Chapter 3

It was the edge of reality.

Slowing to a stop, Shen let go of Elvie’s hands in the twilight of the abyss, submerged deep, deep in the Vast.  They were so deep that the light from above was dim, murky, and below them there was only unfathomable blackness, even to their Hawk’s Sight.  They were the only things visible in any direction, hanging in the void as if they were the last solid things left in the entire universe.  The water was quiet, chilly, still and unmoving, and his body heat warmed the water around him once they stopped moving, though it did little for the water entering his lungs.  That water was chilly, on the edge of cold, and that was the precise reason why they were there.  They were both without their loincloths—they rarely if ever wore them when they went under—and in a way, it almost felt like they were in the womb of Lua, waiting for the chance to be born.  Elvie looked at him in the gloom curiously, tilting her head, then she looked around in cautious curiosity.  The very fact that there was absolutely nothing to see in any direction was half the reason she was so motivated to look around.  This was a truly alien place, a place of nothingness, a place where a man could feel like he didn’t exist.


This was the deepest they could safely go, and he wanted her to experience this place to know where the limit was.  He made signs with his hands that Elvie had only learned over the last couple of days, as the started teaching her the hand-language of the Wavewalkers, which they used while under to communicate.  Here safe, there not safe, he signed, then pointed down.  Never deeper.

She nodded at him, then looked down before he got her attention again.  She knew why they were there, Shen the Elder had ordered him to take her down, so it didn’t require much explanation.  What below? she signed.


Far, far down, bottom.  Few fish.  Much danger.


Why danger?


Fish deep below all hunters, eat us.  Crabs bigger than me, crabs eat us.  Sahu hunt crabs on bottom.  Deadly, deadly, deadly, he signed emphatically.  Ready, up?


Yes.


Follow.

She nodded her head, then she followed him as he started back up, which he did slowly.  The water around them very slowly started to both warm up and grow lighter as they crept upwards at a lazy pace, and when he felt that curious twinge inside himself, he stopped them.  Wait, he signed.


She’d been told about this.  If they went very deep, or went moderately deep and stayed there a long time, and they ascended too quickly, it caused them to suffer debilitating cramps.  It was caused by the water pressure, it caused the blood within them to bubble with air when that pressure was removed too quickly.  It was a phenomenon the dryfeet had termed the bends, named after the effect it had on those that suffered from it.  The most extreme forms of it caused dementia and hallucinations, deep dive mind sickness, and that stage of the condition could kill.  Wavewalkers were very resistant to the phenomenon, and supposedly the tattoos Elvie got from Ardanna provided her the same boon, but it didn’t make them immune to the effect.  It just allowed them to go deeper, stay longer, and ascend faster than air breathers who used Runimancy or devices of Symbology to go deep down.  Shen could sense when he had to stop ascending or suffer ill effects, and he could sense when he could start ascending once again.  that was the one thing that Elvie’s tattoos could not do for her, so it would still be risky for her to go deep until she had enough experience to know how slowly to ascend without the innate sense of it that her husband and father in-law possessed.

It took them only about ten minutes to get to the edge of their diving range, but it took nearly an hour to get back close to the surface, to get within sight of the canoe bottom.  Shen saw his father standing on the water near the canoe, absently relieving himself even as he shaded his eyes and looked up into the sky, probably using his Hawk’s Sight.  When underwater, it allowed them to see with the same clarity that they could above it.  But when used above water, it allowed them to see long distances with visual acuity, like just like a bird of prey.  They couldn’t use it very long, it gave them a headache if it was used too long, but Hawk’s Sight was a valuable tool for scanning the skies and the horizon for distant threats.  That made Elvie grin at Shen a little bit, seeing Shen the Elder’s urine hit the surface from underneath, and Shen kept them well clear of his father as they regained the surface.  Elvie decided to mimic his father, spreading her feet and squatting down just enough to ensure she didn’t pee on her own feet after climbing up onto the surface to relieve herself—she’d been taught not to do that under unless she took precautions to hold her breath while doing it and move away once she was done.  She’d found that just stepping out and doing it on the surface like she was relieving herself through the hole in a hut deck was much easier than trying to relieve herself over the side of the canoe, as she and all the over villagers did back in the village.  It was the one aspect of fishing from a boat that women truly had a harder time of it than men.

