Prologue
The Wavewalkers, a Brief Summary.
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Before the Imperial Age, during the Age of Kings, there existed ten races of man.  Each race held its own culture, history, and identity, which are easily recognizable by modern man in the nine Provinces that make up our glorious Empire, and whose roots are easily identifiable in the modern man that hails from them.  But there was a tenth race of man, a tenth tribe, whose very existence is often viewed as myth and legend by the common Imperial citizen.  Despite what is recited in tavern common rooms, however, the tenth race of man did in fact exist, and they were known as the Wavewalkers.  And much of our modern world is based on this mysterious lost branch of the race of man.


Where the nine races of man who populate the Twin Lands adapted to life on land, learning to farm, to herd animals, and to depend on one another in large social groups, the Wavewalkers traversed the Vast, the immense ocean that covers some ninety percent of our world, moving from island to island in the archipelagos of small volcanic islands common in the deep Vast in small social groups.  Where the nine races of man contested with each other and warred with each other during the Age of Kings, the Wavewalkers remained isolated vagabonds, nomads who rarely if ever ventured close enough to the Twin Lands for the nine races to have consistent contact with them.  Where the nine races of man learned the secrets of metallurgy, architecture, the sciences, and technology, the Wavewalkers lived a primitive existence based solely on what they could fashion from wood, bone, and stone.

However, despite their lack of education in modern sciences, the Wavewalkers contributed incalculable worth to the peoples of the Twin Lands, because it was the Wavewalkers that brought magic to the other nine races of man.  And ultimately, it was this gift that brought about their destruction.


It was the Wavewalkers that discovered the power of Runimancy, the magic that is used in conjunction with modern technology to make the Empire the glorious place that it is today.  The Wavewalkers discovered that when certain designs of mystical origin were inscribed, their power could be invoked into the material world, the basic premise behind the modern magical art of Runimancy.  It was the Wavewalkers that discovered that certain ideas could be brought into reality through a mystic design, the visual, graphical representation of the essence of thought, action, state, or concept.  Thought shaped into reality through the calligraphy of the rune that represents it reality.

The Wavewalkers developed a system of magical abilities based on Runimancy, which is considered primitive to modern science, learning magical runes for basic application in their everyday lives.  They replaced technology with Runimancy step by step over the centuries, until their society was based almost purely on Runimancy, where runes replaced even basic tools in Wavewalker culture.  Yet at that time, the Wavewalkers had unparalleled power in the world because of their magic, a fact clearly represented in Imperial history, when our ancestors encountered Wavewalkers on the open seas during the many exploration missions undertaken by the Nine Kingdoms not long after shipbuilding technology advanced to the point where the nine races of man could build ships capable of exploring the Vast.  They had adopted a culture based on their magical abilities, abandoning technology in favor of Runimancy, which are the bases for most of the myths and tales told by the common man about them.  Their very name, Wavewalkers, is an example of how they adopted Runimancy into their everyday lives, for they abandoned the use of boats and moved from island to island by walking across the surface of the sea as if it were solid ground.


Though they were fractured and scattered across the thousands of islands of the Deep Vast, the Wavewalkers still maintained a common unified culture and society, trading information whenever two tribes met, and more importantly, sharing any advances made in Runimancy with all other Wavewalker tribes.  In this way, new runes and symbols were discovered and shared across the entire society, advancing the science of Runimancy steadily over the centuries that the Wavewalkers practiced it, as well as the branch magical science of Symbology, the use of tattoos to imbue permanent runic abilities into a living being.  It was through Symbology that the Wavewalkers developed their ability to walk on water, by tattooing the necessary runes and runic formulas directly into their skin.  These tattoos became the easiest means by which the Wavewalkers could be identified.


The Wavewalker influence on modern man is shown to this day through the commonplace practice of tattooing, which was invented and refined by the Wavewalkers and then subsequently passed on to the nine races.  It is almost ironic that one of the most commonplace social customs in Imperial society has its roots in the one race of man that was never part of the Empire.

Not long after the beginning of the First Dynasty, during the reign of Gethonn III, grandson of Gethonn the Unifier, the Empire attempted to incorporate the Wavewalkers into the Empire to fully unite the ten races of man under Imperial direction, as well as to have the Wavewalkers teach the rest of humanity their magical secrets.  However, all attempts to bring the Wavewalkers into the Empire were met with failure.  The Wavewalkers, the Empire learned, were few in number, roaming the countless islands of the Vast without pattern and rarely coming within a hundred leagues of the Twin Lands.  The Wavewalkers proved almost impossible to bring into the Empire because they had no central government, no permanent lands or settlements tying them to a particular place, and their Runimantic abilities made them impossible to capture by Imperial ships.  The Wavewalkers moved faster than oceangoing vessels, and when they saw the ships coming, they simply left them behind.

Gethonn III ultimately ordered his ships to stop trying to bring the Wavewalkers into the Empire, seeing the futility of it, and shifted to another tack…trade.  This approach met with limited success, but in a dark irony, it also sealed the doom of the Wavewalkers as a people.  The Empire managed to entice a single tribe of Wavewalkers into trade, trading them iron tools in exchange for teaching them the basics of Runimancy. The tribe taught Imperial scholars on board the ship the basic concepts behind Runimancy without teaching them any actual practices, but what they taught the scholars turned out to be enough.  Those scholars took those basic skills and expanded upon them, developed their own runes and runics and symbols, and transformed the Empire with the power of Runimancy.


The Wavewalkers who traded their secrets to the “dryfoots,” as they called the other races of man, took away from their deal their iron tools, but also the extinction of their race.  The Wavewalkers had no immunity to the common illnesses of the rest of mankind.  Wavewalkers trading with Imperial agents contracted the Black Pox, whose long incubation time and long window of contagion created a scenario where infected Wavewalkers spread it to other tribes before they were sick enough for them to take notice.  A society that occupied the most remote parts of our world and thrived for thousands of years was completely decimated by a common childhood illness.

Fifteen years after the Black Pox entered Wavewalker society, the Wavewalkers as a society and culture were destroyed.  What few that survived the disease settled in the Twin Lands, became Imperial citizens, and assimilated into Imperial society.

But we, as an Empire and as a people, owe our very way of life to the Wavewalkers, those enigmatic, reclusive nomads who invented Runimancy and Symbology, which form the basic foundation upon which our Empire is built.

Chapter 1


Grunting with effort, Shen the Younger pulled the net up from the water.  He could feel its weight, and even though he lacked his father’s decades of experience fishing, he knew that it was going to be full.

It was hot today.  Shen could feel the sun hammering down on his bare back and shoulders, heat the skin that was tattooed faster than the skin that was not as he and his father wrestled the net up from the water, felt the heat infuse the air and turn the wind warm, even felt the heat bleed into the water on the net.  The ocean itself was warm, it seemed to him, or at least warmer than usual.  The water around their island was usually much warmer than the surrounding sea because of the shallow shelf of rock just under the water, upon which the reef rested.  That shallowness, his father had taught him, allowed the sun to heat the water around the island more than the deeper waters that surrounded it.  It was why the grayback whales congregated around the island, because they liked to warm themselves in the water before diving deep in search of food.  The warmer water also attracted less welcome fish, like sharks and snapjaws, and thankfully, the shallowness of it kept the Leviathans from getting too close to the island.


But the heat had trouble reaching Shen’s head, thanks to his hair.  Shen the Younger was somewhat unusual in the village because of his hair, and it caused some of the old women to endlessly gossip about it.  He was only sixteen seasons old, but Shen the Younger had a head full of white hair, like the color of bleached bone.  That hair was entirely natural, because the hair that had grown in with his puberty on other parts of his body matched the hair on his head.  It made him exotic, but he didn’t complain, because his white hair reflected the sun and kept his head cool, and it was long and shaggy and protected the back of his neck from the sunlight as well.  His father also had white hair, but given that his father was nearly forty seasons old, it was much less the subject of gossip for him to have white hair.  Men in the village aged fast from the rigors of the life of a subsistence fisherman, and Shen the Elder was not the only man his age in the village with a head full of white hair, not by a small margin.

Shen the Elder cursed when they pulled the net up enough to see their catch, and it wasn’t whitescales as they’d hoped, it was snapjaws.  At least twenty snapjaws, each one nearly as long as Shen was tall and with sinuous, slender bodies, wriggling in the net, trying to cut their way out of it with their razor-sharp teeth.  They both reacted quickly and with an experience that was unwanted, dropping the net before the thrashing, large-jawed fish cut it to ribbons biting at it as they tried to free themselves.  An entire net full of snapjaws…they were truly getting out of control.  Lately, the snapjaws had been getting more and more numerous, migrating from the south for reasons unknown to most of the island’s wise men, supplanting the usual fish and starting to worry the villagers.  Snapjaws didn’t eat other fish, they ate the coral, using their oversized, powerful jaws to tear through the coral rock to get at the living things hiding within it.  The sharks and larger predator fish kept the snapjaw numbers in check, but over the last few months, more and more snapjaws had been migrating to the region, and they were starting to do real damage to the reefs.  Without the reefs, the fish the village depended upon for food and their livelihood would leave the area in search of coral, their natural habitat, and that would devastate the village.  Villagers would be forced to risk fishing the deep water, and that was never a safe proposition, not with the Leviathans.  The Leviathans often ate fishing boats, thinking they were wing dolphins…but that mistake didn’t help the hapless fisherman that was swallowed by the Leviathan very much.


“Skalda’s loaded dice,” Shen the Elder growled as they opened the net with deft skill, the two of them moving with cooperation born of experience, giving the snapjaws a way out of the net.  They would stop trying to bite their way out if an exit was presented to them.  The two of them started slowly pulling up the net to check for damage, the boat swaying in the low waves, but the two occupants simply moved with the boat to maintain a steady hold on the net with a graceful ease that belied how much skill it took to do such a thing.


It was a skill that any young man in their village had mastered years ago.  Shen sometimes thought he was born in a boat, and he’d been fishing since he could remember, just like every other young man in their small, remote village.  The demands of survival didn’t give them a chance at much of a childhood, and Shen wasn’t the only boy that was in a boat hauling nets when he was old enough and strong enough to do the work.  They weren’t like the stories they’d heard of the merchants and nobles who lived up in the floating cities, who went to places called school and weren’t expected to do any real work until they reached a certain age.  Life in the peasant villages couldn’t be more different, where children were put to work as soon as they learned how it was done as a basic matter of survival.  His father wouldn’t be able to bring in nearly as many fish as he did if he worked alone, though other families brought in many more fish because their had more members.  For them, there was only father and son, where other families had father, mother, and as many children as they could manage to survive childhood...which wasn’t every child the parents had.  On the average, only three children in four survived long enough to be put to work, dying of disease, injury, or accidents before reaching the age where they could contribute.  Shen’s own family had suffered that loss, for his younger sister died before she reached her second season and his mother died in childbirth, which had also claimed the life of the baby, who would have been Shen’s younger brother.

That had been one of the darkest days in their family, Shen recalled without losing his concentration of shaking the snapjaws out of the net.  His father had been devastated, and for nearly a month, Shen the Younger was the only one bringing any food into the house as his father suffered a deep, black depression over the loss of his beloved wife.  Shen himself had been deeply saddened by the loss of his mother, but for him, hunger had overwhelmed his grief and driven him back into the boat, where his father had spent day after day after day just sitting on the edge of the hovel deck, staring out into the horizon.  But eventually, he had snapped out of it, and had slowly recovered from the loss.  But the loss of Almaunie was a permanent scar deep in his heart, because he had never remarried.  He had never even looked at another woman since the death of his wife.


Then again, a part of Shen the Younger could understand why his father had never remarried.  Their family was a family of secrets, and any woman he married had to be a woman that his father could trust with his life.


Cursing a bit, his father got the last of the snapjaws out of the net, then they hauled it up out of the water slowly, inspecting it to see how much damage the razor-toothed fish had done.  And it wasn’t good.  Shen foresaw nearly half a day of net mending on the horizon as they assessed the several large holes the snapjaws had made, enough to render the net useless until the damage was repaired.  The two of them shook the net of excess water and then packed it in the bottom of the boat, working with absent cooperation born from doing the same tasks day after day for many seasons.


Another boat slid up to them from the port side, and Hallin raised a hand in greeting.  Like nearly every man in the village of Warm Waters, Hallin was a whip-thin man whose body was lean and corded with defined muscle, the body of a man who worked from sunrise to sunset every day of his life with little food, whose black hair was thick, unruly, and held back from his eyes with a leather thong.  He wore only a loincloth, and had a dark band tattooed over his eyes, like a bandit cat, which was a common tattoo style for fishermen; the dark ink under and around the eyes cut down on glare from sunlight reflecting off the water and made it easier to see.  He had two of his sons and his oldest daughter with him in his larger boat, his sons manning the oars that all local fishermen used to propel their craft while his daughter stood in the bow holding a fishing spear.  His older son Hakitt had the same mask tattoo over his upper face and shared his father’s long face and narrow features, but had his mother’s brown hair.  Like his father and brother, and like the two men in the other boat, he wore only a scant loincloth, leaving the vast majority of his tattooed body exposed to the sun.  Hallin’s younger son Grinn was almost swaggering in the boat over his own brand new tattoo, which had just healed a little while ago and had set into his skin.  Grinn had just turned seven seasons this summer solstice, and that was the age at which the village elders allowed young boys to tattoo.  The mask tattoo was Grinn’s first, the first of many to come, and he would add tattoos all over his body until he looked like the other four men and boys in the boats around him, whose bodies were covered from head to toe in swirling, flowing designs and patterns, which told the story of the fisherman’s life.  Each major event in a village man’s life was commemorated on his body with a tattoo, which were mixed in with purely decorative tattoos that were for aesthetics.

His eldest daughter Elvie was Shen’s age, had celebrated her sixteenth season at the last solstice, looking over at him with soft eyes even as she thrust her bare breasts out maybe a little bit, breasts of which she was very proud for their size and shape.  Unlike most other parts of the Empire, women in their village dressed the same as the men, and did not consider baring their breasts to be a violation of modesty.  Like the men, she wore only a loincloth around her willowy hips—and not even wearing that was required for either men or women, quite a few of the villagers preferred to go about fully nude and that was perfectly acceptable—and like the men, she was adorned with tattoos, which swirled under and between her breasts with little curls coming up the underside of her breasts to end just at the edges of her nipples, and around her upper arms and shoulders, avoiding the skin over and between her breasts.  Only a married woman would have a tattoo there, and despite being well into marrying age, Elvie had yet to marry.  That was something of a scandal in the village for a girl her age, and it was even more of a scandal among the old ladies that the rumor was that she was refusing any number of other suitors because she had eyes for Shen.  Many girls in the village found Shen to be a very handsome young man despite his exotic hair and eyes, brilliant aqua colored eyes, which he had inherited from his Ethsandi mother.  The Ethsandi were one of the Nine Races of Man who had no real homeland, were known to wander the Twin Lands in house-wagons, and thus were rarely seen out on the islands, where their wagons could not go.  Shen’s handsome looks and likable personality caused some problems with the mothers of those girls, for different reasons.  Many women in the village considered Shen the Younger not to really be prime marrying stock.  He was an only child, which was seen as bad luck, his father was not born and raised in the village, which mattered to some of the less progressive people in the village, and the hut he shared with his father was on the edge of the village and was considered poor, even in a poor village like theirs.  Their hut was small, they had few possessions, and their hut itself was built on the edge of the seaward side of the village, which was the least desirable location to build huts.  The closer a hut was to the rock wall, the better its location.  A girl wouldn’t get much benefit out of marrying Shen, who would inherit only a small hut and a single small fishing canoe, which meant that most mothers in the village pushed their youngest daughters at him, girls who didn’t have very many other options.  Elvie was a very pretty girl known to be a highly skilled spear fisher and could probably marry one of the young men from the more prominent families in the village despite the fact that her dowry wasn’t very large, but she remained scandalously unmarried.

The custom of tattooing was not unique to Warm Waters.  Everyone in the Empire tattooed themselves, even the Emperor himself, though from what his father had told him, nobles and merchants who lived up on the floating cities didn’t tattoo their faces as fully as the fishermen of Warm Waters did.  For those people, the rich people, tattoos were a fashion statement, a means of expressing themselves, and for nobles, they had tattoos that identified the house to which they belonged.  For Shen, the open-winged falcon tattoo on his face that extended from his hairline, over his eyes, and down his cheeks to where the tips of them very nearly touched the corners of his mouth, served the same function that Hallin’s tattoos did, reduced glare from the sun   But what did make Shen and his father stand out a little was that the tattoos that adorned their bodies were exactly identical, the designs and patterns a family tradition passed down for many generations.  Shen the Elder had several tattoos that his son lacked, which told a man that understood them that Shen the Elder had much more experience.  Those places on Shen the Younger’s body were left empty, but the aesthetic tattoos that joined those places together were the same on father and son. Most fishermen tattooed themselves in designs that they found pleasing, not just because their father had them.


There were other reasons that the rich and nobility had tattoos, and that was Symbology.  His father had told him about it, that those with enough money and political power could have Symbology tattoos, known as Symbols, tattooed on their bodies that invested into them permanent magical effects.  Many nobles, his father had explained, had Symbols tattooed upon them that protected them from poisons, or made their skin much tougher and hard to cut with a knife, or gave them exceptionally keen vision, whatever the Symbol was designed to do.  But only the rich and powerful people had Symbols, because it was expensive and controlled by the Empire.  Only a rich merchant or high-ranking noble could afford the cost and get permission from the Empire to have the Symbols done.

 “Hail, Shen,” he called.  “Have you had Skalda’s luck this day too?”


“Aye, Hallin,” Shen growled as they finished their chore.  “Snapjaws nearly tore our net apart.”


“Same happened to us,” Hallin said with a dark frown and a nod.  “We just barely managed to save the net.  It’s gonna take us a whole day to repair it.  I’ve never seen so many on the reefs.”

“We may have to start using metal nets,” Hakitt joked without much humor in his voice.


“Snapjaws are good eating, if you can get them into the boat before they ruin your net,” Shen the Elder said.  “But it’s not worth the cost of a net to get them in the boat.  Then you have to make sure they don’t bite your feet off,” he added dryly.


“Aye,” Hallin chuckled.  “We’re heading in to repair our nets.  There’s nothing more we can do.  Thank Lua we have food enough put back to eat tonight without a catch today.”

“I think we’ll go over to Lonely Shoal and try our luck with the spears,” Shen the Elder said with a glance at his son.  “We might even get lucky and get ourselves a sunfish or a shark.”

“We should as well, father,” Elvie suggested.  “We could salvage something out of today, and the boys could use more practice with spears.”


Hallik and Grinn flashed their older sister a hot look, but said nothing.


“That’s too far to go when we have so much work to do on our nets, daughter,” Hallin countered.  “You’ll have to do your fishing from the shallows at the village.”


Elvie looked decidedly disappointed, and she knew better than to ask to go with Shen.  For an unmarried girl to be in the company of two men not her relatives for that long and out of the eyes of the rest of the village, now that would be a scandal she may never live down.  Not that Elvie was averse to spending time with young men out of the eyes of her elders, Shen could attest to that, but for the village to know about it…that she couldn’t risk.  The village treated women much differently than other parts of the Empire because they were vital to the survival of the village, and also because it was Tyleshi tradition, which was very different from most of the other races of man.  In their village, women crewed the boats and fished, they fished the shallows with spears, they did the same work as men and often did it standing elbow to elbow with the men, they dressed the same as men and wore their tattoos the same as the men.  This was different from the other eight races of man, many of which saw women as second class citizens, or even the property of their husbands, but those were farmer folk who didn’t live the harder, more demanding life of a fisherman.  But despite the equality of women in Tyleshi racial custom when it came to work and social standing, they were not men when it came to some social conventions.  There were places that a young unmarried girl could not go and things she could not do without inciting scandal, because even in a village where basic survival outweighed social conventions, there were some social conventions that held true.

“Well, good luck, friend,” Hallin said, then he and his sons paddled their larger boat toward the village, which sat in the distance, about a league to the southeast.  The village sat on the west side of the island, the leeward side that gave them the most protection from storms, and the village was built out in the shallow water.  Every hut was on stilts along a crescent close to the rocky wall that formed the sheltered lagoon, with natural breakwaters to the north and south.  It could be a natural harbor if not for the fact that the water wasn’t even a fathom deep anywhere in the lagoon, the sandy bottom shallow enough that a grown man could stand on it with his head out of the water at high tide. It was more than deep enough for a fishing canoe to enter the lagoon, but too shallow for any ship with any draw to enter.  Since the rock walls hemmed in the lagoon, the villagers built their huts over the water on stilts, high enough so that storm-driven waves wouldn’t reach the hut deck.  It was a defensible position, and the villagers had reason for their village to be well defended by the shoreline.

Pirates.  Twice in Shen the Younger’s life, pirates had attacked Warm Waters.  Why, he could not understand, since the village held nothing but fishermen and their hand-made equipment to ply their trade.  There wasn’t a single piece of refined metal, not even a single bronze knife, anywhere in the village.  Their village was a poor one that subsisted solely on what they could catch from the sea or gather from the small island that sheltered their village, and a pirate had to be truly desperate to try to raid their small, poor settlement.  But twice in his life, pirates had indeed been that desperate, invading the village in longboats since their ship had too much draw to enter the lagoon.  Both times, they found nothing in the village but fish, nets, hand-made wood, stone, and bone tools, and angry fishermen that were very good at throwing their fishing spears.  Both times, the pirates had been either driven away or found nothing worth taking, and had left without doing very much damage.

Both times, the pirate attack had brought the Empire to the island.  The island was part of the Empire, for it was only twenty leagues off the southeast coast of the Twin Lands, the large and lone continent in the world.  Warm Waters was the second to last island in an archipelago that extended out from a mountainous peninsula on the southeast corner of the eastern landmass of Pella, some twenty leagues from the coast of the mainland and with the other six islands in the chain visible from the island’s volcanic mountain in the center.  But the Empire saw the same thing about the village that the pirates did, a tiny place with nothing of value, and as such, a place not really worth visiting.  But pirate attacks on Empire-owned islands always brought the Empire to investigate, and both times, the village had been “graced” by a visit from an Imperial ship.  The Naval officers that had come to the village to investigate the attacks were nearly as bad as the pirates, who saw having to come to a place like Warm Waters as an insult to their military dignity or something.  They’d been really mean, demanding, impatient, and unpleasant, and just about everyone in the village was even happier to see them go than they were the pirates.  The Empire expressed concern that pirates would attack so close to the mainland, but when they left the village, the villagers never heard another word about it.

