopian too.” Captain Merlock shoved a furious face into the priest’s cowl, the one pulled up over his head and started growling at him hard. “Anything to say about that, priest? No?”

Sanon deflated a little. He was not ready to try lynching Captain Merlock and go pirate with this ship just yet, so he put his head down and scurried off wit another word. “Back off my crew, Sanon. One more disturbance from you and you ride a sea-anchor the rest of the way to port.” That said to a retreating back, Captain Merlock turned and gave a couple furious glares at the men gathered around. A few fast orders to them around was next.

The victim of the priest’s disfavor was first to leap into action. A door was taken from somewhere on the ship, a rope tied to it and the door was tossed overboard. Captain Merlock glared at the floating raft behind us for a moment as it drifted downwind, then gave the fleeing priest a dirty look. Stamping back to his post by the wheel, the captain broke the rest of the gathering up with one or two dirty looks. I glanced back there behind us, too. We were now towing a small wooden square behind the ship; to me it looked just right for Henna and I to make a quiet getaway on.

“Pardon me while I take care of things. This is a ship, a couple leaks should fix things up fine. Or something like that.” Henna said that to me and zipped away into the crowd. She was welcomed and seemed safe enough, I guess she’d been fairly generous with her treatments of the crew’s medical problems. Her manner seemed crude, tho. “Eat it or I’ll shove it down your throat, Hanson!”, “Hey Ganish, how’s the elbow?” and “Just oil it, not grind bone!” were phrases I caught as she flitted about. Standing there blinking in the sun, I tried to do my menacing wizard pose. It didn’t help I yawned a lot during it.

I did see Henna stop and whisper a few words into the first mate’s ear. News that the first mate was startled to hear and very selective about passing on to some of the burlier crew members, most of which started eyeing the priest’s cabin in a very evasive but calculating way.

Standing there in the sun, I just slowly warmed up and wondered if breakfast was going to be burnt very badly today. I hoped not, I was getting hungry.




chapter 2 doorway away

“Your husband?” This was a whole new move on Henna’s part. She’d never called me that before. The look I was giving Henna as we ate did not seem to please her at all, either. I could see a few random twitches towards her herb-bag too. The little pest was intent on partying her way out of this one, or at least thinking about dosing the sailors here again.

“Yes, my husband.” Henna sniffed unhappily as she fidgeted around in the hammock. “That’s you Aaron, and even the ship knows that now. You think Sanon would pass up a chance to lean on us if he thought I was your slave or something?”

“It’s bad enough he thinks I’m a witch. That alone is a burning offense in his town. An unmarried girl traveling with a wizard and not her slave? That’s a beating before they burn me.” Henna grumped unhappily.

“A whipping. Ten lashes. Not you, tho. Just me.” Henna glared at me like this was all my fault. “So I told the crew you were my husband. We’ve been married for almost a year, just in case you’re wondering.”

“Actually, I was. I think we met about six months ago.” Munching on the soggy hardtack, I sighed. Cookie had ruined his latest effort, not that his normal breakfast was anything great anyway, and had handed out rations to anyone hungry enough to try eating them. I was one of those. Henna’s little sea-sickness cure had left me starving for some odd reason and I was willing to spend the time gnawing on the brick-like slab she’d brought back for breakfast. “Six long, hard months, I might add.” I told her quietly, tapping the biscuit against the wall. That didn’t bother the hard tack, it dented the wall.

“The ship knows too?” I finally asked as Henna blushed and fussed around with her knapsack. That fussing got a small cringe from me. I was not going to try anything she offered me today, one overdose of her herbery a week was plenty for me. I could see her mentally planning out a fast ‘You’re happy you’re my husband’ tea, for me too. “How does that work?” I asked quietly.

“Marvin doesn’t know. Get enough people broadcasting strong emotions or something and sooner or later whatever you’re talking to wakes up. Or echoes back. That help any?” Henna chomped a bit on her own hard-tact, then grimaced and put it back into the wooden cup she was soaking it in. “The more emotion, the better. Sports events, horrors in the dungeons…”

“Sailor praying for a way out of a storm.” I added quietly. “Ho, I get it. Pray about, at, to and for. I wonder which one woke the ship up?”

Henna tilted her head to one side and listened to something only she could hear for a moment. “To.” She finally said. “And her name is Miranda.”