“I see the tattoos Ardanna gave her work,” Shen the Elder said absently as he finished relieving himself and slowly turned around.


“She didn’t have any problems,” Shen answered.  “What are you looking for?”

“I thought I saw something high up,” he replied.  “It could have been a skysailor bird, or maybe a flying ship.”


“Why would a ship be up as high as a skysailor bird?” Shen asked.


“That’s a good question,” he replied as he kept looking up.


“Does that make a difference?” Elvie asked.


“The higher you go is something like the lower we can dive, Elvie,” Shen the Elder answered.  “The lower we go the colder it gets, and the pressure can make it hard to breathe.  Well, the higher up you go, the colder it gets, and the thinner the air gets, which makes it harder and harder to breathe.  Go up too high and the air gets so thin that men act as if they’re drunk, then pass out.  There’s that, and there’s the fact that once you go up that high that the air is too thin to breathe, it’s also so cold that it can kill you if you’re not wearing warm clothing.  That takes a while, though.  You’ll die as if you were a drowned dryfoot long before you freeze to death when you’re up that high.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.  How can you run out of air when you’re in the air?’


“Because the air isn’t as thick on the surface as it is two leagues up,” he answered her.  “It’s like the pressure you felt deep below in reverse.  The further from the bottom you are, the lighter the pressure.  Well, that applies to air too, not just water.  The air way up high is much thinner, doesn’t have as much pressure.  And when it gets thin enough, a man can breathe all the air he can and still die as if he were smothered.  Some sages speculate that if you could go up high enough, there would be no air at all.  Just…nothingness.”


“That is bizarre,” she said as she finished, standing back up.


“The world is a mysterious place, girl,” he told her without looking at her, his eyes still upwards.  “Let’s go ahead and get moving. Elvie, son, pull the canoe.  After going deep, you need exercise to warm back up, and the water’s calm enough for you to get some practice wavewalking.”

“I do still feel a little, well, chilly,” Elvie noted.


“It’s from breathing in the cold water.  It chills you from the inside, which chills you much faster than if it was just being in the cold.  That’s why the remedy for deep diving is exercise, that warms you back up.”


Shen and Elvie took up ropes tied to the bow, then started pulling the canoe like a sled.  Over the last couple of weeks since Ardanna had given her the tattoos, Shen could admit that Elvie had come a long way when it came to wavewalking.  She could walk on calm water now with at least a modicum of grace.  She certainly didn’t look natural on the water, but she could walk calm seas without falling down.  Any waves higher than her calves were still a challenge for her, though.  She navigated the ankle-high waves on the surface with confidence and skill that grew daily, since Shen the Elder made her practice for hours every day, the two of them talking as they pulled the canoe using ropes held in one hand and held hands with the other.

So far, over the last eight days since they left Warm Waters, Elvie had been almost annoyingly curious about Shen’s people, had adapted to Wavewalker ways with surprising speed once Ardanna tattooed her, and always wanted to know more, to learn more, to understand Shen’s people on an intimate, almost visceral level.  Even now, she asked highly observant questions about what it was like to be a Wavewalker, how knowing that he was different from everyone else in the village and had to keep that difference a secret changed every aspect of his everyday life before they left the village.  But she also saw a truth, that while Shen was a Wavewalker, he was raised as a Tyleshi, and had the same outlooks, morals, and values that Elvie did.  But that was part of what she was digging to understand, how much of what he’d learned growing up was Tyleshi, and how much was Wavewalker.

They walked for nearly three hours with Shen the Elder lounging in the canoe they were pulling, resting, though neither of them complained.  Often it was Shen the Elder paddling during the night while they slept, so they allowed him his catnaps during the day.  Shen just told them which direction to go and let them carry him.


But while Shen the Elder was resting, he seemed to never be resting so deeply that he missed something.  He sat up in the canoe while Shen was walking beside it and Elvie pulled, getting her a waterskin, and he looked concerned.  “Awake, father?” he asked.


He didn’t say a word, standing up in the canoe and looking around, then he knelt down and put his hand over the side, placing his palm on the surface of the water.  “Father?” Shen asked, but he didn’t respond.