The Empire meant about as much to the village as the pirates did, outsiders that only caused trouble in their simple, hard lives.


Villages such as theirs were commonplace in the Empire, because, quite simply, they could not afford to live on the land.  The islands were owned by Baron Ethran, and he charged such a high rent for the peasants to live on the land that most peasants skirted the tax by building their houses in water.  Imperial law said that no house built over the water could be charged rent as if it were built upon land, so most coastal villages were built on stilts in shallow water, or were built on wooden platforms floating in the ocean and anchored in place by ropes tied to heavy stone weights on the seabed.  Inland, most villages were built on rivers and lakes, anywhere the peasants could find enough water upon which they could their homes.  Rumor often flew that the noble landowners constantly sought to have the law changed so they could tax the houses built over water, but Shen’s father felt that would never change.  Imperial law said that the Emperor owned all waterways, since fresh water was nearly as precious as dry land, and to give landowners the ability to tax people living on the Emperor’s lakes, rivers, and coasts might be more than the Emperor was willing to give, since it gave the nobility partial dominion over the water.

Taking up their paddles, Shen and his father turned their boat to the north and began the hour-long journey to the Lonely Shoal.  Their boat was a common fishing canoe, smaller than the average, but built the same as most any canoe in the village.  It was made of red corkwood, a wood from the island that was filled with little air pockets, and thus made it highly buoyant.  So buoyant, in fact, that their canoe had no bottom and didn’t need one to stay afloat, it instead had wooden slats under where they would sit or stand and a taut mesh of woven kelp stalks stretched across the bottom of the boat that could support feet or equipment or supplies, weighted to make sure the canoe didn’t decide that floating upside-down was better than right side up.  The open-bottomed construction of their canoes gave them a lot of advantages, like being able to see what was in their nets as they hauled them up, and also the ability to bring live fish back to the village by tossing them into the bottom of the boat, into the water between the surface and the mesh floor of the canoe.  Some fisherman didn’t use a mesh at all, just attached a small net to the bottom to give them the ability to haul more fish, but that heavily dragged on the canoe and made it hard to paddle.  They had a bottom they could fit into the canoe, that would seal into the bottom tightly enough to be effectively waterproof, if they had to haul something that needed to stay dry.  The removable canoe bottom was currently hanging from the underside of the deck supporting their hut back in the village.  It was something they almost never used, but kept available just in case.

The Lonely Shoal was on the northeast side of the island, part of a section of the reefs around the island that broached the surface during low tide, a favorite resting place for pygmy seals and wingjacks.  It was a place where the shallow reef around the shoal and the many channels and canals through the explosed sections it made it a good spot for spear fishing, if a little distant from the village and thus not often visited by the villagers.


That was why they were there.


Shen the Elder secured the boat to the submerged edge of the shoal and took up a spear, then tossed it to his son as he put away his oar.  “Try not to get chased by a shark this time, son,” he teased with a slight smile as both of them scrubbed their feet meticulously on the net in the bottom of the boat, making sure that there was no dirt or tar or anything sticking to them, which might interfere with their fishing.  They both took a quick look around to make sure no boats were in sight in any direction, nobody was on shore, scanned the skies to make sure there were no flying ships visible, then Shen the Younger put a hand on the side of the boat and hopped over the edge.


And his feet made contact with the surface of the water and did not fall through.


The Runimancers and Symbolists in the Empire were not the only ones that understood the secrets of magic.  Shen the Younger was a Wavewalker, like his father, one of the last of a forgotten race of men that had once populated the many small islands out in the Vast, the mighty ocean that covered the majority of the world.  They lived among the Tyleshi because the Tyleshi people looked the most similar to the Wavewalkers, living among people with whom they could blend in without too much notice.  The Wavewalkers were given their name for this ability, their ability to walk on water, a skill based in magic passed down from their ancestors to his father, who had been teaching them to him.  The Empire thought their people to be long dead, and they were mostly right.  Shen the Elder had traveled the Twin Lands in his youth, before settling in Warm Waters, and he had not encountered a single other Wavewalker in his journeys.  That didn’t mean that there were none left, it just meant that those few that remained were well hidden.  The Empire had eradicated his people over fear of their magic, and Shen the Elder found it ironic justice that they would live on the fringes of the Empire, enjoying their protection now that the Empire thought they were dead.  Shen the Elder hated the Empire for what they did to his people, but the simple truth was, they were safest where they were.  Life in the Vast without a tribe would be short and ugly, his father told him, so Shen the Elder contented himself with sticking it to the Empire in his own way, allowing them to protect him, even if they didn’t know he existed.

Shen the Younger didn’t feel the same hatred that his father did.  After all, the Wavewalkers were destroyed over three hundred years ago, and life in Warm Waters on the edge of the Empire was the only life he had ever known.  It wasn’t an easy life, that was for sure, but it was a stable one.  He was no patriot of the Empire, but he didn’t hold the same scorn for it that his father held.

Shen the Elder joined him on the water at the edge of their boat, their feet and legs moving wth the rolling waves so that their upper bodies barely shifted.  The Lonely Shoal was fairly sheltered, which made the water calmer than the deeper water not far away, and that made it very easy to move about on the surface.  Walking the higher waves in deep water was not easy, it was a skill that had taken Shen the Younger years to develop to his father’s satisfaction.  Walking the high water was like trying to walk on a rope that men were snapping from the ends, it took a great deal of practice and not a little bit of natural agility and balance to manage without falling over.


“Let’s see if we can spear a sunfish,” his father suggested.  “That way we only have to catch one, and it feeds us for the next two days.  We can spend the rest of the day practicing.”


“Sounds good to me, father,” he agreed, his feet and legs rising along with a higher wave without his head shifting.


They split up, their eyes down and their feet and legs constantly rolling with the water as they walked out from the shoal, looking for a sunfish.  Years of spear fishing caused Shen to automatically adjust the angle in his mind as he looked down into the water.  Shen saw the many species of fish that lived on the reefs swimming under him, blissfully unaware of the predator stalking on the surface of their world.  Most reef fish were relatively small, evolved for hiding among the coral, with the predator fish tending to be larger.  The reef fish kept a wary distance from a slowly patrolling rock shark that passed directly under Shen’s feet, and it was the rock shark’s lucky day that Shen the Elder had already told him what to hunt, else it would be rock shark roasting over the firepit that night.  Moving with practiced steadiness over the undulating surface of the water, he moved over the fan corals, to the part of the reef that Shen knew the sunfish liked to dwell.

There was a glint in the water, on the floor of the reef, something shiny.  Shiny was unusual when it came to things under the water.  It was small, whatever it was, reflecting the light from above back to the surface.  Shen knelt down, putting a knee and hand down on the water and studied the brightness a moment, but he still couldn’t make it out.  He decided it was worth a look, and it was safe enough, so he exhaled and relaxed his concetration, which caused him to drop down into the water with a splash.  He expelled the air from his lungs completely and drew in the warm, salty water, robbing him of his positive buoyancy, but not allowing him to sink.  Shen, like his father, did not sink or float when their lungs were filled with water, because their bones were hollow and the spaces within them were filled with a fluid that was lighter than water.  That fluid almost perfectly countered the weight of their bodies, making them hang suspended in the water if there was no air in their lungs.  To make up for their less solid bones, their bones were very dense and hard, which made them as hard or easy to break as the bones of other men, so they didn’t look suspiciously tougher or weaker than other men.  Their bones were hollow and lighter than other men’s, but to counter that weakness, their bones were much stronger, which balanced out in the end to make their bones not seem abnormal compared to the bones of other men when it came to strength and durability.  The tattoos on his chest began to glimmer with faint magical light as they activated, allowed him to breathe the water as if it were air.  The hawk’s tattoo on his forehead and cheeks also activated, clearing his vision and allowing him to see in the water as acutely as he could in the air above.

The tribal designs of the tattoos on his body were not just for aesthetics.  They were the original magic on which Symbology was based, Wavewalker magic, and they were passed down from generation to generation over thousands of years.  Each swirl, curl, line, and design embedded in his skin carried magical meaning, magic developed over generations of his people to adapt them to life in the Vast.  And the only ability more useful than the ability to walk on water for a race of people who rarely put their feet on dry land was the ability to breathe water.  The Wavewalkers were fully adapted to life both atop and within the Vast through the magic they created.

It was a piece of glass.  Shen had never seen glass so close up before, but he knew what it was, so he knew that the clear, hard object in his hand when he picked it up had to be glass.  Sand that they melted and reformed, used to cover windows to keep weather from getting inside.  That was what glass was used for.  It was broken, he saw, the edges irregular, and the fact that it was clean meant that it had only recently fallen into the water.  It could only be days old, since they were last at the Lonely Shoal five days ago.


A flying ship.  It could have come from one of those.  The Empire had two very defined layers, two levels, that starkly defined the division between the rich and the poor. The rich and their servants lived high over the land in floating cities, and used ships that flew through the air to move from place to place.  The poor lived on the ground, and spent their lives working very hard just to survive, given that no peasant owned the land he farmed, and his noble landlords demanded almost crushing portions of their harvests, leaving almost nothing for the peasants to eat for themselves.  There was so little dry land nourished by fresh water in the world, the Empire did not waste it building its cities upon it, they built their cities over the land.  The only city that was on the ground was the Imperial Capitol, and that was on a large island between the two landmasses that made up the lone continent in the world.  It was the only city so important that it could take up precious land.  A flying ship must have passed overhead recently, and thrown this piece of glass overboard as garbage.  The fact that the flying ships tossed their garbage overboard wasn’t unusual, but for a flying ship to be out here, that was unusual.  The closest city was Skallis, and it was too far away to be seen from the island, twenty days’ walk from the shore.  What reason did a flying ship have to be out here?  There was nothing beyond the Finger Islands except the Vast, and it was two hundred leagues to the nearest island out there.  Was it a Navy ship, patrolling the area?  Was it a merchant’s cargo ship that had gone off course?

The water was deep enough here for a mid-sized boat to pass by…could it have been a waterborne vessel?  They saw them often enough, passing through the Finger Isles.  They were most often laden with grain from the north headed for the harbor village of Treece, where their cargos were transferred onto flying ships and taken up to the cities to feed the people.  Instead of sending the flying ships all over the place, they used ground transport to bring the food and goods to central locations and were loaded onto the flying ships there.  Inland, there were roads used to move things, but on the coast, they used boats.  But why would a boat captain come so close to the Lonely Shoal?  Most of the local captains knew of it, and knew the danger it posed.  It was a much safer journey traveling by the island to the west, not to the east.


Shen almost jumped a little when his father sank down beside him and put his feet on the coral.  He leaned his spear against a fan coral to free his hands, then made gestures with his hands, the Hand Language of the Wavewalkers, which allowed them to communicate while under water.  Are you alright? he signed.


I found something, he signed back, then offered his father the piece of glass.


It’s not been here long, his father noted with one hand, turning the glass this way and that as he looked at it.


I know.  But what ship threw it away?


That is a good question, Shen the Elder answered, his expression a little concerned.  I’ve not seen any ships lately, nor heard of any from the other villagers.

It’s pretty big, and very sharp.  Think I could make a spear head out of it?


Too brittle, his father answered.  It would break the first time you twisted the spear.


I didn’t know that.


I’d be surprised if you did, son, Shen the Elder replied with a slightly amused expression.  But it can be useful as a knife, if we’re careful with it. Take it back to the canoe.


Yes, Father.  He took the piece of glass and picked his spear back up, then kicked up from the bottom.  He surged upward with speed and power, more than would be normal, then broached the surface in an eruption of water.  He put his feet back on the surface of the water and found his balance, then headed back for the anchored canoe nearby after purging the water from his lungs and taking in air to replace it.  A splash made him turn to look, and he saw his father broach the surface and return to standing on it, without his spear.  He was holding the leather cord tied to the end of it, however, and was pulling it along with him as he headed back towards the canoe.  Shen the Younger laughed when he saw the rock shark that had passed under him skewered on the end of his father’s spear.  “You missed something, son,” he accused lightly.


“You said sunfish, so I let it go,” he replied in defense of himself.

“So I did,” he admitted as the two of them picked up the large fish, nearly half the length of a man, then hefted it into the boat.  The shark would feed both of them for two or three days.  They climbed in with it, its tail twitching reflexively a few times before going still, and picked up their paddles.  Instead of turning them for the village, Shen the Elder turned the bow of the canoe north.  They traveled along the shoreline for nearly half an hour, then turned and entered a sheltered, narrow cove that was hard to see.  They navigated the canoe into the cove and around a hook in the water, until a gaping cave mouth appeared in the rock ahead of them.  It was called the Shimmering Grotto, and it was a large sea cave that pierced the rock of the island.  It had a water entrance on the cove side, and the far side of the cave was open to a large beach that sloped down into the water, making the cave more like a large circular tunnel piercing the rocky ridge extending from inland.  At certain times of the year, the sun shone directly into the cave from the beach side, causing the water in the grotto to shine and shimmer with the reflected sunlight, giving the large sea cave its name.  The villagers avoided the Shimmering Grotto because of the rumors of a large beast living within it, but those rumors were spread by Shen the Elder himself to keep the rest of the village away.  The sandy beach within the grotto showed no sign that it was often used by anyone, there were no firepits, but with footprints in the sand that resembled the prints of a walker lizard that looked to be as big as an orca, and that kept anyone curious from lingering very long.  Anyone visting the grotto would never think that those giant footprints were made by a man, not one of the giant lizards known to roam the island.

They moved out onto the flat part of the sandy floor of the grotto, about twenty paces from the water, and the both began to stretch out.  “Today we work on your advanced forms, son,” Shen the Elder announced.   “Remember, the forms you learn are components of the magic you can enact, so mastery of the forms gives you the ability to expand your spelldancing skills.”


Spelldancing.  The ultimate expression of the magical arts invented by his ancestors and practiced for thousands of years.  Spelldancing was the original form of magic upon which Runimancy and Symbology were based, his father had taught him.  Runimancy was the creation of runes of mystical power that could be invoked to bring the magic they represented into the world.  Symbology was the use of Symbols to create lingering magic, which could be the same magic as a rune from Runimancy, but would look very different.  Both were devised from Spelldancing, for Spelldancing was the invoking of magical power through the use of motion and movement.  A Spelldancer literally brought magic into the world through dance, through a precise and defined series of movements that created a specific magical effect.


Each formula of movement to invoke magic spells was unique, but many spells shared similar movements, which had been developed into the Forms.  By learning the Forms, a Spelldancer learned a “basic vocabulary” upon which he could build by adding the unique movements required for different spells, and thus expand his abilities.

For two years, his father had been teaching him this ancient, lost art, and he and his father may very well be the last men on Thress that practiced it.  His father had been taught Spelldancing by his own father, who was taught by his mother, and so on and so on, all the way back to when his family’s ancestors were members of a tribe of Wavewalkers.  They had kept the art alive over the centuries since the destruction of the Wavewalkers, and they also kept it a secret.  Shen the Elder was convinced that if the Empire knew that they knew the art of Spelldancing, the Empire would stop at nothing to kill them.  They feared Spelldancers that much.


Shen the Younger could admit, from what he had learned so far, they might have reason to worry.  Where Runimancers had to prepare their runes in advance and carry them around with them,  and Symbologists had to make extensive preparations and spend a long time engraving their symbols either on an object or tattooed into a person’s skin, Spelldancers could invoke the same magic they could so long as they had freedom of movement to perform the forms that invoked the magic.


“Let’s begin,” Shen the Elder announced, and standing side by side, they did so, practicing the first exercise of basic movements that his father said were the foundation of Spelldancing, the exercises arranged so that not only did they practice the forms, they told a story.


Sunrise over the Sea.  Walking the Waves.  Playful Waveskipper.


Each form had a name, and executing the forms in a sequence, the names of the forms told a story.


High Lone Wave.  Rising of the Fog.  Misty Eddies.  Sound in the Silence.


His father had told him the story behind the story, an old Wavewalker fable about the Lone Traveler, a Wavewalker who traveled the deepest, loneliest stretches of the Vast by himself, and the many mysteries, wonders, and horrors he discovered in the places that had never known the footstep of any human being other than the Lone Traveler.


Gust of Cold Wind.  Clearing the Fog.  Playful Dolphin.  Stately Whale.  Diving Roc.  Escaping the Talons.


The story of the first forms was when the Lone Traveler braved the Great Empty, a place in the Vast that had almost no islands, which for the Wavewalkers was much like what a desert would be for the dryfeet.  Islands were oases of safety and supplies out in the Vast, places where they didn’t have to eternally stand vigil against the dangers borne of the predators under their feet, who could strike at them from ambush, or the dangers from above in the form of the Rocs, the giant flying raptors that fed on the large fish, hunting birds so large they could snatch up a man and carry him off with little effort.  Islands also held treasure troves of foods unattainable on the sea, like coconuts, berries, nuts, and fruits.  Eating only fish was not healthy over long periods of time, so the Wavewalkers supplemented their diet of fish with plant-borne foods harvested from the islands.


The Vast was a place of emptiness for a Wavewalker, empty ocean stretching out to the horizon, but that emptiness concealed tremendous danger lurking beneath the surface.


Darkening Skies.  Distant Thunder.  Flash of Lightning.  High Seas.


The story told of a great storm that drove the Lone Traveler under the water to escape the high waves, where he was more vulnerable out in the open ocean.  Wavewalkers only went under when it was safer for them than it was standing on the surface, since they swam much slower than they walked and they became detectable to many more predators.  When walking on the surface, only those predators directly under them could really see them, fish that used smell could not find them, and the sonar that many predators used to locate distant prey wouldn’t find them.   But when they were underwater, they were as easy to detect as any prey fish.


Dance of the Moonfish.  Darting Shark.  Striking Jaws.  Blood in the Water.


The Lone Traveler was attacked by a lion shark during the storm, one of the largest and most aggressive of all the sharks.  He used his Spelldancing skills to escape the beast, but not before it managed to bite him, putting his blood in the water.  In the open tracts of the Vast, his father told him, there was nothing more dangerous than having your blood in the water.  It would attract predators for a league in every direction, and many marine predators could tell what manner of creature shed the blood just by its smell.  There were beasts out there, his father told him, that would travel for days to find and eat Wavewalkers, who had a taste for human flesh, beasts that would linger for days, even weeks around an island where it knew Wavewalkers were taking refuge, waiting for their prey to come out from their hiding place.  The worst of them, his father told him, were the Sahu, the Devil Fish-Men.  They were a race of man-like creatures with fish-like heads and scaled skin that hunted man the way man hunted rabbits.  To the Sahu, there was no meal tastier or more prized than human flesh, and they would stalk Wavewalkers for weeks over hundreds of leagues trying to catch and eat them.  Sahu would starve themselves to death trying to catch and eat Wavewalkers, so focused they were on their meal that they would refuse to eat anything else if they were on the trail of human prey.


Sahu’s Trident.  Strike of the Lionfish.  Escaping the Net.  Theru’s Spear.  Sahu’s Death Throes.  Broaching the Surface.


So the story went, the Lone Traveler’s blood attracted a hunting pack of Sahu, who battled with him under the waves.  He escaped the pack after killing several of them, managed to get back to the surface, then fled.  The Sahu pursued him across the Great Empty for many days, until he found an island to take refuge.  The Sahu had legs and lungs and were capable of coming onto land, but they knew that on the land, the Wavewalkers were virtually impossible for a Sahu to kill.  The Sahu were poorer warriors when they had to fight out of the water, so they never directly attacked Wavewalker camps on islands.  They would try to ambush them during the night, but would not engage them in battle if they could help it.


Rising of the Moon.  Dancing Fireflies.  Split the Coconut.  Swaying Hammock.  Siren’s Song.


The Lone Traveler spent nearly two weeks on the lone island waiting out the Sahu, making himself comfortable using the island’s resources.  While exploring the small volcanic island, he came across a Siren who was returning to her grotto home, whom legend said were the allies of the Wavewalkers, united in their common hatred of the Sahu.  Sirens were hostile to all other races of man, and they were one of the greatest threats to waterborne ships out in the Vast, but they considered the Wavewalkers to be friends.  The Siren learned of the hunting pack of Sahu from the Lone Traveler, and agreed to help him set a trap for them to draw them onto land.

Setting the Net.  Bury in the Sand.  Drunken Stupor.  Flashing Dagger.  Ram of Water.


The Lone Traveler and his Siren ally succeeded in luring the Sahu onto the beach when the Lone Traveler pretended to be drunk.  Thinking him easy prey, the Sahu rushed from the waves to kill him, but were instead ambushed themselves by the Siren and her powerful magic.  Sirens were human-like, beautiful women, always women, who had power over the very sea itself, able to command the water to do their bidding.  They also possessed the power to mesmerize and dominate human men with the power of their voices, the legendary Siren’s Song, which was what made the Sirens so dangerous to ships at sea.  A single Siren could kill an entire ship’s crew by using her song to make them jump off the ship and drown themselves, without coming within a hundred paces of the ship herself.  The threat of Sirens was why it was long tradition for the ship’s Runimancer to be a woman, so she could counter a Siren attack with her runic magic without fear of being affected, and most deep-water ships that traveled far into the Vast were adorned with Symbols that countered the Siren’s Song.  It was so much a tradition for a woman to be on board to counter a Siren that even ships that would never leave sight of land would refuse to sail unless there was at least one woman on board, for now it was considered bad luck for a ship to sail without a woman aboard, and sailors were anything if not the most superstitious people to ever live.  The Imperial Navy even had a special officer’s rank and position for women on their vessels, the Mistress of the Deck, and every ship had one.  But his father told him that Wavewalker men were not affected by the Siren’s Song, part of an ancient magical bargain forming the alliance between the two races.


Dancing Flames.  Pennant in the Breeze.  Swaying Mast.  Dropping the Anchor.


The day after the Sahu attack, the Siren went out into the open ocean once again, leaving the Lone Traveler to finish preparations to continue his journey.  But a dryfoot sailing ship pulled into the shallows, something that he never expected to see, and he parlayed with them.  They were from the Twin Lands, he discovered, and their captain was a man seeking to prove that the world was round by sailing all the way around the world.  Any Wavewalker knew that was the truth, but the dryfeet had this silly belief that the world was flat, that a ship could sail to the Rim of the World, a strip of land filled with dangerous beasts that plunged into the abyss below, and that the Sea of Eternity they said that the world floated upon was at the bottom, leagues and leagues and leagues below.  They believed that the world was like a piece of wood floating in the ocean, that the oceans were contained by a rim of land that prevented them from draining into the Sea of Eternity, like a half-filled pottered bowl floating in the water, and that a ship could sail to the Rim of the World and follow it all the way around until they came back to the place where they started.