“Is she a demanding deity?” I asked nervously, looking around the room and into our hammock carefully. “Or demented? Tell her I said hello anyway.” I added absently. “And ask if she needs a metal-wizard.”

“Miranda has only two things she’s concerned with.” Henna said testily. “And being prayed to isn’t one of them. She likes to sleep. Avoid stress like storms. Cruise, basically.”

“What’s the other one?” I asked carefully, putting tooth pressure on the biscuit for a moment, then returning it to it’s soak with Henna’s. My jaw hurt. Teeth would crack before this hardtack did. “I’m curious. I’ve never talked to a ship before.” I added, rubbing my cheekbone.

There was another brief conference. “Ok, three things, plus a list of things she doesn’t mind much, or even notice.” Henna corrected herself. “One of the things she likes is tacking into the wind, whatever that is. It isn’t very stressful for her.”

“I know what tacking is. It’s almost moving backwards, almost.” I said quickly. “It’s sailing sideways. What’s the other thing she likes?”

“Having her cargo removed so she floats higher.” Henna finished up. “It tickles. Being at a dock outside town too, I guess. The city is always a warm thing to a ship.”

“Hooray for port. Seems she likes people, but at a distance.” I noted. I patted the wall beside me fondly. “Smart one. Attn girl, Miranda. You do good.”

“That meant nothing to her. Or at least Marvin says she didn’t react at all to it.” Henna finally told me. “Talking to a ship is a lot like talking to a tree. If it isn’t in her world-view, she ignores it.”

“Marvin also says her wood was grown on top of an old cemetery, it’s where she got her start in magic.” Henna mentioned quietly. “He can see it in her. The trees she was made from, or at least a couple of them, came from around an old churchyard.”

“Or abandoned temple. Or something people were very noisy around.” I said. There was another fuss come from outside our cabin on the deck. “We’re lucky it wasn’t a bar, she might like getting rowdy. Or think being hung-over is a natural state.”

“Land ho!” A shout interrupted us, coming faintly from the crow’s-nest up a mast. “It looks like Three Islands off the side, Captain!”

“Humph. That means we’re a lot further south than we should be. It’s a day’s sail from here to port.” You could hear Captain Merlock grousing to his first mate and sounding peeved. “That storm drove us a fair ways off the usual route. Lots of deep water and currents between here and there, tho. Reef the sail and tack north!” He started yelling commands to adjust the sails and direction. You could feel the ship heave as the helmsman turned the wheel and set a new course for his ship. “Good winds and we make dock tomorrow, men!”

There was an answering cheer from the men. Tomorrow night they’d get leave in the harbor as the ship was loaded for its return journey. One with pirates still out here waiting for them out here, if I was any judge. “Good, good, good. I don’t think the pirates have gotten between us and the port. We should be safe tonight.” I whispered to Henna softly “We have things to do today, dear. Here’s what I want you to do.”

***

Aaron was pulling the rope holding the door and part-time sea anchor closer to the ship and piling wet rope behind him. “Did you get everything?” He asked as I appeared out of the dark. “Hurry. We want to make this as quick as we can.”

“Don’t worry. Marvin is keeping watch and the man on deck-watch is having another bout of diarrhea.” I frowned at Aaron, who was giggling a little bit was he hauled the thick hemp rope back on the ship. “I don’t think that’s funny, Aaron.”

“You did warn him certain people reacted badly to this cure.” He whispered back, smothering his laughs. “And it is a good cure, right? He’ll feel much better in the morning, definitely. You got Captain Merlock to pay for everything in silver?” Aaron asked me, ignoring my muted protests. “And hinted we might be gone tomorrow?”

“Yes, earlier today. He almost kissed me when I mentioned that.” I tried to seem calm, but it didn’t work. Adventuring like this made me nervous. For starters, there was nowhere to run if we got caught on a ship and being off it was even worse. “Taking people into the harbor that need to be burned on arrival has a way of kicking back on the captain of the ship that brought them, or so he says. He won’t fuss much at losing us at sea.”

The rope played in and Aaron had the door acting as sea anchor finally dragged back to the ship. There was an impressive amount of twisted rope lying coiled all over the deck now. “Good. Hang onto this and climb down to the door.” He gasped to me, holding the dripping rope out and looking over the side of the ship. The thick hairy thing he held out to me looked dirty and dripped a lot. “And hurry. The night is clear and someone might see us.”