Walking the Break.  Cast the Spear.  Spinning Shrike.  Angry Monkey.  Ten Thousand Steps.  Crossing the Current.

The Lone Traveler agreed to guide the ship out of the Great Empty in the direction they needed to go to prove to the other dryfeet that the world was round.  He helped them resupply on the small island, particularly their need for fresh water—that the other races of men couldn’t drink salt water still mystified Shen the Younger—and then guided their ship through the deep mists common in the Great Empty by walking before their ship while holding a rope, having them follow along behind.  He guided them through the strong currents and to the other side, and in gratitude for his help, they gave him one of their rare, prized items, a dagger made of iron.  But the gift turned out to be not as useful as the Lone Traveler expected, for he discovered that Wavewalkers were allergic to iron.  The iron in the dagger burned his hand after he held it for a while, caused it to blister, and he cast the dagger into the sea after discovering that Wavewalkers and iron do not mix.


His father had told him that that old part of the story was actually true.  Shen had never so much as seen anything made of iron, not even the ships used by the Baron when he came to collect fish from the village had any iron parts, and he hadn’t been close enough to the Navy ships to make anything out on them.  But his father had told him many times over his life that if he did ever encounter something made of iron, that he should not touch it.  Just touching iron to his skin would make his skin blister if he touched it too long.

It was only a good thing that iron, and most metal in general, was rare.  They mined it from the earth, and since there was so little land in the world, it meant that the metal ores the land could produce were as rare as the land from which they were mined.  There was not a single piece of refined metal anywhere in the village, and if a villager somehow came to possess a metal item, he would immediately become the richest person in the village.  There were stories that metal was everywhere in the grand cities that floated above, but for the peasants on the ground, metal was too precious to waste on them.  While the peasants toiled in the fields with wood and stone tools, the people dwelling in the cities floating overhead had metal, even used it as decorations that served no purpose other than to be looked upon.

Rising Sun.  Calm Seas.  Gentle Wind.  Land on the Horizon.  Dance of Welcome.

The Lone Traveler returned to the Great Empty after his adventure with the dryfeet to continue his journey, and good weather and calm seas made it easy traveling for him.  He crossed the Great Empty with little trouble, until he found an archipelago of small islands on the edge of the great void of unbroken water.  There he found two different tribes of southern Wavewalkers enjoying a respite as they journeyed, having met near the island.  Wavewalker custom was for tribes who met to spend time together trading information, trading goods, and giving the young ones a chance to meet others outside the tribe and potentially find a spouse, to keep bloodlines from becoming too thin.


And that was the end of the story, which was also the end of the exercise practicing the forms that made up the tale.  Shen had practiced those forms for two years, over and over and over, until he could execute every one with absolute perfection.  And his father made sure of that.  If he did everything right yet a single finger was a hair out of place, his father made him do it again, and again, and keep doing it until he got it exactly right. The magic only worked if the spelldancer was absolutely perfect, though how fast he performed the movements didn’t matter so long as the entire dance was performed at the same tempo.  He could not start fast and end slow, he had to maintain the same speed and rhythm from beginning to end, wether he performed the dance in a few seconds or took a full minute.

The rules of the magic had been drilled into his head over the last two years, but his father just had to speak of them again as they prepared for the next practice.  “Remember, son, that everything that is and everything that can be can be expressed in its purest form by the essence of its being.  That essence has a form, and that form can be expressed by those that know how to dance it.  Runimancy works the exact same way.  They express the essence of a thing, or an act, or an idea in its purest form, in a glyph that represents the purest essence of what that thing or act or idea is.  When you dance a spell, you are invoking the essence of the thing, act, or idea your forms convey.  That is why your moves have to be perfect, because every part of your body matters when you express a form, when you dance a spell.  The slightest wrong movement conveys an essence of something that is not what you’re trying to do, and it can have unpredictable results.  Most times, nothing happens at all, because your dance makes no sense, represents no form that has meaning in the universe.  But very rarely, you might invoke magic you never meant to invoke, because what you have done does have a meaning…just not one that you knew about.”  He clapped his hands.  “Freeze the water!” he barked suddenly, which was a normal part of his training.  His father would often bark out an order, sometimes in the middle of form practice, and Shen had to execute the spell immediately.


With quick and steady movements, Shen the Younger complied.  The spell that froze water was a very simple one, based on the three forms of Striking Spear, Petals in the Wind, and Playful Waveskipper.  The spell’s forms weren’t exact copies of the practice forms, so Shen had to alter his movements to perform the spell rather than the dance.  Striking Spear with his left hand lower than his right and his fingers straight instead of curled around an imaginary spear shaft.  Petals in the Wind without taking his left foot off the ground, sliding it instead of picking it up and putting it back down.  Playful Waveskipper where his elbow touched his hip as it went by instead of passing close.  These changes were necessary, because while a basic form may be used in more than one spell, the form itself would change depending on the spell in which it was used.  While his movements invoked the magic, it was his will that defined its boundaries and scope.  Even as he performed Dancing Waveskipper, he told the magic what water he wanted to freeze and how much of it he wanted frozen, and as he dictated the parameters of the spell, he knew that his dancing had been perfect because there was a sudden glow of light around his hands as they swept upwards and then around, as he invoked the magic correctly and danced the form that conveyed the idea of turning water into ice.

In front of him, the still water of the grotto shimmered and then froze solid, turning pale blue.  The freezing water didn’t go all the way to the bottom, that would kill the fish swimming in it, but it was thick enough for a man to walk across it without falling through.


“Good,” his father said with an approving nod.  “Now return it to normal, and make sure you don’t leave the water cold.”


“Yes, Father,” Shen the Younger replied.


Over the day, they practiced the forms, with his father ordering him to perform magic.  Shen was quite proud of the fact that he knew six magic spells, taught to him by his father, where his father knew dozens and dozens of spells.  Shen knew the spell to freeze water.  He knew the spell that propelled him across the surface of water faster than a split-tailed swordfish could swim, like surfing without a wave, which relied on his ability to walk on water to work correctly.  It was something that all Wavewalkers knew how to do, which his father called skimming.  He knew the spell that would propel him with great speed when he was swimming underwater, which was the same idea as skimming just when underwater.  He knew the spell that created an intense burst of brilliant light, which dazzled and blinded anyone looking in his direction when he used it.  He knew the spell that would project a lance of pure magical energy, a spell of attack that would injure what it struck, and could ignite flammable materials like paper or cloth.  And he knew the spell that would cause water to obey his will, allowing him to use it the same way a Siren could, which could be used to either attack or defend.  He also knew how to reverse the two spells he knew that could be reversed, by performing their forms backwards, which either created the opposite effect or undid the magic he had done previously.  The spell to freeze water could be reversed to melt ice, or to warm water nearly to boiling.  The spell that created a burst of intense light could be used to create a brief second of utter darkness, which wasn’t nearly as useful.  His father had taught him those six spells over the last few months once he had gained enough mastery over the forms to use the magic safely, spells he considered to be mandatory for Shen’s defense and protection.  Now that he’d mastered the basic spells his father felt he needed to know to survive, he had promised to start teaching him more spells.

It was a couple of hours before sunset when his father decided they’d practiced enough.  Shen watched in intense curiosity as his father danced a spell that wiped all traces of their footsteps from the sand, making it look inviolate, then he added “footsteps” of the giant lizard reputed to lair within the cave in the sand, having them come out of the jungle, cross the sandy bar, and enter the grotto.  His father danced his magic while standing on the water, which never ceased to impress Shen the Younger that his father could perform the forms flawlessly when his feet moved up and down on the ripples flowing across the grotto’s lagoon.


They returned to their fishing canoe and took up their paddles, then made their way home, staying close to the shore and cutting across the waves that rolled from their port to their starbord with absent precision, navigating waves high enough to tip canoers that weren’t careful.  It took them just over an hour to return to the cove holding the village, and as they came around the north rock spur and looked into the cove mouth, they both frowned.  The flying ship of Baron Ethran was hovering just over the edge of the village, and it had multiple ropes dangling down from the deck to the water’s surface.  Two of those ropes pulled taut, and a large net holding a sizable amount of fish rose up out of the water, the ropes attached to hooks that were pulling one of the village’s fish pens up and out of the water.


The Baron’s men were here nearly five days before they were supposed to be, taking the Baron’s tithe from the village.

And that tithe was sizable.  He had two net pens in the cove just outside the village huts, and he demanded a full pen of fish at the full moon and the new moon.  But the full moon wasn’t for another five days, and the village hadn’t yet filled the pen…and that meant that Baron Ethran’s men were going to be very unfriendly.  They got violent when the pen wasn’t full, and the fact that they were here early would make no difference to them.  Then again, they got violent even when the pen was full.  The Baron and his men considered the villagers in the islands to be chattal, nearly sub-human, and they were not treated with dignity or respect.  When the Baron’s men were in the village, often they pillaged huts of what few possessions the villagers had, beat the men, raped the women, even took villagers to be servants in the Baron’s mansion, and there was little that they could do about it.  If they resisted, the men would lift their ship up into the air and rain rocks down on their huts, destroying them for their insolence.


The Baron’s flying ship was the only one he had, so Shen had seen it before.  It had a single mast and a narrow keel, not really built to sail the waves more than to take off and land in the water.  The symbols that made the ship fly were branded onto the hull of the ship, charred into the wood, with symbols that helped steer the ship sewn into the sails with black cloth, the main sail and the two spinnakers that extended from the bowsprit and the sterncastle.  Manipulating the rigging and using the rudder caused the ship to turn, just as if it were a ship in the water, but that ship could also ascend and descend by setting the sails, which a waterborne ship could not.  The ship’s Runimancer, an austere-looking woman wearing the traditional white of her order, stood at the rail looking down as crewmen hauled one of the net pens up to the ship.  Most of the Baron’s men were not Tyleshi, they were Velrian, which was a race of man indigenous to the southern stretches of the eastern landmass.  The Velrians had very different customs from the Tyleshi, such as the woman above wearing clothes that covered her breasts, and who would feel utterly scandalized to show her breasts in public.  The Velrians found Tyleshi customs to be barbaric, that it made them less civilized just because they preferred not to wear clothes in the hot climates they called home.  But if that Velrian woman lived in the village day in and day out, Shen always suspected that she wouldn’t be wearing that heavy, hot robe for very long.  Even in the depths of winter, the climate of Warm Waters was hot.  It was why many villagers owned nothing but a loincloth and perhaps an oiled sealskin cloak to deal with the monsoons, because it never got cold enough to need clothes to keep warm.  On the contrary, it was always hot where they lived, day in, day out, day or night.  The only time it ever really felt cool was after a storm.

“Uh oh,” Shen the Elder breathed as he looked up, and Shen saw why.  Baron Ethran himself appeared at the rail beside his Runimancer, scowling down at the half-filled pen that was being lifted up to his ship by ropes.  No visit from the Baron ever went well for the villagers of Warm Waters, for Baron Ethran utterly despised the Tyleshi fishermen that populated the barrier islands off the coast of his desmense.  Ethran felt that Tyleshi were uneducated, filthy savages, and he only tolerated them because they were the only ones that would even dare to live on the barrier islands, far away from the Empire’s infrastructure.  The fish he took from the 30 or so Tyleshi fishing villages in his territory made him tolerate them, because if there were no Tyleshi fishing villages, there would be not nearly as many fish to sell in the Baron’s merchant stalls in the floating city.


“Should we just keep going, father?” Shen asked seriously.  They weren’t in the village, they could probably just paddle right on by and escape notice.


“As tempting as that sounds, no, we’d better go in,” he replied seriously, shifting the paddle’s head in the water and turning the canoe into the mouth of the cove.


Shen felt that was a bad choice, but he kept his peace as they paddled towards the village.  And true to form, they saw the Baron’s men moving in and out of huts, along the bridges they’d put up between huts to give the villagers a means to travel the village without having to climb down to a boat, all but sacking the village.  They saw a man storm out of Old Salya’s house with her prized sealskin cloak, which looked to be wrapped around several other items, as the old woman berated the man with a shaking finger.  There were two men in their own hut, they saw, since their hut was the closest to the cove, throwing several half-made baskets out into the water as they searched for items that might have value…which they’d find none.  The Baron’s men were doing exactly what Shen feared they would do, ransack the village because the pen wasn’t full.


They got close enough to hear Hallin protest vigorously as a man ripped down the net he and his sons were mending.  “How can we catch fish without our nets?” he demanded as the Velrian man, dressed in his white shirt and canvas pants, tore the net to shreds and then threw the remnants into the water.  He then struck Hallin, knocking him off the deck around his hut and into the water some two fathoms below.  His sons dove in after him, and Shen saw that all over the village, the villagers were following suit.  They were starting to realize that the Baron’s men were going to beat anyone that got in their way, so the villagers put themselves in the one place in the village that the sailing men wouldn’t follow, into the water.  The villagers were quite at home in the water, there wasn’t a single villager that couldn’t swim as gracefully as a waveskipper, and the Velrian sailors would not chase them into the water.  They’d learned that lesson long ago, when a man drowned trying to catch Baila after the girl wisely dove off and swam for the deep end of the cove when it became clear the man intended to rape her.

Elvie swam up to their canoe and took hold of the edge.  “You alright, Elvie?” Shen the Elder asked seriously.


“Alright,” she replied, hauling herself up and into the canoe between the two men, and doing it with a grace that belied how difficult that was to do without rolling the canoe over.  “I jumped off the deck as soon as I saw the ship coming down.”


“I always knew you were a smart girl, Elvie,” Shen the Elder said dryly as they slowly approached the village.  They watched as all the villagers joined Hallin in the water over several moments, standing or treading water under the huts and watching as the Baron’s men stormed around, taking anything that looked even remotely valuable.  Up above, the Baron watched with steely eyes, then he shouted down at them.


“This is what you get for not having a full pen!” he all but sneered as men threw more and more items out of huts and into the water.  “Maybe you’ll learn not to be so Skalva-cursed lazy!”


Shen looked at Elvie’s sleek back, and realized she had a long, shallow cut on the back of her shoulder, blood oozing down her back once the water slid off her sun-darkened skin.  “What happened?” he asked, reaching over and putting a tentative finger on top edge of the wound.


“Oh that?  It’s nothing, one of the Velrians tried to snag me with a hook,” she replied.  “Am I gonna need stitches?”

“No, it’s not deep at all,” he replied, moving forward a little and inspecting the shallow but long cut, which went from the top of her shoulder nearly down to the bottom of her shoulder blade, going across two lines of dark blue tattoo lines on her shoulder.  “I don’t think it’ll even scar.”


“My lines okay?”


“Yup, they’re alright,” he told her, sliding a finger along the bottom swirling line tattooed into her skin.


“Good, I’d look ridiculous if my lines were broken,” she said, giving him a wink over her shoulder.  “I see you had a good hunt.”


“The shark?  It took us a while,” Shen the Elder chuckled.


“If it took a while, why is it nearly dry?”


“We went over to Misty Island to look for figs after we caught it,” his father lied smoothly.  “Maybe we should have looked longer.”

While Shen the Elder brought them into the village, he wasn’t dumb enough to tie up and go up onto the decks.  They stopped the canoe a good ten fathoms from the hovering ship, so anything they threw at them from above would fall short, then pulled in their paddles and watched as the Velrians ransacked the village.  Shen cursed under his breath when the Baron came over the rail on a skimboard, a board engraved with symbols that made it levitate and gave it the ability to surf ley lines, the invisible currents of magic that flowed through the world.  Skimboards couldn’t actually “fly” like a bird could, but they could levitate, were capable of moving in any direction, if not very fast, and when descending, they could built up a lot of speed, like a wheel rolling downhill.  It was a  very expensive toy that many nobles owned that allowed them to get up and down from their ships very quickly, or gave them an easy means to get up and down from the flying cities to the ground.  Shen clearly saw the symbol of levitation on the underside of the board, engraved into it and filled with bronze of all things, and the symbol of motion just above it, which would allow the rider to make the board move depending on how he leaned or set his feet.  Skimboards were deceptively hard for Symbologists to make, so they were not cheap, reflecting the great effort the Symbologist had to invest into making a skimboard properly.  Poorly made skimboards were very hard to control and were unstable at high speeds, and given the rider may be a thousand fathoms in the air, falling off a skimboard was a lethal proposition.  Despite that, many young nobleman considered it a grand sport to race each other using their skimboards…just doing it at altitudes where a fall wouldn’t be fatal.

If the Baron only knew that his skimboard wasn’t the only one in the village.  There were two more, which were built into the underside of the floor of their hut.  Shen had learned how to ride a skimboard, and his father kept them as a last resort should they ever have to escape the village.  The boards built into the floor of their hut were ancient, made of rare red wood and engraved with the same symbols on the Baron’s board, boards made hundreds of years ago by the people who invented skimboards…the Wavewalkers.  But the Wavewalkers didn’t use skimboards as toys, they used them to haul equipment and supplies over water that were too heavy to carry, or used them to get their scouts high over the sea to scout for bad water, leviathans, or approaching storms.  But one man’s cargo wagon was another man’s racing chariot, Shen supposed.


The skimboards were the only things left that Shen and his father had from their people, which their ancestors had managed to pass down from generation to generation since the Wavewalkers were exterminated by the Empire, but they were rarely used due to their great value and the great risk they posed should anyone see them with them.  A peasant like a Tyleshi fisherman would never own something so rare and valuable as a skimboard.  For many years, they had sat in an underwater cave where no dryfoot could reach them, until Shen the Elder brought them from their hiding place once he had a permanent place to live.


“You there,” Ethran sneered when his skimboard drifted down close to them, but not so close that the people in the canoe could threaten him.  “What catch do you bring to the village?”


“Just this shark, my Lord,” Shen the Elder replied respectfully.  “Snapjaws tore our nets, so we have no catch this day.”


“That’s it?  Just a single shark?” he said dangerously.


“Snapjaws ruined our nets, my Lord,” Shen repeated calmly.  “With no nets, we can’t fish with anything but spears.”


The Baron gave his father a dark, nearly murderous look, his mind trying to twist what his father said in some way that would allow him to blame Shen, and it seemed he found it.  “Why is it that every fisherman in this village makes the same pitiful excuse for not meeting my quota?” he demanded.


“It’s simple truth, my Lord,” Shen the Elder replied.  “I can show you our net.  In fact, we were going to send a villager to the mainland to send you a message about this, my Lord.  The snapjaws are infesting the reefs and making it nearly impossible to fish.  That is something strange and unusual, something we’ve never seen before, and since this is your desmense, it is something that you need to know.  It is only right that the Lord of these waters be made aware of such a strange and unexplained happening.”

The Baron looked at his father with hard eyes, turning that over in his mind, and it seemed that his father’s words mollified the Baron a tiny bit.  “Unexplained, you say?”


“Yes, my Lord.  We’ve never seen anything like this before.  We were hoping that you could tell us what’s going on, why the snapjaws are coming to the reefs in such large numbers.  We don’t know what to do.”


Shen the Younger realized what his father was doing.  By making it sound like they were helpless and needed the Baron’s “intellect” to solve their problem, his father was appealing to the man’s towering ego.  “Can you catch these snapjaw fish?” he asked.


“Not with nets, my Lord.  They tear through them when we try to haul them into the boats.”


“Then your fishermen should go out and use spears and kill as many as you can,” he declared, shifting a little on his skimboard, which made it turn sideways to them.  “Thin their numbers so they can’t ruin your nets.”


“They stay too deep to spear them, my Lord.  They’re infesting the fishing shoals, too deep for spear fishing.”


He looked thoughtful for a moment.  “But you can get them in your nets?”


“Yes, my Lord.”


“Then catch the snapjaws,” he declared.  “Kill them with spears when you haul in your nets, and save them for market.  I’ll send a ship to collect them in two days, so we can get them to market before they rot.  That thins their numbers and puts fish in my shops, and hopefully you can thin them out enough to where they don’t ruin your nets.”


“Yes, my Lord.  I’ll tell the others of your orders,” Shen said, bowing a bit in the boat.


“Very good.  Who are you, villager?  The village chief?”


“No, my Lord,” he replied.  “I’m just a humble fisherman.”


“You are no fisherman, villager,” Ethran declared, looking at him.  “Or you weren’t always a fisherman.”


“Truthfully, no, my Lord.  I was once a sailor, but decided that the life of a sailor was not for me after our ship sank in a storm.  Since then, I’ve lived a much simpler and much safer life in a boat that won’t kill me if it sinks.”


Ethran nearly smiled.   “Pass my order to the others, and I’d better come back in two days and find enough snapjaws and other fish to cover what’s missing from the pen,” he warned.


“Yes, my Lord,” Shen the Elder said, lowering his eyes.  Baron Ethran kicked up the nose of his skimboard, then turned it, which caused the skimboard to start ascending.  It ascended rather slowly, requiring Ethran to continuously turn the board in circles, causing him to corkscrew up into the air.  It took him nearly a minute to get enough altitude to turn the board and coast it back to his hovering ship, disappearing over the rail close to his Runimancer, who had watched the exchange from above with a rune parchment in her hand, awaiting her to invoke its power.


“I always knew you were much smarter than you pretend to be, Shen,” Elvie said sagely after a moment, as the Baron’s men started climbing the ropes hanging down from the ship, leaving the village.


“I learned a few things out in the world before I came to this village, Elvie,” he replied easily.


“It must have been grand, traveling the world,” she said wistfully.


“Trust me, girl, you do not want what is out there,” Shen said seriously, turning and looking back at her.  “There’s a reason I live in this village.  Believe me when I say that of all the places I’ve been in my life, this is the best place to be.  Life here may be simple.  It may be hard.  But it is a better life than the one I led out in the world.”


“I hope you don’t mind if I disagree with you.”


“You’re young, Elvie, of course you’re going to disagree with me.  You don’t know any better,” he said with a sly smile that made Shen the Younger laugh.  How many times he’d heard such things from his father, he couldn’t count them all.


He flinched away when Elvie turned and tried to smack him for laughing.


“Thank Thressa you showed up when you did, Shen,” the village mayor said sincerely when they reached the edge of the village.  Salda had reached the ladder up to the deck of Shen’s hut at the same time the canoe did, climbing up enough to look Shen in the eye. The old man was wiry and a little bony, but he was still fit and spry despite being the oldest man in the village by some ten years.  “What did you tell the Baron?”


“I explained why we didn’t fill the pen in words he’d actually stop and listen to,” he replied honestly.  “And I told him about our snapjaw problem.  He gave us orders to deal with it.  And they might actually work,” he added dryly.

The village was more or less used to their lord ransacking the village, so as the villagers climbed back up onto the decks, they went about cleaning up without much grumbling or furor.  They simply sorted out the mess made by the Baron’s men as the children and younger villagers gathered up what was thrown off the decks, then they were returned to their owners.  After the village was put back to at least a small semblance of order, the entire village gathered at the Ring to discuss the Baron’s orders.  The Ring was in the center of the village, where a hole was kept that was surrounded by walking bridges.  It was the meeting place for the village and the water in the middle was where they taught their youngest how to swim, so they were always close to something to grab hold of if needed.  Salda announced the Baron’s solution to their problem to the village …and as usual, Elvie made sure she was sitting beside Shen the Younger on the edge of a deck as they listened to Salda speak, nearly hip to hip with him.  “This might actually work,” Salda declared.  “We weren’t spearing the snapjaws because they’d rot before we could do anything with them, and that much dead fish in the water would no doubt attract a blacktooth terror to the reef,” he said with a shudder.  “But if the Baron is sending his ship to collect the snapjaws in two days, we can collect them and whatever other fish we catch and meet the quota before the full moon.  I don’t know what luck the rest of you have had, but my nets have been full of snapjaws for the last three days.  I think between us all, we can catch enough to satsify the Baron.”

“I’m not sure we have enough nets now,” Rinkli called.  She was one of the most prominent women in the village, into her middle age, but still lean and willowy.  Her hair was still thick and long, but the gray in it made her hair almost look like a stripefish flank, her black hair liberally streaked through with gray.  Like most women her age, she bound her breasts with a strip of gray sealskin to keep them from sagging down to her belly, and in Rinkli’s case, she had a lot of breast to contain.  She was probably the most buxom woman in the village, her breasts swollen over the years from nursing twelve children…and it was the fact that she had twelve children that made her so prominent.  Women measured themselves socially by how many children they had borne, with the most prolific lifebearers having the highest social standing.  It was so important that women commemorated their first child with a tattoo on their lower belly, under their navels and above their pubic hair, and they added to that tattoo with every child they bore beyond the first.  Rinkli’s lower belly was almost a solid block of dark blue due to the number of children she had borne over her 40 seasons, the tattoo so large that it extended down both sides of her pubic hair, nearly to her upper thighs.  Rinkli was so proud of her tattoo that she never wore a loincloth, showing the village things that a Velrian woman would die of mortification to show the public, but among the Tyleshi, that was perfectly acceptable.  Nudity was not an affront to the Tyleshi the way it was to the Velrians, mainly because the Tyleshi were an eminently practical people that knew that clothes were tools, not adornments, and their lifestyle made clothing impractical to wear.  Loincloths were worn because they protected the sensitive genitals from scrapes and pinches while working or fishing, not to cover up what was beneath them. 

It was probably the only time a Tyleshi woman would cover her breasts, and it had nothing to do with modesty.  It had everything to do with keeping her breasts from sagging to her navel. 

“We can share nets for now.  Anyone with a spare net, make sure it gets to a family whose nets were all ruined by the snapjaws,” Salda answered.  “We’ll put as many hands as we can to mending the nets we can save, and hopefully we can have some of them ready by sunrise tomorrow.  Vulda, I want you to take a group of youngers onto the island to collect silkfruit husk for twine, we’e going to need it for the nets.  The rest of us will work on the nets to get as many of them repaired by tomorrow as we can.  Shen the Elder brought back a rock shark that the Baron didn’t take, and he’s given it to the village.  Any family whose food was all taken by the Baron’s men, talk to Rinkli and she’ll ration out the catch so no one goes hungry tonight.  Tomorrow, our best spearfishers will go out to the Lonely Shoal to feed the village while the rest of us work to meet the quota.  The young children could use some practice, so they’ll be going along.  Elvie and Shen the Younger, our best young spearfishers, will be teaching them.”  That order almost made Shen groan.  Not because he’d be spearfishing, but because they’d be herding a bunch of children around, whom would be practicing their spearfishing skills, making a whole lot of noise, and being obnoxious.  Shen would almost guarantee that he’d be dragging at least two kids out of the water before they got eaten by a shark tomorrow.  “It’s going to be a long night and a long couple of days, but we can manage.  We always do.”

Elvie gave him a bright smile as the meeting broke up, Vulda barking out names of the best tree climbers in the village.  They’d be going onto the island and climbing up into the silkfruit trees to collect the silky husks that grew around the fruits.  Silkfruit itself was inedible, poisonous to humans, but the husks were very much prized by the villagers.  Those fibrous strands were very long, very flexible, didn’t rot when submerged in saltwater, and were extremely tough, and the villagers wove them into very strong twine which was used in their nets and made into rope, which had any number of uses.  “Well, Shen, I guess we’ll find out tomorrow who’s better with a spear,” she said in a playfully challenging tone.


“We’ll be too busy not killing the children for being brats to concentrate much on fishing,” he predicted, which made her laugh.


“Shen!  Shen the Younger!” Vulda boomed, pointing at him.


“I was hoping he’d forget me,” Shen complained, then he shuffled forward when Elvie dared smack him on the butt.


“That’s what you get for being such a good tree climber,” she teased lightly, brushing her long black hair over her shoulder.  “Don’t show them what you can do, silly, it just makes them put you to work.”


“I’m going to remember that,” he murmured.


It was not going to be a good day.


Shen the Younger yawned as he sat up in their small hut, scrubbing his tattooed face to try to scour away the sleepiness.  He’d been up half the night working, first climbing trees to recover silkfruit husks, then weaving the silk into twine by moonlight as the rest of the village worked to repair nets. To be fair, no one in the village got much sleep, but that didn’t excuse the morning for getting there so damned quickly after he finally managed to get to his sleeping mat.  His father was already up, and from the sound of it, he was down in the canoe.  Like all huts in the village, the center of the small hut had a hole in it that they could close off with a cover placed over it, with their canoe tied to two stilts that supported the deck holding the hut directly under the hole.  A rope was tied to a beam over the hole that was part of the support frame for the thatched roof, and they used the rope to climb directly into and out of the canoe.  It also made loading nets and spears into the canoe much easier, since they could lower them right into the canoe from the hut.  Shen’s mat was laid just by the hole, so all he had to do was lean over to look down and to the steely water.  It was just past dawn, but the village’s encirclement by rocky walls and outcroppings hid them from the rising sun, causing the light to be diffused, and that made the water look leaden and ominous.  Shen the Elder was in the canoe, his feet and legs and hips shifting effortlessly with the rocking canoe to remain stable as he set the newly repaired net down into the bottom.  Shen looked up and saw his son, then looked back down.  “About time, sleepyhead,” he chided lightly.  “Get your spears together, you’re going to be riding out in Hallin’s canoe.”

“With Elvie,” Shen noted, which made his father chuckle.


“Of course with Elvie, it’s her family’s canoe,” he affirmed with a little hitch in his voice.


“You realize that you just make things harder for me?” he complained.


“Elvie’s a wonderful girl, Shen, and I think she’s about the only girl in this village that we could trust bringing into our hut,” he said calmly.  “I’d be quite happy to see a marriage tattoo on her chest.  The problem is her mother, not her, Ulla doesn’t think that you and Elvie marrying is good for Elvie or good for her family’s social standing, not when Elvie is such a pretty girl that could marry much higher up the mast.  Besides, I’m fairly sure you don’t mind her attention,” he said, looking up at him in a way that made him actually blush a little.  “But I’m confident that things are going to work out.  If nothing else, when Elvie is pregnant with your child, Ulla’s going to relent.”


That was entirely possible.  Like any village girl, Elvie wasn’t above using some very direct bait to lure the man she had eyes for into her clutches, and her behavior wasn’t exactly seen as wrong.  Discouraged, yes, but not explicitely wrong.  Mothers may decry their daughters not being virgins when they married, but more often than not, their mothers hadn’t been virgins when they married either.  And most young women in the village were deflowered by the men they were marrying, because that was one way a girl got a marriage promise out of a boy, by giving him a taste of what he could enjoy nightly if he were married.  Elvie was no virgin, and Shen was the young man responsible for her lack of virtue.  And Elvie made sure that Shen kept her in a sinful state at least once or twice a week, any time she could lure him somewhere private and allow him to sample what she had to offer a prospective husband.


Even in a village where the children worked just as hard as their parents, young men and young women could find ways to sneak off to do the things that young men and young women liked to do when not surrounded by their elders.

And to be fair to Elvie, he would not mind at all if she married him.  He really liked her, and she was a good young woman, skilled in the ways of maintaining a hut, one of the best spearfishers in the village, boy or girl, and she was smart, pretty, and funny.  Elvie would be a definite asset in their small hut, and he would enjoy living with her.  Elvie was a prize looked upon by the mothers of many young men in the village with open longing, and many mothers in the village conspired to get Elvie to give over on her obsessive interest in Shen the Younger and get her married to a boy more fitting her social standing, a boy that could provide her everything her mother and the other women in the village felt a young woman like Elvie was due.  But unfortunately for them, Tyleshi custom was that when a boy asked a girl for a marriage promise, the girl had every right to refuse no matter what her parents thought.  Other races of man on the Twin Lands had different customs, many which gave the girl no choice in the matter, but women in Tyleshi culture had the power to reject a suitor.  Elvie had turned down marriage promises from over half the unmarried boys in the village, and what was an even more stark indication of where her heart was set, she hadn’t dallied with any other boy in the village but Shen.  While Shen didn’t have the same intense feelings for Elvie that Elvie had for him, he did like her, and he would marry her.  The only reason he hadn’t asked for a marriage promise was because of the secret of his family.


Given that it might get them killed if word got out what they knew, Shen was being extremely sure that Elvie could handle living in a hut where the ability to keep a secret mattered more than any other skill.  No matter how good she was at smoking fish or mending thatch or making rope or spearfishing, once she found out her new husband was one of the last remaining descendants of the long-lost Wavewalker tribe and that he could do real magic, if she could not keep that secret, then he could not marry her no matter how much he might want to.  His father might feel confident that Elvie could keep their secret, but Shen wasn’t entirely sure.  And his father had told him many times as he grew up that he had to trust his wife completely, trust her with his life in ways that no other husband would have to trust his wife.  He wasn’t leading her on like many in the village thought he was doing, he was making absolutely sure that she could keep his family’s secret…because his life depended on it.

But so far, he could admit, it looked good.  He had shared several smaller secrets with her, often whispered to her after making love, and she had kept his trust.  And beyond that, he had been honest with her in telling her that he hadn’t asked for a marriage promise because he wasn’t ready to marry quite yet, and she had shown patience and determination in waiting him out.  It looked promising enough that he was debating asking his father for permission to tell her about the truth, and let that ultimate test determine things.  Telling her before they were married was safest for all involved, for if she broke that trust, the village probably wouldn’t believe her, and he wouldn’t be bound to a woman he couldn’t trust for the rest of their lives.


Then there was her mother.  Ulla was very much against the idea of her eldest daughter marrying so far beneath her family’s social station, marrying a boy who could offer Elvie almost nothing.  Despite the fact that Ulla liked Shen the Younger and his father, considered them upstanding men who were a boon to the village, they were still poor, they were still not born and raised in the village, and Shen could offer very little to her daughter that she felt her daughter deserved.  And while Elvie had the right to refuse a marriage promise from a boy, her parents could stop her from marrying a boy of whom they didn’t approve.  Elvie had to have the consent of her parents to accept a marriage promise, and would require it no matter how old she was until she had her first child, when Tyleshi culture said a woman had the maturity and the right to accept a marriage promise without the consent of her parents.  And Ulla would not give her consent if Shen was the one making the offer.  So, to prevent that particular firestorm of social scandal and upheaval from raging through the village, Shen was reluctant to make a marriage promise when he knew that Ulla would block her daughter from marrying him.  Forcing Ulla to block the marriage would put undue strain on the relationships between Elvie and her mother, between their families, and cause tension in the village.  Shen wasn’t about to cause that kind of a row until he was sure Ulla wouldn’t cause a scene over it, and he’d admitted as much to Elvie.

So, in a way, his father was right.  If Elvie had Shen’s child, her status would change in the village, and she’d have the right to accept Shen’s offer no matter how much her mother may object to it.  Elvie having a child out of wedlock would be something of a scandal, but she surely wouldn’t be the first girl in the village to have that happen.  And the scandal of it was quickly forgotten if the mother married the father of her child.

And that might explain Elvie’s enthusiasm for seducing him beyond the fact that they both enjoyed it…she just might be trying to get pregnant, to have a baby and change her standing so that she didn’t need her mother’s permission to marry Shen.  Ulla would relent if only because she’d no longer have any way to stop it, and continuing to fight when the cause was hopeless would just alienate her daughter.


After gathering up his three best fishing spears, each one with a haft of corkwood that would make it float and with a blacktooth terror tooth spearhead, which made them razor sharp and virtually unbreakable, Shen left his hut and started into the village.  A single wooden walkway connected their hut on the edge of the village to the rest of the village, the rope and wooden slat bridge connecting the deck holding their hut with the deck holding Kal’s family’s hut.  Shen didn’t so much as turn his head when he passed by the open doorway of their hut, where the young Kal and his wife were doing the same thing his father was doing, preparing Kal’s canoe for the day’s work.  No hut in the village had a door, most just had a flap of sealskin they would hang in the entrance if they wanted privacy, but privacy was not a state of being most villagers cared much about.  There was almost nothing a villager would do in private that they wouldn’t also do in public, that was Tyleshi custom.  With his spears tied together with twine and hefted on his shoulder, he moved from bridge to bridge, from deck to deck, making his way through the village on his way to Hallin’s hut.


Hallin’s hut was one of the largest ones in the village, built in a very large deck and in the best location, in the central far edge of the village, very close to the rock wall that hemmed in the cove.  A large hut for a large family, since Hallin, his wife Ulla, and five of their children lived in the hut.  When Shen arrived, their family was already at work, with Hallin and his youngest son, six season old Veen, already working on mending a net while Ulla and their youngest daughter Mirri were hanging strips of rock shark over the smoking pit built on the edge of their deck, preparing to smoke it.  Most decks had a smoke pit, which was a slab of redstone rock built into a hole cut in the deck where fires were built.  The redstone base was ringed with pieces of black volcanic rock at the edges, protecting the wooden planks of the deck from the fire’s heat.  Redstone rock was light as stone went, and it fractured into those thin sheets fairly easily, which made it ideal to build into a wooden deck to serve as a base for a firepit.  It wasn’t very strong, however.  A man stepping on a redstone sheet would break through it and fall into the water below, in addition to infuriating his wife for breaking the smoking pit.  Elvie and her brother Hakitt were below the hut, in one of the family’s two canoes, accepting a bundle from someone in the hut…probably Grinn.

“Good morning Ulla, Mirri,” Shen said with a bit of a yawn as the sun started to peek over the rocky outcropping east of the village, whose cove mouth faced due south.


“Good morning, Shen,” Ulla replied in a mellow tone, giving him an earnest smile.  Despite her objection to Elvie’s interest in him, Ulla did like Shen as a person.  If Shen were a richer man, she wouldn’t object to him marrying Elvie one bit.  That was a bit shallow of Ulla, in Shen’s opinion, that she felt he’d be a good husband yet objected to her daughter marrying him, but his father told him that it was a parent’s solemn duty to make sure their children had the best they could get.  Ulla was just being a good mother, his father said often.  “You’ll be taking Hakitt, Grinn and Pimil’s boys with you in the canoe.”

“They better get here, we need to go,” Shen declared.


“Shol!  Brolie!  Shen’s here!” Ulla called.  The boys lived just in the next hut over.  “You need to get over here!”  She hung another wooden dowel over the smoky fire, with strips of white fish meat hanging from it.  “You’ll need to go to the Ring and get the others, that’s where they were told to wait for you.”


“Alright,” he replied.


They didn’t waste any time.  Moments after he arrived, he and Elvie were paddling towards the Ring with her younger brothers and Pimil and Jale’s boys in the canoe with them.  Brolie and Shol made the canoe a bit crowded, the four young boys crowded together in the middle of the canoe, but they didn’t make it hard for them to steer the canoe.  Shen stood on the bow paddling with Elvie standing at the stern, and the two of them navigated the boat easily and unerringly through a veritable maze of deck support poles and other canoes tied to them to get from the edge of the village to the center, to the Ring.  Ten other canoes were already there, filled with the youngsters of the village.  Elvie and Shen were the oldest of them, but even the canoes holding the youngest had no problems turning their canoes once they arrived.  In their village, any child over the age of eight seasons was already so experienced paddling a canoe that it was second nature to them.  “We’re going to the Lonely Shoal,” Shen barked once he had their attention.  “If you’ve never been there before, then understand this right now.  You do not get off the shoal,” he warned.  “The waters around the shoal are filled with sharks, and once we start spearing fish, the blood in the water is going to make them aggressive.  You use spears with lines only if you’re throwing at fish off the shoal, and you do not go into the deeper water.  If you break a line, you just lost that spear, you do not go in after it.  Does everyone understand?”

After everyone rumbled in assent, Elvie turned their canoe into the channel of sorts that would get them out of the village, a straight path through the huts that made getting to the Ring easy.


“I’ve never been to the Lonely Shoal before,” Grinn said eagerly.


“It’s relatively easy fishing, brother,” Elvie told him.  “It’s just that there are spots just as easy that are closer, that’s all.”

“They’re sending us out there to keep us out of their hair while they deal with the snapjaws,” Hakkit grunted.


“We’re doing what we can where we can,” Shen told him.  “Besides, I doubt most of the kids in the canoes behind us have the arm strength to kill a snapjaw with a spear, they’re pretty tough fish.  So they’ll be doing something to make themselves useful while the ones that can do the job are out there doing it.”

“I could do it,” Hakkit protested.


“You probably could, but you also need practice with spears,” Elvie told him.


It was an hour’s journey to the Lonely Shoal, which was on the northwest side of the island, and they arrived just at the best time, when the tide was going out and low enough to make most of the shoal about ankle deep.  There were a few knobs of the old, dead coral reef already above water, with channels of deeper water between those knobs and shelves where they’d find fish to spear.  The coral rock at the top of the shoal was bark coral, which meant that the rock would be relatively smooth under their feet but with enough texture to give their feet traction.  Bark coral was easy to walk upon, where most other forms of coral would cut their feet to ribbons.


They climbed out of the canoes and tied them to knobs in the coral to keep them from drifting away, then they spread out along the shelves of the shoal and got to work.  Shen and Elvie stood side by side with their spears, passing the time talking as they waited for fish to swim into the valley between their shelf and the one opposite, where three other village kids stood with their spears ready.  The fish had no idea that the Lonely Shoal would be so dangerous that day, and they paid the price.  As the morning progressed, fish started filling holding baskets in the canoes, so many that Shen decided to fish the edge of the shoal with his lined spears, spears with long coils of twine tied to their bases so he could pull the spears and whatever they hit back to him.

And as he predicted, over the morning, he had to haul three different kids back onto the shoal after they fell off the edge and into the deep water.


As the tide went fully out and exposed the many twisting shelves of the shoal to the air, his warning to Hakkit came true.  Drawn by the smell of blood from speared fish, the shoal’s shelves were surrounded by sharks of many breeds, but primarily rock sharks and sand sharks who were most numerous in the water around the island of Warm Waters, who were swimming quickly and aggressively along the edges and into the wider, deeper channels that pierced the shoal.  They were incited by all the blood, thinking an injured fish was about, which was easy meal for the taking.  And the number of fins circling the shoal and patrolling quickly down the deeper channels made the younger kids a little skittish, made them stay well within the interior of the shoal.  The sharks made fishing more difficult, for they went after the fish that were speared, and more than one inexperienced spear fisher lost his or her fish to a hungry shark trying to pull it in.  Several of them lost their spears as well, since sharks would bite the spears and pull them away, and the kids were already trained to just let the twine go rather than have the shark yank them into the water when that happened.  Shen and Elvie had to explain how to change tactics when fishing a shoal with sharks present, how to time their throw so they had time to pull the spear back in before a shark reached the spear. 


But where the younger kids rightfully feared the sharks, for Shen and Elvie, they were an opportunity.  They poised themselves on opposite sides of the entrance of the largest, deepest channel into the shoal with their heaviest spears with the sharpest points, the spears they used only for big fish.  Over the course of two hours, Shen pulled in three of the smaller rock sharks and a sand shark, and Elvie pulled in two sand sharks and a juvenile striped shark.  They targeted only the younger sharks, ones small enough to fit in canoes but big enough to provide plenty of tasty shark meat for the village.  Shen and Elvie were the only ones that dared go after the sharks, because they were the only ones with the skill to kill them with a single cast.  Hitting a shark and not killing it with the strike guaranteed that one was losing the spear, and spears were too valuable to throw away.

By noonsun, Shen felt that they had enough fish, and that added to the fact that the tide was coming back in and soon the shoal would be under water, and deep enough for the smaller sharks to wriggle up onto the shoal, convinced him that it was time to go.  They packed their fish and their spears back into the canoes, and Shen and Elvie made sure that all the kids were accounted for, in their canoes, and on their way before they got into their canoe…without her brothers or Pimil’s boys.  Elvie gave him a sly, inviting smile as she took up her paddle and moved to the bow instead of the stern.  “Hakkit, if they ask, tell them that me and Shen are going to gather some figs from Misty Island,” she called to her brother, who was in Anlie’s family’s canoe.

“You better show up with some, or they’ll know what you were really doing,” Hakkit replied with a conspiratorial grin.


“We’ll be doing exactly what I said we’ll be doing,” she replied primly, which made her brother laugh raucously.


“Yeah, but what else will you and Shen be doing, sister?” he challenged.


“That’s none of your business, Hakkit,” she retorted, which made him and every other younger in the boat laugh.