“Right. You want me to slide down this rope.” Looking over the rail at the sea below, I shuddered at the sight of the cold, oily water down there. “In the dark. Wearing a knapsack. And not sink anything when I land on it down there.”

“Not a chance, Aaron.” I finished up firmly. “You can’t see a blasted thing, it’s all black down there.”

“Plus we need an oar.” I grumbled, getting irritated and kicking at the small collection of goods we had. Mostly two overfilled knapsacks of herbs I thought important. Aaron might’ve had a change of clothes in there somewhere, everything else was mine. “Other than your staff, wizard. No, I’m not going over the side with you.”

“Get over the side of this thing right now Henna, or I’ll throw you over myself.” Aaron growled unhappily as he glanced around the dark ship. “We’re in a real big hurry here.”

Sniffing at him, I leaned dubiously over the rail again, looking at the rickety door far below us. It had waves lapping over it occasionally. “Why? We can handle the priest. I don’t know about this, Aaron. It doesn’t look safe.” I said nervously.

That was as far as I got. Aaron grabbed my legs and pushed me over the rail, then bent down and tossed the knaps in after me. I couldn’t tell really, I was going head-first into the sea right about then, getting everything I had on soaking wet. I did pop up gasping beside the raft, after floundering around in the dark for a second down there. The water was cold, too.

There were a couple faint splashes and a thunk come from the surrounding sea. I didn’t stop to look and see what’d hit the raft, I threw my hair back and slid onto the door, getting a hold on the rope still tied to one end as best I could.

Aaron, still above me, went over the side started down the side of the ship himself. Or tried to. Wet rope is very hard to hold onto, I found out. He slid most of the way down and landed with a huge splash, coming up out of the water gasping. He found me with one knap already on the door and reaching hard for the other, hissing curses at him as I did.

The raft was already sinking gently under the combined weight and we weren’t all aboard yet. I was not optimistic about our chances of swimming to land anymore.

“Cut the rope and get us moving!” I hissed at Aaron furiously as I finally hauled the other knap on board and he sputtered his way to the door and me. “I can hear someone on the deck already!”

“Two someone’s.” Marvin corrected me in a quiet thought. “And I thought the ship was hard to keep track of, Henna. You two are almost invisible on this thing down here.”

Thrashing his way onto the door, Aaron pushed me and the knaps into something that almost resembled balance as he moved to the tied end of the door. “Don’t move, you’ll sink us!” He hissed at me quietly but furiously. “And how long do you think these things will float? We might need to put the knaps back into the water.”

“No. Not a chance, wizard. You’ll go in first.” I curled up into an uncomfortable ball at the far end of the door with the knaps between us and looked at the water lapping over the door in dismay. Aaron looked wet and miserable already with water was running out of his beard and clothes too. “My herbs are delicate and I had to travel all over the continent to get them. You aren’t throwing them away now.” I snapped at him.

“We may not have a choice, this door won’t hold much weight. Oh, blast it all anyway.” Aaron gave up trying to get the knots on the rope holding the door undone. A sailor might’ve been able to do it in the dark, but he couldn’t. “Hold tight.” He grumbled at me, stuck his staff down into the water and aimed it at the rope there.

“Erk!” I whimpered. I’d seen Aaron trying to blast things before. His aim was not always good, but this rope needed only a tiny blast and the fire was mostly smothered by the water. Unfortunately, the magical blast not only cut the rope, it shoved us a good six feet away from the ship. It also piled everything up against me; I nearly got pushed overboard as everything tumbled and slid down the door.

“Hold on tight, Henna.” Aaron grumbled as a faint clamor could be heard coming from the ship. He moved back to his end of the door and put his staff back in the water. “Someone is kicking a fuss up about something up there. It looks like we can’t slip quietly away into the night anymore.”

Bracing myself against everything on the raft I watched as Aaron got his staff back into the water, holding it a lot more firmly this time. It’d almost popped itself loose from his grip with the last blast. Then with a faint surge of power and intense concentration, Aaron began to force our floating door back away from the ship and into the night as quickly as he could with tiny underwater jolts and blasts.
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