Misty Island was the island to the northeast of theirs, separated from the island by about a league of water.  It was called Misty Island because it had an active volcano on it, and the island was often shrouded in mist, which was actually smoke from vents of the volcano.  The island was a fairly dangerous place because of those mists, since those gases weren’t fit to breathe, but they had a startling effect on the plants on the island.  The mists of the island somehow incited the trees and grass and brush to grow quickly and grow big, and as a result, the fig trees that covered the island were almost always heavily laden with figs.  The island was populated by howling monkeys that feasted on the figs, but the monkeys didn’t object to people from Warm Waters coming over to get figs themselves.  To keep the monkeys from turning hostile, since they were pretty big and could kill a man if roused, the island didn’t permit anyone to hunt or kill the monkeys.  There were plenty for all on Misty Island, and by not giving the monkeys a reason to see people as a threat, they ensured that everyone could partake of that bounty with little risk to either man or monkey.


But the mists of the island dictated when and where both man and monkey went to get figs, since the mists were deadly.  The monkeys, who lived on the island, moved constantly both to get at freshly grown figs and to avoid the mists, and over the years the monkeys had learned that there were patterns to when and where the mists rose up.  By watching the monkeys, men on the island gathering figs knew where it was safe to gather figs, and when to rush back to their canoes and leave.  If the monkeys left, then so did the men, because the men knew that the monkeys knew when to leave.


The villagers of Warm Waters kept Misty Island a secret, for one important reason.  If Baron Ethran learned of the figs on the island, he would demand they harvest them in such numbers that people might die to the mists, or run afoul of the monkeys and turn them hostile.  To protect themselves, they didn’t tell their lord about the bounty of figs that were often hidden under the mists of the island.


They had to circle around to the east side of the island to find a clear place to land, seeing howling monkeys moving in the trees just off the beach, which meant that it was safe.  They pulled the canoe up the beach so it wasn’t washed out to sea by the rising tide, then Elvie took his hand with a smile and pulled him towards the treeline.


It was midafternoon by the time they got around to gathering figs, neither of them bothering to put their loincloths back on.  Fig trees were very easy to climb, so Shen scrambled up the trees and pulled figs off and dropped them down to Elvie, who was waiting at the base of the tree with a basket.  It only took them a very short time to gather enough figs to satisfy Elvie’s parents as to what she’d been doing, and Shen carried the heavy basket as they walked back to the beach, where the canoe was waiting.  They walked hand in hand, Elvie swinging their clasped hands a little bit as they followed one of the many trails the men of the village had made over the years to get inland.  “Shen,” she said in a calm voice.


“Hmm?”


“I want to ask you a question.”


“Why did you even say that?  Just ask, silly.”


“Does your father tell you very much about the rest of the world?” she asked.


“Sometimes,” he replied.  “He’s told me stories of my mother’s people, and how he met her.  He told me about some of the places he visited, both when he was a sailor on an Imperial merchantman and when he was wandering the Twin Lands.  He’s told me about the floating cities, and what it looked like from the top side the one time he got to visit one.”

“He’s been to a floating city?” she asked in surprise.


He nodded.  “Just once, when he was very young.  He never got off the ship that docked there, though.  They brought him on to help unload cargo, and they didn’t let any of the sailors off the boat.  But he got to see the city from above as they came in to dock.  It wasn’t long after that when he traveled the Twin Lands, working odd jobs for his meals as he moved around.  He’s been to all eight provinces,” he told her.  “And he even once got close enough to see the Imperial City, but he didn’t get to go there.”


“Wow, I didn’t realize your father had gone so many places,” she mused.  “We always thought he just traveled the coasts, you know, went to the places that ships go.  He never talks about it.”

“From what he’s told me, there’s not much to it,” he replied.  “He didn’t do anything special or amazing, he just did a lot of work.  He’d work in a village or hamlet, put back enough food to get him to the next one, then travel there and do it all again.  Since he was a roaming Tyleshi, he did a lot of really dirty jobs, jobs other people didn’t want to do.  The other races of Man don’t think much about us,” he said with a frown.  “Father said that he was often treated like dirt, except for the Ethsandi.  They were very nice to him, took him into their troupe and taught him some of the things he knows now, and they approved when he married my mother despite him not being Ethsandi.”


Elvie laughed.  “I remember when your mother first got here.  She was sooo lost,” she said.  “I think my mother just couldn’t believe that she didn’t know anything about village life.  She couldn’t even twine rope!”


“Her people live on land in little wagons with roofs on them, that they move from place to place, and they make their living singing and dancing for villages where they stop.  That’s why most people call them Joybringers,” he told her.  “She didn’t know anything about smoking fish or fixing thatch, but she knew how to do the things her people felt were important.”


“She was nice, though.  Most women in the village thought it was a scandal that she was so ignorant about things, but they did like her.  Everyone loved her after she was here a while, started learning how to be a proper woman and wife.”  She squeezed his hand a little.  “So.”

“So?”


“So,” she said, taking a breath and then giving a cleansing exhale.  “I know why you won’t ask me for a marriage promise, Shen, and I think I know why.”


“Your mother is why.  I don’t want to ask you until I know she won’t oppose it.”


“No, my mother is your excuse,” she replied honestly.  “I think I know why you really won’t ask me to marry you.”


“Oh really?” he asked, trying to sound playful.  “And what is that?”


“Your father is a Runimancer, he learned it while he was out in the world,” she said, trying to sound confident, looking at him.  “I’ve seen him do magic, do magic on himself and on you.  And you’re afraid that if I knew your father is a Runimancer, that I might tell others.”


He felt a little proud of himself that he didn’t jump or react, he just looked at her steadily as they walked.  “And what makes you think that?”


“I’ve seen both of you walk on top of the water,” she told him calmly.  “You always look around before you do it, making sure nobody sees you.  And I’ve seen you go underwater from your canoe and stay under so long that a man would drown long before you come back up.”  She squeezed his hand again.  “And I’ve known for a long time, back when I used to follow you around when I was a little girl.  But when I saw your father do magic, I thought you’d be afraid of me if you knew I knew, so I stopped.”

He was silent as they walked, his mind turning it over.  He wasn’t entirely surprised that she knew that.  As she said, when she was younger, she had a crush on Shen and used to follow him around.  But she stopped after a while, when Shen felt that her attention wandered to someone else…but it wasn’t long after that that she made her feelings for him very clear.  Since they were children, Elvie had had eyes for Shen.  And in a way, he was almost relieved.  He’d long considered telling her the truth as a test to see if he could marry her, but here she was, taking that decision away from him.


She waited for him to answer in measured silence, and he rewarded her patience.  “He’s not a Runimancer, he’s a Symbologist,” he corrected.  “That’s why our tattoos are the same.”


“Oh.  Ohhhhh,” she breathed, giving him a smile.  “He made them, he put them on you too, and that lets you do the magic I’ve seen you do!”


Shen nodded.  “And yes, he keeps it a secret.  You know what the Baron would do if he found out my father knows Symbology?  He’d either be taken to work for the Baron’s house or he’d be executed.”


“I can believe that,” she said with a nod, squeezing his hand again.  “I’ve kept your secret a long time, Shen, first because I thought you’d stay away from me if you knew I knew, but then because I realized that it was why you won’t ask me to marry you.  But I’m getting old, Shen.  I’m almost eighteen seasons, and I’m still not married.  All my friends are married, and most of them already have at least one child, and here I stand unmarried and childless, and it’s your fault.  I’ve about lost my patience waiting for you,” she warned with a slight smile.  “So, tomorrow morning, I had better see you standing at the entry to my hut carrying a marriage basket.  And now you know that you have no reason not to,” she declared.

“Would you object if I waited a couple of days?  I need to talk to my father first.  We have to discuss it,” he told her.  “It is a little more complicated than just me and you, Elvie.  My father has to know, and he has to be alright with it.  And I think he’ll want to talk to you about some things before I make my offer.  After all, you’d be moving into our hut, and there are things in there that none of the other villagers can ever see.  You have to know before you move in with us what you can say to the other villagers, and what you have to keep a secret.”

“Alright, that sounds reasonable.  So, two days,” she said, holding up two fingers imperiously as they exited the forest and stepped onto the sandy beach.


“You’d better be ready for your mother to go up in flames.”


“I can handle my mother,” Elvie said in a steely tone that made Shen chuckle despite himself.  Elvie stopped them, embraced him, and gave him a long, passionate kiss.  “I’m surprised you were so calm, finding out I know your secret,” she told him as she looked up the difference in their heights, almost nose to nose with him.  Elvie was one of the tallest women in the village, so she didn’t have to look up as far as some other girls might have to if they were where she was.  Shen, like his father, was very tall, almost abnormally tall among the Tyleshi, but they weren’t Tyleshi.  For a Wavewalker, his father had told him, their height was quite average.  Long legs were an asset while walking on rolling water, so Wavewalkers had grown tall and lean and long-legged over many generations, adapting to their environment.

“I’ve been debating telling you myself for the last couple of months, you just saved me having to make that decision,” he replied, which made her smile.  He sqeezed her lower back with his hand, the only one he could put around her since he was holding the basket.  “But you have to be ready, Elvie.  Living in my family means you keep secrets, and you’re going to learn many more once we’re married.  Are you ready for that?”


“I’ve been keeping your secrets since I was ten seasons old, Shen,” she smiled.  “I think I can handle learning a few more.”  She slid her hands up and down his back, over his tattooed skin.  “Those secrets don’t change who you are, Shen.  You’ll still be the same boy I’ve loved since I was a little girl even after I learn the secrets you keep from the rest of the village,” she said with a darling smile.  “Who knows, maybe knowing those secrets will explain some of the mysteries that surround you and your father.”

“I’m sure you’ll dig until you answer every one,” he said lightly.


“You know I will,” she replied with a grin, patting his ribs.  “Now, since you don’t have to keep it a secret, I want to see you do it.”


“Do what?”


“Walk on water,” she said eagerly.


“Fine with me,” he shrugged.  “It’s not something I can really do in the surf on the beach, though.  We’ll have to go out a ways before I can do it.”


She gasped.  “That’s why you have tattoos on the soles of your feet!” she declared.  “To walk on water!”


“Correct,” he said with a nod.  “It takes more than just those tattoos, but they’re the important ones.” 


“I’ve always wondered about that!” she laughed.  “Why you have tattoos there, when nobody else does!”


“Now you know,” he announced as they started walking again, keeping an arm around her.


“You think your father could do the same for me?” she asked hopefully.  “Give me those tattoos that would let me do it too?”


“Hmm.  I think so,” he replied.  “I don’t think your other tattoos would interfere, but he’d have to take a closer look and make sure.  I really don’t know much of anything about it, and I don’t ask questions.”


“Why not?”


“So I never say anything I shouldn’t by accident,” he replied honestly.  “If I don’t know, then there’s nothing I can reveal.”


She looked up at him, then nodded sagely, understanding both what he said and the deeper meaning behind it.


After loading their figs into the canoe, they paddled out away from the waves rolling in to the beach, and Shen was happy to demonstrate for her. He stepped out of the canoe and onto the water, then turned to look at her as she stared in wide-eyed wonder, his legs shifting and moving with the undulating surface to keep his upper body steady.  Elvie looked up and down at him, then put a finger to her shapely chin.  “That’s not as easy as it looks, is it?” she surmised.


“Oh no,” he laughed.  “The surface is pretty slippery, like a hut deck soaked with blubber oil, so you have to know how to move to keep your feet from sliding out from under you.  And I can’t count how many times I fell down learning how to do it.  It’s like walking on a rope bridge in a driving wind.”


“What happens if you fall down?  Do you fall in?”


He shook his head.  “While I’m doing this, I can’t break the water’s surface.  I can push the water around, but I can’t go through it,” he said, kneeling down and smacking his palm on the surface of the water. The water depressed down from the impact, showing her that it was still fluid even for him, but his hand did not go through.  “But if a wave came along and broke over me, I’d go under.  And I can make it stop any time I want,” he said, and he did so.  Elvie gasped when Shen’s body plunged immediately into the water, going all the way under, then she barked out a delighted laugh when he broached the surface.


“Can you get back up from there?” she asked.


“Yup,” he replied, enacting the magic again.  He put his palms on the surface of the water, then dragged himself out as if he was cresting a rope ladder and getting onto a hut deck.  His feet were back on the surface of the water, and the water on his skin was rolling off quickly.  “It took me years to learn how to do this without looking like I’m drunk,” he chuckled.  “Father would bring me out every day and make me walk on the surface for hours every day, until I could do without staggering around.”

“That is so amazing,” Elvie said earnestly.  “I hope he can do the same for me!  I’d love to be able to do that!”


“We can talk to Father about it,” he promised her as he stepped over the side and back into the canoe.


Shen felt…hopeful as they paddled back home, enjoying the trip as much as he enjoyed looking at Elvie’s bare back and equally bare butt as she stood at the bow.  He might see naked women on a daily basis, but that particular bare butt was attached to the woman he was going to marry, so it had special significance to him, and made him want to stare at it far more than he would at another girl’s bottom.  Elvie almost seemed to sense where his eyes were most of the time, and made sure to wiggle and shake her posterior for his viewing pleasure on a regular basis as she paddled.

Even among a people who saw nothing wrong with nudity, quite a lot of attention was placed on those parts of men and women that other races of men strove mightily to keep concealed, because it was simple human nature to be interested in them.  Just because Tyleshi men saw women naked on a daily basis, it didn’t stop them from ogling women, or gossipping endlessly about which women had the most shapely breasts or the most attractive backside.  And of course, women gossipped even more intensely over the size of a man’s penis, particularly when he was aroused…and since they saw them all the time, they certainly had plenty of visual evidence to make their giggling comparisons.

Shen felt hopeful because most of his greatest fears about Elvie had been dispelled, and dispelled in short order.  He wasn’t entirely surprised that she’d seen him and his father wavewalking, but what did surprise him was that she’d known for so long, for years, and had never said a word.  That more than anything made him very confident that they could trust her with the big secrets, because she’d proved with plenty of extra sail that she could keep a secret.  And it was no real surprise she’d spied on them.  A few years ago, that was a constant problem, because Elvie would follow Shen around everywhere he and his father went any time she could get away from her family.  It got so bad that her father made her go out with him, and that was where her skills as a spearfisher showed themselves and had the chance to be nurtured and developed.  The sea was a big place, and no matter how careful they were about making sure nobody was around when they were doing things, it was entirely plausible that Elvie had managed to sneak up on them while Shen was practicing wavewalking, or while they were submerged for the many lessons his father taught him about operating underwater.


They paddled into the village and saw that most of the fishing canoes were still out, but there were plenty of villagers out and about to make the place look lively.  Those not fishing were doing the tasks and chores required to keep the huts in good repair, prepare or store food, or doing work on their equipment or possessions.  Henla was sitting on the edge of a deck weaving a basket as they came into the channel to the Ring, waving to them, while her youngest daughter was up on top of the hut, reparing the thatch.  Two young teenage boys were reparing a hole in the wall of a hut made by the Baron’s men the day before, using new reeds and fronds to weave into the existing ones to create a sturdy waterproof barrier to wind-driven rain.  Gelsin was replacing slats in the deck bridge linking his hut deck to the deck of Tesall, which had to be replaced fairly often due to the wear placed on them by both the villagers and the weather.  The bamboo stalks harvested from the island they used for it was pretty tough, but even it was no match for two or three years of constant exposure to wind and rain and the trodding of many feet.  Several youngers were in canoes around the remaining pen, feeding the fish they’d caught and placed in it.  They kept the fish alive as long as possible for the Baron to pick up, feeding the fish the scraps from their own meals as well as fish that didn’t survive being netted and brought back to the village.  The Baron kept two pens at the village, and usually replaced a full one with an empty one.


Ulla gave them a very stern look from the Ring as they paddled into it, standing at the edge with her hands on her full hips.  Ulla was one of the village women who almost never wore a loincloth, and was old enough to bind her breasts to keep them from sagging.  Shen had always thought Ulla to be a very handsome woman, with a more mature, rounder face than her daughter and hips that told everyone how prodigious a childbearer she was.  “Hakkit said you were gathering figs?” she called, almost accusingly.


“Right here, Mother,” Elvie replied without missing a beat, motioning at the large basket between them in the canoe.  “It took us longer than we thought, we couldn’t stay in one place very long because the mists were moving.”


“Really,”  Ulla drawled, her eyes narrow and suspicious.

“I think the basket proves what we were doing, mother,” Elvie replied smoothly, looking up at her.  Shen couldn’t see her expression, but he had no doubt it was almost rebellious, daring her mother to accuse her of doing something other than what she claimed.


Ulla turned that over in her mind a few times, then pointed.  “Take them to Rinkli’s deck,” she ordered.  “She’ll dole them out with the evening meal.”


“Yes, Mother,” Elvie said calmly, using her paddle to turn the canoe in the proper direction as several of the other matrons in the village, gathered at the Ring to gossip, cast amused eyes in Ulla’s direction.


“Good luck dealing with your mother,” Shen said quietly and lightly from the stern of the canoe as they went under one of the bridges that formed the Ring.


“I can handle my mother,” she retorted, looking over her shoulder at him.  “Should I come over to talk to your father tonight after the evening meal?”


“Tomorrow would probably be better,” he answered.


“Then I’ll be over in the morning.”


“After the Baron comes would probably be the best time.  No doubt everyone’s gonna be busy getting things ready for him to come back.”


“Oh yeah.  You’re right,” she nodded while glancing over her shoulder again.


The canoes came back in about an hour before sunset, and they were heavily laden.  As they approached, Shen saw that the Baron’s idea worked, because every canoe was loaded almost to sinking with snapjaws.  They had been speared, the puncture wounds evident on many of their silvery sides, and from the bright expressions on many of the fishermen, they hadn’t lost their nets in the bargain.  “It looks good, Father,” Shen called from his deck, where he’d been fashioning the piece of glass they’d found into a cutting knife.


“It was very good, son,” he replied with a bright smile, Salda almost grinning in the canoe behind him.  With Shen the Younger not there, Salda had taken his place in the canoe.  “The Baron’s idea worked perfectly.  We have so many snapjaws, we nearly lost three canoes getting them back!”

“We’ll finish filling the pen with fish to spare with what we’ve caught, and we’ll be doing this evey day until the snapjaw numbers come down.”


“But the Baron won’t be coming every day,” Shen the Younger noted as they started to pass them by.


“We’ll tell the Baron our plans tomorrow when he comes, and if he wants to send the boat to collect the snapjaws, he can.  If not, we’ll be dumping the snapjaws out into the deep, feed some lucky Leviathan, and that shouldn’t bring a blacktooth terror into our waters,” Salda replied, turning to keep looking at Shen as the canoe passed.  “Either way, we have to thin them out, or they’ll destroy the reef!”


“That’s true enough,” Shen the Younger agreed.


“Come help unload the boats, son,” his father ordered.


“Yes, Father.”


Since they couldn’t put dead fish into the water, it might attract sharks and other dangerous scavengers into the cove, they strung lines and hung snapjaws up onto them.  There were hundreds of the man-length fishes, and they tied ropes to their tails one by one and hung them from decks and deck bridges, and others were stacked on decks in places where people wouldn’t be tripping over them, until they had all the canoes unloaded.  Once that was done, the canoes that had managed to catch other fish emptied them into the pen while Rinkli and the village matrons prepared the evening meal for the village, something only done when the village as a whole had to do something as a group…like work feverishly to meet the quotas.  Usually each family kept its own catch and prepared its own meals from their own stores of food, but in times of village-wide crisis or import, they pooled their resources.  Rinkli and the other matrons made sure everyone got something to eat, doling out smoked fish, figs, and wild berries gathered from the island to the villagers, and once they were done, the villagers returned to their huts to tend their personal affairs.

While fashioning a new spear shaft, Shen the Younger  told his father about Elvie’s revelation earlier that day, which only made him chuckle.  “I always suspected,” he said ruefully, then laughed again.  “I guess this means we can trust her, son,” he added with a smile.


“I wasn’t too surprised,” he agreed with a nod as he used a blacktooth terror tooth attached to a handle to shave wood away from the shaft, shaping it into a good solid spear shaft.  Blacktooth terror teeth were just as good as iron, or even steel, because they were very sharp, ended in a point almost perfect for piercing and stabbing, and were extremely durable.  They would bend before they broke, and always returned to their original shape after bending.  They were also serrated, which let them go right through most fish flesh like the wind through fog, and once embedded, the serrations gave the spear purchase in fish flesh and made it hold firm.  Blacktooth terrors shed them quite a bit, and because they didn’t sink quickly like stone or bone, they could be found on the island’s beaches.  They often washed up on the beaches after ocean currents carried them to the island.  Nearly every villager in Warm Waters had at least one spear or knife that used a blacktooth terror tooth as its cutting edge, because they found a tooth about every other week or so.  All one had to do was walk up and down the eastern beaches of the island until they found one.  The only bad thing about them was that they decayed, they became rigid and brittle after long exposure to the air, and after about a year or so, the tooth had to be replaced or it woud break.  The tooth that made up his knife was once a fishing spearhead, and they would find uses for the tooth until it broke.  And even then, the tip of the tooth would be used, embedded into a piece of wood with other tips to form a saw, which they used to cut down the bamboo used in their deck bridges.  The bamboo stalks were too tough and springy to use a stone axe on them, so they made the toothtip saws to cut them down.  “In a way, I’m glad of it.  This way I didn’t have to tell her, so I never had to make the decision to ask you if it was alright.”

His father chuckled again as he quickly and skillfully braided silkfruit husk into twine, which would be used with other lengths of twine he’d already made to make a rope.  “I’d have told you to do it,” he relayed.  “I told you before, son, Elvie is a smart girl.  Sometimes I think she’s too smart to be living here,” he added as he added more silk to his work, twisting the end of the new strand to the end of the prior one.  He then passed it quickly through a small flame dancing in an oil lamp, and the heat of the fire melted and then fused the silk together to form a single strand.  Using silkfruit husk silk and a flame, Shen the Elder could make a rope as long as he wanted as if the silk used to make it was a single piece.  Silkfruit husk rope would melt if exposed to fire, but any fire not in an oil lamp or a smoking pit was a very rare thing in Warm Waters.

“She’ll be over tomorrow after the Baron leaves to talk to you,” he warned.  “I told her you were a Symbologist, Father.”


“I’m not, but it’s close enough to the truth,” he said with a nod.  “I’ll explain that to her tomorrow.”


“You’re going to tell her everything?”


“She’s going to learn everything eventually, son,” he said as he went back to braiding.  “Best to get it all done and out of the way up front, so she doesn’t enter into the marriage with any questions or false assumptions.”  He smiled.  “I’ll be quite happy to hear the pattering of little feet in this hut.  Sometimes it’s too quiet in here.  And it’s too small,” he added, looking around critically.  “I think it’s time we stopped pretending to be so poor and pitiable, son, and made some improvements around here.  We’ll widen our deck and build a bigger one on it.  Put in a smoking pit,” he mused, looking down at his work.  “We’re going to need more room once you and Elvie have your first baby.  We can get started at the start of the dry season, that should be more than enough time, because I have no doubt that Elvie’s gonna be pregnant within two months after you two marry.”

“I wouldn’t mind,” Shen the Younger said easily.  “And you seem confident that Ulla’s gonna allow it.”

“She will,” he said confidently.  “I’ll make sure of that.”


Shen gave his father a suspcious look.  “And how are you going to do that?”


“Simple, son.  Bribery.  And if that doesn’t do it, I’ll move on to blackmail,” he replied, which made Shen the Younger laugh.  “I’m not above a little blackmail to get my way about things, son.”


“You are such a scoundrel, Father,” he teased.


“Scoundrels live interesting lives,” he replied with aplomb, which made his son laugh again.


“And just what do you have against Ulla that will make her give in?”


“Oh, a few things,” he said lightly.  “The biggest of which is the fact that she doesn’t only lay with her husband.”


“That’s not a big deal,” Shen the Younger scoffed…and it wasn’t.  There probably wasn’t a woman in the village that hadn’t cheated on her husband, though they pretended to be faithful.  Older women in particular were well known to seek physical gratification with other men, mainly as the virility of their husbands declined, and young women used their physical charms to seduce their targets into a marriage promise.  And when a man had more than one wife, sometimes the wife not currently getting quite so much of her husband’s physical attention as her sister wife might wander beyond the hut in search of what could scratch her itch.  Shen the Younger himself had found himself on top of more than one of the village’s matrons over the years since he became mature enough for adult activities, mainly with Henla, who found Shen to be very desirable.  Though he was poor and had exotic hair and eyes, many women found Shen and his father both to be extremely physically attractive, and that was more than enough for a romp on a sleeping mat.


Basically, the older a woman was, the more socially acceptable it was for her to dally outside her marriage.  A newly married woman would be absolutely scandalized to be caught with a man not her husband, but as she grew older and matured, it became less and less the scandal, until she reached the age and social standing of a matron.  Matrons were much more open, almost brazen, about their extra-marital activities.  For men, they were always socially permitted to stray beyond the marriage, but they were fully expected to ensure that their wives were happy both in and out of the sleeping mat before they looked elsewhere.  A man dallying with another woman when his wife or wives were happy and content was fine, but a man that ignored his wife at home in favor of another woman, that was a scandal…and his wife would ensure the scandal reached cataclysmic proportions once she found out she was being ignored in favor of another woman.  And if he had more than one wife, that misery was just compounded exponentially.

Tyleshi were very casual about things like faithfulness and fidelity, because their social customs and their lifestyle required them to be much more open than other races of man.  They didn’t treat sex like some kind of endless, eternal scandal like most of the “civilized” races of man, because of how they lived.  A wife was faithful to her husband not in who she let between her legs, but in how well she maintained the hut and did the things that needed to be done for the couple to survive.  A marriage was a partnership that increased the chances of prosperity and survival for the spouses, though many Tyleshi did marry for love or for social status reasons.  But at its core, a Tyleshi marriage was a partnership between a man and a woman—or a man and two or three women, and in extremely rare cases a woman and two men—that ensured mutual prosperity in the hard life of a subsistence fisher.  They were also one of only two of the nine races of man that practiced polygamy, allowed a man to have more than one wife…but it was the only race of man that allowed a woman to have more than one husband.  It was a rare occurrence, but it was allowed in Tyleshi society.


Besides, when villagers lived in a single room hut with the entire family within, sex was not even considered a private thing, to be done only when alone or out of view of others.  If it was, no hut in the village would have more than one child in it, for parents would be reluctant to engage in such things in the presence of their children and other family members.  The fact that the hut had no door and might be occupied by other members of the family was not going to dissuade a frisky couple from what was on their minds, and if there wasn’t room for them to do what they wanted to do in the hut, well, there was always the deck outside or the canoe tied underneath the deck.  If someone didn’t want to see a couple engaged in such things, it was that person’s responsibility to not look, not the couple’s responsibility to hide what they were doing.


When Shen and Elvie married, they would be sleeping in the same hut with his father, and his presence in the hut was not going to stop the newly married couple from enjoying certain matrimonial activities.


Tyleshi were a very pragmatic people, who realized long ago that human beings were not faithful at their core, and they didn’t criminalize or demonize that instinct.  Though they didn’t have any custom for divorce, they had plenty of customs for a marriage expanding its boundaries a little as the couple aged to alleviate the need to divorce.  Women in the village certainly didn’t publicly advertise their infidelity, but everyone in the village knew that it went on.  As long as nobody found out about it, it was perfectly acceptable.  Men were permitted by Tyleshi custom to be unfaithful, were allowed to lay with women outside the marriage, but even so, a newly married man had to walk a narrow bridge, else scandal fell down upon him.

It was something Shen the Elder always jokingly referred to as the Only Rule of Life:  the only rule that mattered was don’t get caught.


“It is when she’s not laying with men,” Shen the Elder said simply.


“Huh?” his son asked, confused.


“Ulla likes to, ah, disappear onto the island with other women, son,” he replied, which made his son whistle.  Now that was blackmail material.  Such things were almost unheard of in the village, and the rare occassions when it happened, it was men who were interested in other men.  It too wasn’t patently immoral or wrong, but it was certainly not something Ulla would want bandied about the village. “All those expeditions she goes on onto the island for berries isn’t always about the berries, depending on who goes with her.”


“Who?”


“That I will not tell you, son,” he replied.  “If you want to know, find out for yourself.”


Shen the Younger gave his father a short look, but held his remark.  “Well, that’s different.”


Shen the Elder laughed.  “Welcome to real life, son.  Things aren’t always what they appear to be.”


“And here I always thought you liked to say that just to say it,” Shen the Younger noted lightly.


“That’s experience talking, son, you should appreciate it,” he smiled.  “So, don’t you worry about Ulla.  I’ll make sure of that,” he said firmly.  “What you need to think about is what you’re going to put in the basket when you go offer your marriage promise.”


The basket was a Tyleshi custom, and it was part of the give and take nature of their society.  Shen the Younger would go to the hut of his intended bride and ask for her hand in marriage, and he would bring with him a marriage basket.  It would be filled with things he would give to his bride’s family, and could hold tools, sundries, tradeable items, or even promise tokens for things like portions of future catches.  In return, on the day he and Elvie married, her family would give Shen the Elder Elvie’s dowry, which was also filled with tools, items, decorations, and trinkets.  Men made sure the worth of their marriage basket matched the dowry paid in return.  It was socially acceptable for the basket to be worth more than the dowry, seen as a wealthy man showering his bride’s family with gifts, and socially unacceptable for the dowry to be worth more than the basket, seen as a family trying to sell off their daughter like a trinket.

“Elvie’s dowry isn’t that large, so I shouldn’t have much trouble matching its worth,” Shen the Younger shrugged.  “She’s let me see it.”


His father laughed.  “That girl just breaks all the rules,” he noted lightly.  “I knew I had a good reason to like her.  But just in case, I think I can chip in a few things that will mollify Ulla.”


“Part of the bribery you were talking about?” he asked with a smile.


“I picked up a few things here and there in my travels before I settled here, son,” he said with dancing eyes.  “I just don’t keep them in the hut.  I haven’t shown you every sea cave around the island.”


“Such a charlatan.”


“Pretending to be poor kept them from getting too curious,” he said dryly.  “I’d never have had a moment’s peace if me and your mother came here with a wagon full of things.  Besides, I don’t need things to be happy.  Your mother’s people are very wise in that regard.  They don’t collect useless things they don’t need either.  I wonder why Elvie’s dowry isn’t that large, she’s the eldest daughter,” he mused.

“Because of me,” Shen laughed.  “Or more to the point, the fact that Elvie’s been after me since before either of us were old enough to marry.”


“Trying to get her married off, eh?” he father said with a sly smile.  He then laughed.  “Or maybe they don’t want to pay you that much, because I’m fairly sure both Hallin and Ulla have known which direction that wind is blowing for a while.  Hmm, or maybe they’re making sure her dowry isn’t larger than your basket, helping you save face,” he said with a sudden thoughtful look.  “Well, let’s make sure they feel like complete fools,” he grinned.


“What do you have in mind, father?”


“Oh, not much,” he said, standing up.  “You finish this rope, son.  I’m going out.”


“To do what?”


“When you’re older, you’ll have the right to ask me that question, boy,” he said with a playful expression as he opened the canoe hatch in the middle of the floor.  “Now do as you’re told.  That rope better be finished by the time I get back.”


“Or what?”


“There are some questions you don’t want to have answered,” he replied ominously, which made Shen the Younger burst out laughing.  Shen the Elder pulled the climbing rope off the peg over the hatch and dropped it down, then took hold of it and swung out into the space over the circular hatch.  “I should be back a little after sunset.”


“Alright.”


His father hand-walked himself down the rope, casually showing off the kind of strength any man in the village possessed, a strength born of constant hard, heavy work just to survive.  Shen didn’t close the hatch, which was custom when a boat was out, scooting over to the oil lamp, which was little more than seashell filled with rendered seal blubber with a wick of flax twine in it, and taking up the twine to continue his father’s work.

True to his word, he heard his father paddle up to the hut about an hour after sunset, but the waves below were illuminated by the gibbous moon.  He threw down the rope once his father tied up the canoe, and his father climbed up hand over hand with little effort, putting his feet back on the hut’s deck.  He started pulling up the rope as Shen the Younger picked up the hatch, and he covered the hole once the rope was clear of it.  “Well, what was that about?” he asked, since his father returned with nothing new or extra.

“You’ll see tomorrow,” he replied mysteriously.  “Did you finish the rope?”


“Of course I did.”


“Then finish your spear, you lazy boy,” he taunted.  “Were you working at all while I was gone, or did Henla hang a flag from her thatch?”  Hanging a piece of sealskin on the thatch on the back of her hut, visible only from their hut, was one way she “invited” either Shen the Younger or Shen the Elder to come to her hut, she wasn’t particularly picky about which one showed up.  And Shen wasn’t silly enough to say no to a willing woman, even if she wasn’t Elvie.  Henla liked young, virile men like Shen the Younger, and since Shen the Elder was a widower who never remarried, she saw it as her duty as his friend and neighbor to provide certain comfort not easily attained elsewhere..

“No she did not, and the fact that you checked before you climbed back up here tells me where your mind is tonight,” he retorted, which made his father chuckle.


“Well, then you only have one spear to worry about tonight, don’t you?” he replied raucously.


It was going to be an eventful day.


Shen the Younger was up before dawn, awakening to an empty hut, and he felt a little, well, nervous.  Today, Elvie, his long-time friend and the woman he was going to marry, was going to discover the truth.  The truth about him, about his father, and about who they really were and why they lived in the village.  She was going to find out that he and his father were among the last of a long-forgotten people, a people that knew a form of magic unknown to most of the rest of the world.  She would learn secrets that would threaten her life if she revealed them, secrets that gave her tremendous and terrible power over Shen and his father.  A single word from her to Baron Ethran could get them killed.


But as frightening as that sounded, it wasn’t nearly that bad, because Elvie had proved to him that she was worth that trust.  She was a good girl, a true friend, and he didn’t doubt for one second that she would be loyal to the secrets she’d be keeping.  Shen didn’t fear her telling anyone, not now that he knew how long she’d already been keeping his secrets, so now he was more curious about how she was going to react to the truth.  Would she think his father was just telling tales?  Would she think that the magic that his father knew was something that would give her a soft and easy life?  Could she handle getting her own Wavewalker tattoos that would let her walk on water, or would it go to her head?  No doubt, his father was going to have a very long talk with her about the responsibility that came with the tattoos that she wanted.

Things were going to change today, both for his family and for Elvie.  And tomorrow, they were going to change for Elvie’s family.


It wasn’t unusual for his father to be gone from the hut when he woke up, because a village like Warm Waters was far more lively after dark than most would suspect.  There was activity going on most any time of the day or night, because most villagers didn’t sleep through the night.  Many in the village would sleep until just after midnight, get up and go spend time with friends in the village, then return to the hut for a short rest before starting the day.  When the moon was full or close to it, the villagers were more active at night, taking advantage of the moonlight.  The daylight hours were for work, hard work, but the night was the time to spend time with friends, share stories, enjoy a rum-like liquor brewed from silkfruit on the island—they were poisonous to eat, but they made good liquor, the poison in them purging in the fermenting process—and reinforce the social bonds that kept the village tightly knit.  His father’s usual pattern was to sleep until the early hours of the morning and then wake up, go out and enjoy time with his friends in the village, and then return to the hut around sunrise to start the day, leaving Shen the Younger to sleep.  Like most children and young teens, Shen the Younger slept much more than the elders in the village.  As they got older, they needed less and less sleep. 

The moon was setting almost perfectly between the rocky outcroppings that formed the cove mouth as he looked up at the sky, then he looked to the west, over the rocky wall, and frowned a bit when he saw a bank of clouds on the horizon.  He tested the air, and lurking under the smell of the sea and the usual smells of the village, he detected a bit of mustiness, a kind of humid smell not normal for the sea.  This was the smell of rain, not the smell of salt water.

Not that rain mattered much to the villagers.  Their open-bottomed canoes did not sink, so rain couldn’t swamp them.  They wore little if no clothing, so getting rained on wasn’t that big a deal.  But with the Baron coming, he had no doubt that the sailors would be even more surly than usual, since they did wear clothes, and they’d be soaked through if they had to come out and do work in downpour.

Even though the day would be taken up with the Baron returning, there were many other things to do, and Shen got started on them.  He had a quick breakfast of figs, then climbed down into the canoe to inspect it and make sure it was ready for the rigors of the day.  After that was done, he climbed back up into the hut and checked his spears, then his two blacktooth terror knives, then checked the clay water jug outside and set out the raincatchers so the coming storm would refill their water cistern.  Virtually all rain that came to them came with a west wind, so every hut in the village had its cistern on the west side of the deck and used raincatchers, woven mats that curled down into the mouth of the cistern to catch the wind-driven rain and funnel it into the cistern.

That was purely for show.  They could drink saltwater, but they kept that secret, so they had a water cistern and raincatcher so they didn’t look different from everyone else.  People would talk if all they ever saw was a bucket rising up into the hut from a rope.

Once that was done, and he took a long drink of that fresh water from a gourd they hung from the side, he gathered up their fishing supplies and bundled them by the hatch, just in case they went out that morning to do some fishing before the Baron returned, then he climbed back down and dropped into the water, and checked the crab trap they had under the hut to see if they had anything.  Nearly every hut had a crab trap or two under it in the water, since crabs and warm-water lobsters commonly patrolled the cove for bones and scraps occassionally dropped into the water from the decks above.  The trap was empty, so he climbed up onto the deck from the rope ladder on the side rather than the rope up into the hut, stripped the water out of his bone white hair, and padded onto the bridge to Henla’s deck with the intent of hunting down his father.  Theirs was one of the few huts in the village that only had one bridge to another deck, since it was so far out on the edge of the village.

He didn’t have to look hard to find his father.  The village elders tended to gather at the Ring at night, with the men and the women on opposite sides of it.  The men would talk about the events of the day and share silkfruit liquor while the women gossipped about whatever social scandal was currently still smoldering, talked about men, or bragged about their children.  Shen the Younger was old enough to be considered welcomed among the other men, but he had yet to start losing sleep to stand around and get tipsy while talking about fishing, women, and the weather, the order of which depending entirely on how much they’d had to drink.  Among the Tyleshi, a man of seventeen seasons was a man years into his adult responsibilities, where men of the other races of man in the Twin Lands were barely considered old enough to think for themselves.

“There you are, son,” Shen the Elder smiled.  “What are you up to this morning?”


“Are we going out before the Baron gets here?” he asked.  “I need to know if I need to load the canoe.”


“No, we’re going to wait until his ship arrives,” he replied.  “But if you want to go out, that’s fine.  I’m sure there’s something you’d like to do today.  Just make sure to stay close to the village, and if you see the Baron’s ship, come back.  We’re going to need you to help load the ship.”


“I don’t think I’ll go out either, there’s rain coming,” he noted, looking west.  “Fishing in the rain is never very fun.”

The coming of the Baron’s ship created something very rare in the village, spare time.  The men stayed at the Ring even when the sun came up, though it was quickly covered over in clouds, while the women drifted between socializing and doing daily chores, often leaving to do a few things around the hut and then returning to the gathering of village women on the opposite side of the Ring.  The snapjaws provided ample food for the village that morning, and after eating, the village attended to the business of catching up on daily chores and little repair projects around the hut and deck that were often put off until later, just doing little things while waiting for the Baron to return.

For his family, however, there was something more serious going on.  He saw his father track down Elvie, and the two of them went out to his hut.  They didn’t go inside, it would be unseemly for a young unmarried girl to go into a man’s hut without escort, but they did go around to the far side of the hut, out of sight of most of the village, and he saw their feet under the deck as they sat on the edge of the deck behind the hut.  And he had no doubt that his father was telling Elvie some things that were going to surprise her.  He debated joining them, but decided that his father would do better if he didn’t have his son there distracting him.  He constantly had to prevent himself from going over and joining them, to the point where he decided to do something that would guarantee that he’d be too busy to think about what Elvie was learning about him and his father.


About an hour later, he was coming out of Rinkli’s hut as the matron stretched sinously on the mat behind him, thoroughly pleased with herself and her most recent conquest.  She clearly thought the interlude was completely her idea, when it was Shen that had sought her out.  All it took to get her into the hut and on her hands and knees was a few suggestions whispered in her ear as he slid a hand between her thighs, and not twenty minutes later, he was gripping her by the hips and making sure he had a whole lot of something else on his mind.  And as far as that went, it worked perfectly, since he was too busy with the suprisingly animated and very experienced matron to worry about what Elvie was learning about his family.  But the distraction was over, and now there was something else dominating his attention, which happened to be in the sky out over the cove mouth.


He frowned a little when he saw the Baron’s flying ship descending towards the village.  The warm, steadily falling rain quickly washed the sweat off of his skin as he moved towards the Ring, where the villagers were starting to gather.  Rinkli joined the other matrons and was already whispering as her eyes darted in Shen’s direction, no doubt crowing about seducing a strapping, virile young man like Shen to her friends, but the tryst with the matron was already far out of his mind as he watched that exotic flying ship slowly descend, until it hovering about three fathoms over the center of the village, almost directly over the Ring.  The branded lines on the hull that imbued the ship with the magical power to fly swirled and curved over the keel, up along the sides, converged around and crept out onto the rudder, fused into a thick bar just under the bowsprit.  They tugged at his mind in a curious way, almost as if it made a kind of sense to him, that the lines were meaningful, as they always did every time he saw that ship.  The ship had too much draw to land in the water of the cove without hitting the bottom, a fact that the Baron’s ship captain already knew from experience, so he brought the ship in to hover over the village.  Besides, when it was hanging in the air like that, it was much easier for it to collect the pen nets, and would be easier for the villagers to load the snapjaws.  The Baron himself appeared at the rail, surprising Shen by being bare to the waist, only wearing a pair of black trousers with a red sash tied around his waist, which showed off the stylistic tattoos that curled around his chest and down his stomach, tattoos that caught Shen’s attention.  They too…made sense to him, and he realized that they weren’t just decorations.  They were Symbology tattoos, mystic designs that imbued the Baron with some kind of magical boon, much like Shen’s own tattoos granted him the power to walk on and breathe water and see underwater with the same clarity as he had out of it.  “I see the fish!” he boomed.  “Well done, peasants!  We’ll lower a net, fill it!”

And so, for nearly two hours, as the rain tapered off and the clouds bringing it moved to the east, dappling the cove with sunshine, Shen helped the villagers load the hundreds of snapjaws into the nets lowered from the ship.  They formed a line and passed the fishes from where they were picked up, down the line, and into the net, and then waited as they raised a full net, emptied it into the ship’s hold, then lowered it again.  Elvie made sure she got into the line just behind Shen, and he saw the many questions in her eyes every time he turned back to accept the next fish from her.  His father had had time to tell her eveything, and now she had many things to ask him about what she’d learned.

They loaded the last of the fish into the net, and the Baron came down on his skimboard as the net was raised after Salda called up that they had news for him.  “My Lord, we’ll be following your orders with the snapjaws until we thin their numbers enough to keep them from destroying the reef,” he told him in a quiet voice.  “If you so wish, you can send your ship every other day to pick up the fish, else we’ll be dumping what we can’t use for ourselves out in the deep.”


The Baron took on a thoughtful look.  “I’ll send the ship back in two days, that will give me time to see how well these snapjaws sell at market.  If they sell well, we’ll be collecting as many as you can harvest.  If not, you can do with them what you will,” he instructed.  “Captain Breen will relay my orders when he returns.”

“Yes, my Lord.  Thank you, my Lord.  We’ll have more waiting for your ship when it returns in two days.”


Without another word, the Baron turned and started corkscrewing his skimboard, leaning forward with his hand gripping the front edge, which caused it to ascend slowly back towards the ship.  The villagers watched as he disappeared over the rail above, and seconds later, the ship started to ascend and turn, pointing its bow back towards the mainland to the northeast.  When it rose high enough, it started moving forward, and seconds later, it disappeared over the rocky wall that bordered the cove.

“Alright, that’s that,” Salda called loudly.  “We’ll go back out for snapjaws tomorrow, everyone.  What you do the rest of the day is your own affair.”

Elvie put her hand on his shoulder and nudged her head to the side, but before he could pull her out of the group, a loud booming sound rolled over them.  It was almost like thunder, but it was much lower pitched, deeper, a sound Shen had never heard before.  Almost everyone at the Ring stopped and looked up, trying to identify the sound, but one man there did not look up in curiosity.  “Shen!” his father barked loudly and forcefully, already moving. He was running, running towards their hut from the look of it.


“Father, what was that?” he called, which made most of the villagers look in his father’s direction.


“That was a spellburst!  Get your knives!” he ordered, jumping across to another deck rather than take six steps to the left to reach the bridge.


A spellburst?  He had no idea what that was.  He was about to say so, but someone screamed and pointed.  Shen looked up with the others, and saw something that he would never forget.


It was Baron Ethran’s flying ship.  It was on fire, all but consumed by flames, screaming over the rock wall and directly over the village.  Everyone flinched when it struck the rocky outcropping that formed the rght side of the cove wall and then shattered, fire and debris spiralling into the air, peppering across the water both within and outside the cove.  Shen saw with almost sickening clarity a body, a man on fire soar out away from the point of impact, his arms flailing…he was alive!  He stuck the water so hard he bounced, skipping over the surface, then plowed a furrow into it and sank mercifully out of sight.


It was total chaos.  Villagers began screaming and running in every direction, so panicked that several were knocked from the platforms and into the water below.  He took hold of Elvie’s hand and kept tight grip on it, nearly having her pulled away from her by the rush of villagers running towards the island side of the village.  He saw a dozen villagers suddenly drop out of sight when the bridge they were on snapped, unable to hold their weight, spilling them into the water.  A young child was crying, standing in place, then he was scooped up by his mother, Welia, who ran for her hut with her husband already two huts ahead of her.


Elvie screamed and yanked on his hand, and she pointed to the sky.  Shen looked up to see another flying ship, this one much larger than the Baron’s ship, coming over the rocky wall behind the village.  It had two masts and spinnakers on the bowsprit, with the same symbol design burned into its hull as the ship that was just crashed.  Dozens of men looked down at them from over the rail, men that did not look friendly, and some of them had the same kind of malicious smiles on their faces as the Baron’s men when they came to ransack their huts.  These were evil men, these were enemies.


These were pirates.


Moving so suddenly that he almost made Elvie fall down, he dragged her forward as he rushed towards his hut, as his father commanded.  And within seconds, his fears were justified, as the men above began to laugh and hurl rocks and other objects over the rail, sending them crashing down onto the village below.  “Run, you useless rats, run!” he heard one of them bark scornfully, and a rock the size of a man’s head impacted the bridge right in front of Shen just before his feet touched it.  He reacted reflexively, dipping down and then lunging forward, and Elvie screamed and tried to do the same as he jumped the sudden gulf between the Ring and Feen’s hut.


His toes just barely touched the deck on the far side, and it was his momentum that got both him and Elvie safely to the other side.  The ship’s shadow fell over them as he raced towards his hut, to where his father was, to the one man in the village that might know what to do in this insanity.  He turned and looked up and behind him to see the ship drifting over the village, and to his horror, several of the men at the rails were pointing right at him.  One of them threw something at them, and he almost flinched himself off the bridge when a piece of broken wood hit the bamboo of the bridge just a hair from his right foot.

He ran even faster, all but dragging Elvie behind him as she struggled to keep up with him.  The men above seemed to take interest in him over the other villagers, and several of them hurled rocks and other objects at him, trying to hit them, laughing and hurling insults as if it was some kind of twisted sport to do him harm.  He dodged several of them, then he let go of Elvie’s hand when a rock nearly crashed down between them, would have crushed both of their arms had it hit.  Elvie tumbled to the deck, slid across it, then went over the side and splashed into the water below with a scream   Shen’s feet slid across the deck, and he came barely a hair from going over the side himself as he turned in his slide to face the ship, looking up at it with sudden furious outrage.  He slid to the side with sudden speed when a rock came hurtling down at him, then hopped back when another followed it…and that hop back sent him over the edge of the deck.  He dropped into the water, and as soon as he saw Elvie, he swam for her.  She was under the deck, using it as a shield, holding onto the canoe tied underneath it.  Shen reached her, held her from behind as she turned in his arms enough to throw an arm over his shoulder.  “Shen!” she cried in fear.

The ominous ship appeared at the edge of the deck, drifting out away from the village, moving towards the burning wreckage.  The ship drifted sideways as it turned, coming close to what was left of the Baron’s ship.  Elvie clutched at him as they watched the pirate ship, hearing the wood burn and the villagers still screaming and running around on the decks and bridges above, then it moved towards the cove mouth.  At first, Shen thought they were going to leave, but the ship descended and settled into the deeper water just outside the cove.

“Shen!” he heard his father bark, a voice of command, coming from above.  “Shen!”


“We’re down here, Father!” he answered.


He saw his father drop from the deck above, but he did not fall into the water.  He landed on the surface with a knee and a hand, then lunged forward and slid to a stop by the canoe.  “They’re going to invade the village,” he said quickly and decisively, pointing towards the ship.  Shen saw longboats being pulled to the sides of the ship, preparing to lower them.  “We have to give the villagers time to climb the west wall and get out.  This place is a damn trap,” he growled.  “It shelters us from storms, but now it just pins us in with them holding the cove mouth.

“What do we do, Father?”


“Go get your knives,” he ordered, “then do anything you can to stop or slow down those landing boats.  I’ll deal with the ship.  You stall them as long as possible to give our people time to climb up to the island.  Anything it takes, Shen, anything it takes.  The lives of our friends are in our hands.”


“Anything?”


“Anything,” he said with a grim nod.  “Go quickly, son, time is not our friend!”


And with that, he gave a sudden, strong exhale and then dropped under the surface.


“Shen!” Elvie said in fear as Shen the Elder made several sweeping movements with his hands under the water, as he performed Siren’s Dance and then Lonely Skipjack, and then he streaked away from them as fast as a shark could swim, far faster than any human could possibly swim.


“He’ll be alright,” Shen told her as he moved to the edge of the deck and put his hands on the support pole.  “Get out of here, Elvie,” he ordered.  “You heard Father, they’re going to attack the village!  Go help the others climb up the west wall!”


“I will not!” she retorted as she started swimming towards him.  He started climbing up the pole with elegant grace, scampering up it, then kicked off and grabbed the edge of the decking above.  He powered himself up and over the edge, curling over his own body until his legs came over the top of the deck, then he uncoiled himself to end up kneeling on the edge of the deck.  It wasn’t an amazing then he’d just down, just about any villager knew how to do that, since it was often the only way back onto the decks after falling off.  Elvie’s hands appeared on the edge of the deck as he turned to run towards his hut, and she swung up and over onto the deck as he started over the bridge to Selkie’s hut.  “I’ll get my spears and sling!” Elvie declared, then she turned and ran the other way.


Shen decided to ignore her declaration, running swiftly across decks and bridges until he was at his hut, his deck the closest to the pirates.  He darted in and picked up his two blacktooth terror knives, stuffing them into the cords of his loincloth, then he came back out.  He saw four longboats already in the water on the far end of the cove, rowing between the rocky outcroppings that formed the sheltered cove, rowing past the burning debris scattered over the rocky spur to the right of the entrance without paying much mind to it.  There were six or eight men in every boat, armed with bows, crossbows, spears, clubs, and even a few metal swords.

He saw how he was going to stop them.


He stepped off the edge of his deck, and like his father, he landed on the surface of the water with a knee and a hand supporting him, his narrowed eyes on those four longboats.  He knew what was about to happen.  He was going to fight those men, and he may kill them, but this was not some lullabye story.  This was real life, and in real life, a man had to fight to survive.  And when the need arose, he had to kill.  The villagers behind him were simple fishermen leading hard yet peaceful lives, they had no idea how to defend themselves.  They had never been anything more than perhaps a fistfight over some silly matter.  They had not been trained in the realities of the world like Shen had, they had not been trained how to fight.  They had not been taught that this moment would come, the moment he would have to kill to protect himself and those about whom he cared.


He stood up, and without hesitation, he spread his feet and performed Siren’s Dance.  His motions were elegant, fluid, and they were exacting and perfectly precise.  Without hesitation, as soon as his arm swept down to complete Siren’s Dance, he began Darting Strider, shuffling forward as his arms windmilled around his body, a foot rising up off the water as he pirouetted like a dancer.  As he spun through the final motion of Darting Strider, he felt the magic infuse him, flow into him from wherever it was it originated, invoked by the motions of his body and shaped and directed by his will and his concentration.  When his foot came back down onto the water, he felt the magic surge, race through him, through his feet and into the water under them, and he knew the magic was at his command.  He leaned forward, hands lowering to the surface of the water, then he lunged forward like a foot racer.  Behind him, the water sprayed into the air as the magic propelled him across he surface of the water, magically driving him forward, causing him to slice the water with his feet as he surfed the water’s surface without a board and without the wave to propel him, moving far faster than any man could ever row a boat.  With the speed of a darting shark, Shen the Younger catapulted directly at the four longboats rowing into the cove.  Men in the boats were pointing at him, a few were raising bows and crossbows, and as soon as they were levelled at him, he turned to the side, leaning far over and putting a hand down to help him turn, then he turned a wide circle around the boats to the left.  He rose back up and slid across the water sideways as his hands, arms, and upper body performed Falling Leaves, then flowed quickly into Angry Siren.  He again felt the magic surge into him, infuse him, then it flowed through him and into the water all around him.  The water responded to his will, and the magic infusing him and the water gave the water the ability to directly answer his call.  He changed direction again and streaked directly at the four boats from their starboard side, leaning forward and with his hands and arms behind him, low to the water, his feet and legs shifting and rippling over the surface of the water to keep his upper body absolutely steady.

Just as the men with bows and crossbows prepared to loose at him, Shen the Younger struck.  His hands snapped forward and then up, directing the water with the movements of his body, and the water responded to his will.  A column of water erupted from the surface directly under the lead longboat, and the men in the boat screamed in surprise and fear as their boat was launched into the air like a stone form a catapult.  It sailed over the other three back towards the mouth of the cove, men falling out of it to hang lazily in the air close to the boat, then the eight men and the boat all crashed into the water behind the last boat.


Shen the Younger did not pause to admire his work.  A sweeping arm caused a sheet of water to raise from the surface, and just in time, for the men in the other boats also didn’t waste much time being surprised.  Two arrows and three crossbow quarrels screamed directly at him, but they impacted the raised sheet of water and were stopped.  Shen skirted directly across the path of the three remaining boats as he performed Striking Spear, then flowed immediately into Petals in the Wind, his feet sliding through the motions even as they traveled over the surface of the water, then he rose up from the surface in the first motion of Playful Waveskipper.  The magic surged into him once again, this time bringing a tingling sensation, and Shen the Younger slid to a stop on the water and smacked both his palms on the surface.  The instant he did so, ice formed around his hands, and that ice traveled directly at the boats with a surge of blue magic preceding it, radiating out from Shen’s hands in a cone aimed right at the boats. The pale blue energy swept under the boat nearest to him, and seconds later, ice formed all around it, which locked the boat into the icy sheet and held it fast, since the ice went all the way to the bottom of the cove.  Still holding the power of his Siren’s Water dance, he raised water from the sea and froze it with the spell still affecting him, forming jagged javelins of ice, and then he launched them at the boats.  The men in them ducked for cover as those lethal missiles streaked at them, hitting the sides of the boat or going over the top, then they rose back up already trying to shoot him with their crossbows and bows.  But Shen was on the move, skimming along the surface of the water, providing them with a target that was both fast and elusive.  He now had their undivided attention, every single one of them watching him, and that meant they were prime targets for his next spell.


It was a very fast spell, since it was meant to be used in a fight, and it was only one form.  One Hundred Swings was a hard form to do correctly even when standing skill, let alone skimming over the water with the irregular surface making his feet and legs chatter up and down, but his father had trained him how to dance while skimming, so he performed it flawlessly.  The form ended with him thrusting his left arm out palm open while his right hand came up to shield his eyes from what was coming, and at the completion of the form, a powerful surge of magic roared into and through him, coalesced and focused into the palm of his hand, and then was unleashed into the world in a powerful torrent.  The physical result was a sudden eruption of light so bright it made the sun look like the moon by comparison, which made the men before him with their eyes on him flinch away with cries of surprise.  But the reaction came too late, for the spell had already done its work, blinding the men temporarily.

Using three magic spells so quickly had taken their toll on him, tiring him, and he knew that he couldn’t keep doing that all day before he exhausted himself, so Shen drew his knives and surged forward, still under the effect of his skimming spell, taking advantage of the men being incapacitated by his magic to get close to them before they could react.  He bypassed the men in the boat locked in his ice and went after the next closest boat, which was just past it, which had six men in it.  Four of them were holding oars, one was holding a crossbow, and the last man was at the tiller in the stern.  Shen attacked the man with the crossbow, skidding across the water and coming to a stop with his toes nearly stubbing into the side of the boat, and he struck without hesitation and without mercy.  His first movement sliced the whalegut string of the crossbow, making the weapon shudder with a dull TWUNG, then the blade of his blacktooth terror knife sank into the neck of the man holding it, a man with rotting teeth and two small designs tattooed onto his cheeks, and the man gurgled and put both hands to his neck when Shen pulled the knife out, causing bright red blood to spurt from the man’s neck like a fountain.  He slid to the right and slashed his other knife across the face of the man holding the tiller in a backhanded motion, taking out his left eye and slicing through the top of the bridge of his nose, digging a furrow all the way down the cheek on the other side of his face.  The man screamed in pain, but Shen was already skimming away, bearing down on the trailing boat.  He skimmed by it with his knife out wide, slashing the bowstring of the nearer man, then circling around the stern of the boat with the heel of his knife-holding hand on the surface to sharpen his turn to get at the crossbowman on the other side before the spots faded from their eyes.


A loud explosion behind the boats distracted him.  He turned to look back at the pirate’s ship, and he saw his father, rising up on a column of water as a robed woman on the ship thrust something out towards him.  There was a flash of light, and a sudden cone of intense flame roared away from the woman right at his father.  His father met the cone of fire with a cone of water, erupting from the column under him, smothering it and slamming into the woman, driving her to the deck.  The woman was a Runimancer!


Getting his attention back on the men trying to kill him, Shen shifted his feet at the end of his turn and surged forward, getting to the man holding the crossbow just as it seemed he was getting over the effects of his spell.  He sliced the string of his unloaded crossbow quickly, then turned and drove the point of his knife into the face of the man, driving the point direcly into his right eye and killing him instantly, striking with a nearly inhuman precision given the boat was moving, he was moving, and the man was moving.  The man shuddered and flopped back into the boat as Shen attacked the man at the tiller, who had recovered enough to realize he was coming and managed the duck out of the way of the lunging stab.  The momentum carried Shen past the boat, since the water had little traction, but Shen had practiced for this thanks to his father, and he wasn’t surprised by it.  He spun on the water and focused his attention on the boat’s tiller, using the last of the Siren’s Dance magic to use the water around the tiller like a lever, snapping the tiller off at the waterline.

He leaned far back when something flashed at the edge of his vision, and an arrow nearly sliced the bridge of his nose.  The men in the boat locked into the ice had the most of those weapons, three men with bows and one with a crossbow.  Shen had ignored the boat since it was immobilized, but didn’t think about the men in it being a threat once they recovered their sight.  Remembering what his father had just done, he realized that would work for him as well.  He relaxed his concentration as he gave a mighty exhale, driving as much air out of his lungs as he could, then he dropped down into the warm water, all the way to the bottom of the cove, which was some two fathoms down on that side of the cove.  Shen had moved from breathing air to breathing water so many times that the sensation of it didn’t bother him anymore.  Where most airbreathers would panic when water flooded their lungs, for Shen, it was just a transition from one form of breathing to another.  Warm water filled his lungs, he expelled the last of the air in a cascade of bubbles, then his chest worked to push the water in and out as he started swimming towards the ice.  Skimming didn’t work underwater, only on the surface, and he wanted to save his strength, so he didn’t use the propulsion spell that his father had to swim with magical speed.  He hugged the bottom as he went under one of the boats, as spearpoints drove into the water over him, then a harpoon on a long handle came down and nearly impaled him on his left side, nearly at his hip.  Shen grabbed the bone shaft of the harpoon and yanked, whch made the man holding it fall into the water.  The man immediately tried to climb back into the boat, but Shen rose up and grabbed him by the ankle and pulled him down, reaching high up with his hand to stay under the reach of the spears they’d been stabbing into the water.  He thrashed about as Shen pulled him towards the bottom, then his body jerked and pink started to stain the water when Shen reached around his shoulder, grabbed his hair with his free hand and yanked his head back, and cut his throat with his blacktooth terror tooth knife.


The man’s thrashing waned, and then the body sank limply to the bottom as Shen picked up the harpoon he’d pulled out of the man’s hands and drove it up and into the bottom of the longboat over him.  The barbed tip drove through the wood, the muffled scream coming through the water telling him the point also went through a sailor’s foot, and he drove the harpoon through the hole far enough to get the entire head through, turned and twisted the harpoon, then yanked it to drive the barbed back of the head into the wood of the boat’s bottom, which would make it hard for the men to dislodge.  He left the men above to scramble to prevent their boat from sinking as he swam towards the ice, felt the cold as the ice chilled the water around it, then shifted around to where the ice ended just at the side of the boat, which gave him a vantage point.  The men in the boat were looking right down at him, since the water in the cove was clear, brandishing clubs and spears in preparation for him to surface.

That was a mistake.


Putting his feet down on the sandy bottom of the cove, Shen began the form of Falling Leaves, his movements slowed a little by the water, but the movements still elegantly perfect in form, an exact mirror of the movements he performed earlier.  After finishing Falling Leaves, he flowed immediately into Angry Siren.  When that was complete, he felt the magic surge into him, and then flow through him and infuse the water around him.  The magic passed through the water and entered the ice entrapping the dryfeet’s boat, and once Shen felt his magic permeate the ice, he spread his feet and stabbed both hands upwards.

Dryfeet in the boat above suddenly jerked upwards, some of them thrashing, as spikes of pure ice blasted through the bottom of their boat and drove into their bodies.  Their impaled bodies were lifted up out of the boat, where some of them squirmed and thrashed on the icy spears before falling limp, where others only flopped bonelessly when the sharp spires of ice stopped growing, ice that was turning red as their blood started flowing down the crystalline spires.


The other two longboats were turning around, he saw from the bottom, their oars splashing into the water.  He swam away from the ice he’d created and dared swim up and lift his head up out of the water just enough to get a look at the longboat, and he saw that his spears of ice had killed all eight men that had been in the boat.  Behind the fleeing longboats, he saw that the main sail of their ship was on fire, his father was nowhere to be seen, the ship was moving away from the cove mouth with the remaining longboats chasing after it, and the men on the ship were working in a frenzy to cut away the burning sail before it caught the rest of the ship on fire.  His heart almost skipped a beat when something grabbed his foot and yanked him back under the surface, but he relaxed when he saw his father, his expression grim but prideful.  Good work, his hands told him.  They’re running now.  I killed their Runimancer and their leader.  The rest had their fighting spirit broken.

I saw her attack you.  Will they come back?


Maybe, but that’s not our immediate problem, he replied, his hand signs crisp.  The Baron survived the attack on his ship.  He’s in the village, and he saw us fighting the pirates.


How?  The ship smashed to pieces, and it’s all on fire!


He glided down on his skimboard, he answered.  He must have abandoned ship before they made it crash.  I’ll bet that’s why the pirates were going to invade the village, because they saw him bail out.  This village is the only real place he could go, so they were going to put men here to wait for him while their flying ship patrolled the island, in case he tried to make a break for the mainland on his skimboard.

Why is that a worry?  We saved him!


He’s an Imperial noble, son.  He’s just as much a threat to us as the pirates.  His version of thanking us for saving him will be to either enslave us for what we can do or kill us for who we are.  We have to leave.


Leave?


Leave, he signed, his expression stern.  And we can never come back here, son.  I want you to pull our skimboards out from under the deck, I’ll gather what we need from inside..


But, but Elvie!  Our lives!


Our lives won’t last long if we stay here, he signed aggressively, which would have been an admonishing snap were they speaking.  I’ve warned you what would happen if we ever revealed ourselves.  I wasn’t just telling stories.  We saved the lives of our friends, but the cost is that now we have to leave them.  I’ll take that cost, he signed with a stoic expression.  Now let’s go.

Shen was almost stunned, but his father wasn’t lying.  He’d warned Shen too many times to count that if the village ever discovered their secret, they would have to leave.  It was powerful motivation to keep Shen the Younger from doing anything silly in his rash youth, quelled his impulses to maybe show off a tiny bit or use the magic he’d learned to get back at the other boys in the village that teased him because of his hair.  They had revealed their magic to the village, and now his father was carrying through on his warning.


He didn’t like it.  He wasn’t sure if they even had to do it.  He was just a day from offering a marriage promise to Elvie, for Thressa’s sake!  Their life here was a poor one filled with days of hard work, but it was his life, this was his home.  He didn’t want to leave!  He followed behind his father as rebellious thoughts floated through his mind, and he considered just how much he believed that their lives would be in jeopardy if they stayed here.


Instead of going up under the hut deck and getting their hidden skimboards, Shen catapulted himself up onto the deck of his hut behind his father, because he saw Elvie standing there on the edge, scanning the water with a heartsick expression.  She didn’t know if he was dead or alive, he’d been under for so long, and he wasn’t about to make her spend another second in tortuous uncertainty.  She screamed his name and crashed into him as soon as his feet hit the deck, driving the last of the water out of his lungs, and he clutched to her as if it was the last time he would ever hold her…because if his father had his way, it would be.


“Oh Shen!” Elvie sobbed, almost drawing blood as her fingernails dug into his back.  “When you jerked and went under when that man shot the bow at you, I thought you were dead!”


“I went under because he nearly killed me,” he told her in a reassuring tone, sliding his hands up and down her sleek back.  “It’s alright, Elvie, it’s alright.  I’m alright,” he told her soothingly.

Elvie wasn’t the only villager still in the village.  Quite a few had stopped trying to flee when Shen and his father engaged the pirates, and beyond the village, their friends were on the side of the rock face, stopped in mid-climb, as others stood at the top of the rocky outcropping.  They had seen the whole thing, seen Shen the Elder and Shen the Younger attack the pirates, seen the two enigmatic men use real magic, and win.  Salda ran up to them and then skidded to a stop, and Shen saw the uncertainty in the old man’s eyes, as if he were looking at Shen the Elder and his son for the very first time…and there was fear in his eyes.

Seeing a man that had known him since he was an infant look at him as if he might be an enemy was like a club to the chest for him.  It was in that moment, in the fearful eyes of the village chief Salda, that Shen knew that his father was right.  Things were never going to be the same in the village even if they stayed, because now the villagers knew that they were not what they seemed to be, not who they pretended to be.  Shen would have eyes like those of Salda’s following him for the rest of his life if he stayed here.


But Elvie….


He put his hand in Elvie’s thick black hair as Salda stared at them, then he blinked and looked at his father curiously.  “Who are you, Shen the Elder?  You are no simple fisherman.”


“I am a fisherman, Salda,” his father replied calmly.  “But in my youth, I was something else.  I give to you our hut and canoe, Salda, to award to someone in need.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that our time here in Warm Waters is done, Salda,” he replied evenly as Baron Ethran approached them, carrying his skimboard under his arm.  “All I seek is a simple life, a place to teach my son what is his right in a place where no man can force him to use what he knows against his conscience, and after today, that will never be this place.”


“What?  No!” Elvie burst out, clutching at shen.  “I’m going to marry Shen!  He promised me!”


“Shen will be leaving Warm Waters, Elvie,” his father announced in a calm, reasoning voice.  “I’m sorry.”


“Then, then I’m going with him!” she declared, gripping his shoulders possessively.  “I just got him, I’m not giving him up!  Not now!”


“I’m sure your parents will disagree with your decision,” Shen said with a slight smile.


“I’m a grown woman, old enough to make my own decisions!” she replied pugnaciously.  “I will not leave Shen, even if that means I leave the village!”


“Elvie!” Shen said in surprise, looking down at her.  “Your family, your home—“


“My home is with you.  My life is with you, Shen,” she replied, her heart in her eyes.


“Who are you, old man?  An Imperial agent, planted here to spy on me?” Ethran demanded when he reached them.  Seeing him up close, he saw that Ethran did not escape the attack on his ship unscathed.  He had a burn on his left shoulder, a rather ugly laceration across his chest that marred his tattoos there, and had several smaller cuts and a few welts that would no doubt develop into spectacular bruises.  His formerly meticulously groomed and trimmed hair was singed a little bit on the left side, probably done by the same heat that gave him the burn on his shoulder.  Shen the Younger speculated that he must have been pelted with burning debris as he escaped the initial attack on his ship, which had caused it to crash and shatter like a clump of dried sand thrown against a rock.

“I am a simple fisherman, my Lord,” Shen the Elder answered him.  “With a bit of a past,” he added dryly.  “But you have more to worry about than me, Baron Ethran.  Those pirates targeted you, and they were prepared to hunt you down.”

“Probably to ransom me,” Ethran said with a dark frown, his young yet handsome face pursed.  “But thanks you to, they’ll leave empty handed, and a little bloodied.”  He looked at the fire burning at the mouth of the cove, then sighed.  “They were good men on that ship,” he declared.  “Good men.  A fine crew.  And I’m going to make sure that the pirates who killed them hang from a yardarm,” he growled vindictively.


“There can’t be that many pirates that are brazen enough to attack Imperial territory, so no doubt the Empire can help you track down who it was,” Shen the Elder told him.


“You’re right, that’s a good place to start.  Regardless, I have to warn the Emperor.  This is a direct attack on an Imperial noble, and no doubt he won’t let that pass without reprisal.”


“You’ll need to get back to the mainland alive first, Baron,” Shen told him.  “That ship may have run, but they may not have run far.  They know you’re stuck here without a ship.”


“You’re right,” he said, looking at Shen.  “What do you suggest?”


“Wait until nightfall, go straight up, then glide back to the mainland once you have altitude,” he said.  “If that skimboard is as good as it looks, you should be able to make the mainland coast after getting about two thousand fathoms up.  The moon rises two hours after sunset, so you’ll have plenty of time with the land and sky dark to get high enough to be able to outrun them if they spot you.  I suggest you either find something to cover your bare skin or you cover it in dark mud, so you’re harder to see.  Skin that color is going to glow in the starlight and draw eyes to you.”

“We have some black sealskin, my Lord.  We could fashion a cloak or cover of some sort for you,” Salda offered.


“Yes.  Yes, that’s a good idea.  Bring it to me, so I can get a good look at it,” he told Salda, who scurried off.  “I…thank you, fisherman.  You saved me from capture.  But I have to ask, where did you learn your Runimancy?  Your command of the magic was masterful.  Even more impressive because your runics must be tiny for you to carry them about wearing nothing but a loincloth.”


“That is a long story, my Lord, and I fear I don’t have the time to tell it to you,” Shen said calmly, but with a subtle firmness that made it clear that he wasn’t changing his mind.  He turned his head and regarded Shen and Elvie.  “I gave you a task, son.  Carry it out,” he ordered.

“I—yes, Father,” Shen said with a nod, patting Elvie’s shoulder.


“I saw that you’re training your son,” Ethran said.  “He shows much promise.  I’ve never seen some of those runics before, particularly the one that made him race on the surface of the water like that.  A runic of your own design?”


“An application of existing runics in a different way,” Shen told him vaguely.  “Most Runimancers are locked in a narrow concept of how runics work.  They see only the runic glyph, not what that runic means.  A creative mind can take what is considered rigid and make it fluid, if he remembers that no runic is as unbending as the stone it’s engraved into.”


“That is profound, fisherman,” Ethran said with growing respect in his voice.  “You are truly a master of the craft.  Perhaps now I see why you’re here.  That kind of thinking might be seen as all but heretical among the scholars of the Runic Academy.”


“You’re wise beyond your years, my Lord,” Shen the Elder said seriously.  “And you know more of Runimancy than most nobles.”

“The legacy of a misspent youth, fisherman,” Ethran said with a slight smile.  “I will oversee the creation of my cloak of sealskin, fisherman.  I’ll leave you to your own devices.  And thank you again.  May Thressa hide you from Skalda’s gaze.”

And then without another word, Ethran turned and walked back towards the main village.


Shen the Elder chuckled dryly after he was well past Henla’s deck.  “Well, well, well, maybe there are a few nobles in the Empire worth a damn.”


“What do you mean?  What did he mean?” Elvie asked.


“He knows we’re going to leave, and he just gave us his blessing.  He won’t chase us, out of respect for saving his life.  That’s more than most other nobles would give.”


“He’s still mean,” Elvie said impulsively, which made Shen the Elder chuckle.


“A man can be smart and mean at the same time, Elvie.  And if you want to avoid a fight, I suggest you be ready to leave within the hour.  Your mother will try to tie you to a net pole if she finds out you’re leaving the village.”


“That’s why I’m not leaving this deck,” she replied, squeezing Shen’s middle.


“Then you can help us prepare.  Why is the task I gave you still undone, boy?” he demanded of his son.


“Because Elvie won’t let go of me, Father,” he replied.


“I will never let you go, Shen,” she told him fiercely.  “So get used to it.”


Inside the hut, Shen removed the hatch and lowered the rope, then went about the task of getting their ancient skimboards.  They were built into the underside of the deck, hidden between two layers of thin planks.  The old reddish wood of the skimboards almost glowed with vibrancy when Shen pulled the concealing boards away from them.  They were about a fathom long, made of red-tinged wood, and had runes and symbols engraved into them on both the top and the bottom, the engraved symbols inlaid with pale moonwood with such expert skill that the boards felt like the wood was a single piece, with no ridge or border between the redwood and the moonwood inlay.  Those runes and symbols and designs were what gave the boards their magic.  They were just like the skimboard that Ethran was carrying, most of the runes and symbols exactly the same, but theirs were narrower and had a less rounded front and tapered back, carved so there was a very slight depression in the center of the board, the edges higher than the center.  These were ancient boards, expertly crafted boards by the hands of the people who invented them, and they were worth a king’s ransom in the Empire, particularly among skimboard racers.  Their boards would go faster and turn sharper than Ethran’s board, and were capable of surfing even the weakest ley line.

“What are these?” Elvie asked as she took the board Shen pushed up through the hatch.


“How you’re going to go with us,” he replied.


“These are—where did you get this?” Elvie gasped when she realized what it was.


“Father got them from his father, who got them from his mother, and so on, all the way back to when they were made,” he replied.  “They’ve been in my family for generations.”


“Our family,” she corrected with a smile.  “Is it hard to ride?”


“You won’t be riding it so much as just sitting on it, at least at first,” Shen told her as he climbed back up into the hut with the other board under his arm, using his other hand and feet.  “These things aren’t easy to ride properly, but if you just sit on it and let one of us pull it, you should be alright.  I doubt we’ll be taking them up off the water.”


“It has holes in it,” she said, tracing a finger over a small hole in the edge of the board.


“For tying cargo down, or attaching a pulling rope,” he replied.  “That’s what they were originally made to do.  Even a board like this, made to be ridden, was still used to haul things around.”


“Interesting.  And your father taught you all of this?”


He nodded.  “These boards are all we have left of our people,” he told her as his father entered the hut.


“Good, you got them out,” he said.  “Elvie, start loading one of them.  Anything you can tie onto it.”

“What about water?  She’s going to need water,” Shen warned.


“I know, we’ll have to work around that with magic at first, until we can get some waterskins,” he said.


“You don’t have any waterskins?” Elvie asked in surprise.


“We have one, which we almost never use,” Shen answered.  “We don’t really need them, Elvie.  Me and Shen can drink saltwater.”


“Truly?”


He nodded.  “The differences between us aren’t just white hair and us being taller,” he warned.  “There are some physical differences between our people and yours, and that’s one of them.”


“I never—well, that does make sense,” she mused, touching her chin.  “I mean, if you—if they walked from island to island, well, there’s no rivers or ponds out on the Vast, and water would be too heavy and bulky to carry enough for them to survive.”


“Exactly,” Shen said as he knelt down and set the skimboard down between him and Elvie.


“I thought you said you told me everything, Shen the Elder,” she said with a slight smile.


“I may have left out a few little things,” he said lightly as he tied three fishing spears together with a thong of sealskin leather.


“If we’re that different, it won’t keep me from having Shen’s children, will it?”


Shen the Elder shook his head.  “No, but your children will be us,” he answered.  “We breed true even if our husbands or wives aren’t us.  Remember, Shen’s mother was Ethsandi.  She wasn’t one of us either, yet Shen is as much one of us as I am.”


“As long as I can have children with Shen, I don’t care about that,” she snorted.


It didn’t take long for them to pack their hut, since there wasn’t that much in it.  They didn’t bother packing their net, and since they had no clothes to speak of, they didn’t take up any space on the board.  They packed virtually everything else, their spears, their knives, their household tools and supplies, and Shen the Elder made particularly sure to pack his tattooing supplies, the special inks he used to tattoo Shen the Younger when he was a child.  Those inks were part of the reason why their tattoos did what they did, because they were specially mixed and prepared for the sole purpose of representing magical Symbols.  Had Shen the Elder not used specially prepared ink for the tattoos, they would barely have a fraction of the magical strength they did.  That was one reason why it was so expensive for noblemen and merchants to get Symbology tattoos, because of the special inks that had to be used that made their magic work.


Shen and his father were lowering the packed skimboard down to the water below when Hallin and Ulla burst into the hut.  They swarmed Elvie in relieved hugs, then Hallin seemed to realize that the hut was bare.  “Shen, thank Thressa!” he said to his father.  “We had no idea you were a Runimancer!  But thank Thressa you are, you saved the village from those pirates!”

“You’re welcome, Hallin, but you’re not going to like what I’m about to say.”


“I’ll say it,” Elvie said from Ulla’s arms.  “Shen and his father are leaving the village, Father, Mother.  They can’t stay here.”  She took a deep breath.  “And I’m going with them.”


“What?  Are you out of your mind, girl?” Ulla demanded hotly, grabbing her shoulders and nearly shaking her.  “I forbid it!”


“It’s not your right to tell me what to do, Mother,” Elvie retorted sharply.  “I’m seventeen seasons old!  I am an adult!  Shen offered me a marriage promise yesterday, and I accepted.  And I will not leave him!”


“He did no such thing!  He brought no basket!” Ulla snapped.


“That doesn’t make a difference.  He promised to marry me, and I won’t leave him now.  Not now, after I finally got him to marry me!”

“Girl, that is insane!  This is your home!” Hallin told her.


“They’re going to another village, a village that doesn’t know about their secret.  I’ll live there,” she declared.


“Elvie, think—“


“I have thought, Mother,” she interrupted.  “You’ve always told me that I could have any boy I wanted, could be the most important woman in the village if I married the right boy.  Well, I’ve decided on who I’m going to marry,” she said sternly.  “Me being a matron and important was what you wanted, not what I wanted.  Everything I’ve ever wanted in life is right here,” she said, reaching out and grabbing Shen’s hand, then holding it up.  “Shen is the only boy in Warm Waters that understands me, Mother, knows who I am and what I want.  I love him!  You know I love him, as many times as you’ve tried to talk me into marrying someone else!  They had a secret they’ve kept from the village, and now that it’s been exposed, they have to leave.  And I’m going with them,” she stated fiercely.  “We’re going to another village, and I’ll live there.  I will be Shen’s wife, I will have his children, and we will be happy together.”


Her parents gave her hot looks, then looked at each other.  Shen saw that they could tell that nothing short of hitting their daughter over the head and then tying her to a net pole for the next five years was going to dissuade her, not when she had that look in her eyes.  “Which…which village?” Hallin asked.

“I won’t tell you that, Hallin,” Shen the Elder answered calmly.  “We stay hidden for a reason.  If one person knows where we go, then everyone will.”


“But, I may never see my daughter again!” Ulla protested.


“You have a choice, Mother,” Elvie told her.  “Let me go with your blessing, or spend the rest of your life with me hating you.  If you stop me from going, I’ll never talk to you again, as Thressa looks down upon me.  I swear it.  So choose between maybe never seeing me again and seeing me every day and knowing that I will never speak a word to you again.”


Ulla gave Elvie a shocked look, but Elvie’s eyes were unwavering, almost hard, and that made Ulla visibly flinch.  “Elvie!” she finally croaked.


“I’ve loved Shen since I was a little girl, Mother, and you know it.  You knew this day was coming, the day he offered me a marriage promise.  He is my life.  Don’t stand between us now, or Thressa guide me, I will never forgive you.”


Ulla gave her a long, almost stricken look, then she sighed.  “I object to this, Elvie, I can’t tell you how much I object.  But if this is what you want, then this is what you deserve,” she said in defeat.  “All I can ask, beg, is that you come back home to see us when you can.  You don’t have to tell us where you’re living, just don’t disappear and leave me wondering if I ever see my little girl again.”


“I can’t promise anything, Hallin, Ulla, but I’ll do my best that she honors that request,” Shen the Elder told them.  “I know it can’t be easy for you, and I promise you, I’ll look out for her.”


Ulla gave him a tremulous look, emotion all over her face as tears formed in her eyes.  She gave Elvie a fierce hug, then turned and fled from the hut, sobbing.

“My girl, are you sure this is what you want?  Are you sure?  Moving to another village won’t be easy,” Hallin said, his hands on her shoulders and using a calm voice.


“I’m sure, Father,” she replied adamantly.  “Tell Mother I’m sorry I made her cry, but I know her.  So do you.  If I didn’t give her an ultimatum, she’d have stood here and tried to argue until the land sinks into the sea.”


Hallin chuckled ruefully.  “That’s no lie,” he agreed with a wry smile.  “I can’t lie either, my little chick, I don’t want you to do this.  You may be a woman, but you are still my little girl.  But if your heart tells you to go with Shen, then who am I to tell you what your heart says?” he said sagely.  “Just promise me one thing.”


“What?”


“That you return by the summer solstice next season to visit,” he said.  “So we know that you’re alright.”


“I, I can’t, since I don’t know where we’re going,” she said, looking over at Shen the Elder.


“I think we can manage that,” he said immediately.  “But it will only be Elvie.  I’m afraid that when we leave here, Hallin, you’ll never see us again.”


“I’m sorry to hear that, Shen.  You have always been a good man and a good friend to me and my family.  I’ll miss you.”


“And we’ll miss you, Hallin.  This has been my home for almost eighteen seasons.  It’s grown on me over the years,” Shen smiled gently.  “And I’m afraid you have to say your goodbye, Elvie. We have to go, we have to be as far from here before sunset as we can.”


“Alright,” she nodded.  She gave her father a fierce hug, and had to all but pry herself out of his grip.  “Tell the boys and Chirrie goodbye for me, Father, and that I’ll be back soon to visit.”


“I will,” he said thickly, tears sheening his eyes.  “You be careful out there, my little chick.  It’s a dangerous world beyond the shallows.”


“Shen the Elder has been out there before, he’ll keep me safe, Father,” she told him with a smile.


Hallin clasped hands with Shen the Elder, fighting back tears, but his voice was steady.  “You be careful, old friend, and know that if we do ever see you again, you are welcome here,” he told him.


“That’s not the reason we’re leaving, Hallin, but it does make my heart sing to hear you say that,” he replied.

“Safe journey to you, and may Thressa grace your days with good weather and teeming fish.”


Hallin hugged his daughter one more time, kissed her on the cheek, then he walked out of the hut.


“Well, that was eventful,” Shen the Elder said dryly.  “Let’s go, before they decide to throw us a farewell feast.”

Elvie looked quite determined as she climbed down the rope and tentatively put her feet down on Shen’s skimboard, then sat down and straddled the back of it, her feet in the water to the upper calf.  The board did not sink a hair into the water after taking Elvie’s slight weight, and did not sink when Shen climbed down and put his feet down just forward of its center.  He took a paddle from his father above and moved the board out of the way, and his father climbed down and put his feet down among the gear tied to his board.  “Alright, let’s go,” he declared, putting his paddle in the water and pulling it through the water, which made his skimboard surge forward much faster than if he’d done so while in a canoe.  Elvie looked up at Shen as he did the same, then she looked back over her shoulder as they came out from under their deck, looking back at the village of her birth, at people she had known all her life, and at her family, who up until just a little while ago, had been the central hub around which her life revolved.  He could see the regret in her eyes, regret at how she had treated her mother, but that regret faded into hope when she met Shen’s eyes and smiled encouragingly.

Elvie was with him, in her heart, in her head, and in her soul.  She had chosen him, chosen him over her village, chosen him over her family, chosen him over her life.  Looking down at her, at that glorious smile, it made him realize that he loved her too, and had since before he knew what love was.  He’d just been too much a young, stubborn idiot to admit it.  He had no idea where they were going, following his father’s lead, but he knew that he’d be a happier man there because his Elvie would be there with him.


Salda, Hallin, and Ulla must have started telling the others what they were doing, because many of the villagers, their friends, hurried to the edge of the village, most standing on the deck holding their old hut, and they waved and called out their farewells, as well as many shouting out their thanks for protecting them from the pirates.  Shen the Elder turned and waved in return, and Shen and Elvie did the same.

The passed through the cove mouth, past those rocky outcroppings that enclosed the cove and made it such an ideal place for a village, then his father turned them to the east, towards the open water of the Vast, into an ocean that dominated the vast majority of their world.  It was an ocean of almost unimaginable size and scope, endless sea broken only by chains of small islands, and lurking beneath the surface of that rolling water were beasts that most dryfeet had never seen, horrors they could not imagine, and wonders they could not believe were real.  It was a world of gigantic sea beasts the size of an island, of volcanoes clawing up through the ocean with smoking fingers, of birds the size of huts menacing from the sky above.  It was a world adapted to living without ever touching land that was not drowned by water, where even the people who made that hostile world their home had evolved to no longer need the comforts and bounty of the earth to survive.  It was a world divided, split between above and below, and those two sides of the world could not be more different from one another.  They were as different as the day and the night, as different as fire and water, as different as Skalda and Thressa, and it was a world of opposites and contradictions that Shen only knew through the stories told to him by his father.


It was the world of his people, and Shen the Younger had a feeling that his father was going to take him out into it, if only for a little while, before they returned to the Twin Lands and settled in a new village to show him the reality behind the many stories.

But he did have to ask.  “Where are we going, Father?”


“To the Broken Rock,” he answered softly.  That surprised Shen, for the Broken Rock was a tiny island some five days’ journey to the southeast.  It was a small volcanic island that looked as if some titanic being had come along and sliced off the top of the volcano’s cone, and the center of that cone was often filled with lava.


“Why there?”


“Because that’s where Ardanna is.”


“Who?”


“Your wedding present,” he said with a glance back and a smile.  “I’m just glad she didn’t get here early.”

“Who is Ardanna?  You’ve never mentioned this woman before.”


“She’s not a woman, son.  She’s a Siren.”


Both Shen the Younger and Elvie gasped.  “A Siren?” Elvie blurted.


“Yes, Elvie, a Siren.  She’s an old friend of mine,” he said calmly.  “She was supposed to come today to deliver your wedding gift, but I have no doubt that she knows about the attack.  Now she won’t come anywhere near the village, so we’re going to go to her.”


“Why?  Why go to a Siren, Father?” he asked.  “Won’t she try to kill Elvie?”


“Not if she’s your wife, she won’t,” he replied.  “That gives her protection.  Ardanna wouldn’t lay a finger on her, same as she never laid a hand on your mother.  She adored your mother, actually,” he said with a soft chuckle.  “And we’re going to Ardanna because I’m going to need her help with Elvie,” he added.  “You’re too young to remember, son, but it was Ardanna that gave you your first tattoos, the hawk’s wings.  That was a little too delicate for me to want to do it, since the tattoo covers your eyelids.  We need her to help with Elvie.  She won’t live long out here if she’s not wearing Wavewalker tattoos.  She needs them.”

“You were tattooed by a Siren?” Elvie said in surprise.


“As was I, and my father, and my father’s mother, all the way back to the time when our people walked the waters of the Vast, Elvie,” Shen the Elder told her.  “There is a bond between the Wavewalkers and the Sirens, and if I ask it, Ardanna will use her magic to give you our tribe’s tattoos.  It was going to be your wedding gift, giving you the tattoos that would let you walk on water.  But with us moving to another village, I’m going to see to it you get all of them, and all the abilities they give.  It’s a matter of basic survival.”


“Won’t the tattoos I already have ruin them?”


“That’s why we need Ardanna.  She can remove your current tattoos.  That’s a kind of magic I don’t know, and doubt I could do even if I did,” he replied.  “She can draw the ink right out of your skin and leave you as unmarked as a newborn babe, and she’ll also do the hawk’s wings tattoo that will go over your forehead and eyes and cheeks, since it also covers the eyelids.  It’s safest if she does it, given a single wrong move could blind you.  I think I can also talk her into doing the rest of them, since you need them.  She can do in just a few moments what will take me a few weeks.  Just the five days to Broken Rock is going to be dangerous for you, Elvie.  If we run into a storm, you’re going to be exposed out here and in very real risk of drowning.”

“Really?  I’m going to be tattooed by a Siren?  That’s, that’s…wow,” Elvie breathed.


“I told you this morning, girl, you’re stepping into a much larger world,” Shen the Elder told her with a light chuckle, looking back at them with an amused smile.  “There’s a great big world out here on the other side of the cove mouth, Elvie.  And you’re going to see a little of it before we settle in a new village.”


“I want to.  It sounds exciting!”


“It will be, girl, it will be.  That is a guarantee.”