He almost scared Shen into falling over backwards when he suddenly lunged forward, taking two steps and jumping over the bow of the canoe, which pushed the canoe back and nearly pulled the rope out of Elvie’s hands.  “In the canoe now!” he barked, scaring her half to death as well.  But she did as she was told, dropping the rope and turning, then vaulting over the side and into the canoe.  “Shen, skim!” he barked commandingly as he slid to a stop where Elvie had been standing.  He spread his feet and began Siren’s Dance, starting to dance the spell that would allow him to skim the water’s surface.  Shen obeyed his father, spreading his feet by sliding them over the water and beginning Siren’s Dance, going as quickly as he felt he could perform the forms for the skimming spell but maintaining a constant tempo.  Changing how fast he did the forms in mid-performance would make the spell fail.  But no matter how fast he was, his father was already through Darting Strider before he even began it, leaning down and picking up the rope as he bunched his feet, preparing to unleash the magic now infusing him, to push off and go at magical speed.  Shen the Elder pulled the rope taut, then he twisted on the surface and pushed forward.  Elvie screamed in surprise and fell over backwards into the canoe when it suddenly catapulted forward underneath her, and Shen saw that his father meant business.  He’d never seen him skim so fast before!  He finished Darting Strider and felt the magic surge into him, infuse him, then he leaned down and recentered his balance, shifted his weight for skimming, and unleashed the magic within.  His feet cut the water under him, sending twin sprays of white up behind him, his legs chattering up and down over the surface as they followed the rise and fall of the waves, always keeping in contact with the water.  He had to really exert himself to catch up to his father, who was pulling the canoe, pulling it at such speed that it was bouncing off the low wave tops as much as it was in the water.

He was about to ask what in Lua’s seeds they were doing, but he felt a swelling of the water under his feet.  He glanced back to see a leviathan suddenly erupt out of the water right where they’d been, nearly broaching completely as it changed from a vertical ascent to an angled one, and it was clearly after them. It was a titanic fish even bigger than a caravel, covered in armor-like gray scales, and it had hungry eyes burning balefully in their direction as it gave chase to its meal.


Seeing that open maw, so big it could swallow the entire canoe whole, made Shen the Younger go even faster.  He passed the canoe, grabbed the other line that was tied to the bow, and caught up to his father, helping him pull the canoe.  Elvie screamed in the canoe when she saw what was chasing them, but she didn’t panic.  A glance back showed that she had a spear in her hands, and she was trying to set her feet in the bouncing, jumping canoe so she could throw it with at least a little accuracy.


“Not the spears!” Shen barked back at her.  “They’ll bounce off!”


“Then what?” Elvie demanded, looking back at them.


“The bow!  Aim for the eyes!”


“You haven’t taught me that yet!  I’ll miss!”


“Then use the lancing harpoon!” his father ordered.  “Do not throw it!  Use it if it gets close, aim for the gums, anything inside the mouth!”


“Okay!” she shouted back, leaning over, then coming up with the long-handled lancing harpoon, made of whalebone.  She took hold of it at its base and swung the point out over the stern of the canoe, then pulled it back in preparation to make a lunging strike if the leviathan got within reach, to strike at the unarmored inside of the mouth, which was its only real vulnerable area to a harpoon.  The scales of a leviathan were like armor, and would make most any weapon they had in the canoe bounce off harmlessly.

“Shen, ram!” he said, reaching out for Shen’s rope.  Shen nodded and handed him the rope, then angled away enough to give him room to do forms without hitting his father with an arm or leg.  Shen turned backwards on the surface of the water, and the instant he was fully turned around, he began Falling Leaves.  He performed the form with great haste but also exacting precision, completing it, then melding without hesitation into Angry Siren. He felt the magic surge into him, infuse him as soon as he was done, then spread into the water all around him, telling him that the water was now his to command.  Still skimming backwards, his feet rising and falling with the waves as his upper body remained almost perfectly still, Shen gave a sweeping motion with both arms, then clapped his hands together, brought them close to his chest as he hunched a little over them, and then lunged with them both outward and upward.


The effect was immediate and quite spectacular, particularly for the leviathan.  It was suddenly knocked from its course as a ram of water struck it from below, angled upwards and to the side, which made the head of the massive animal rise up out of the water.  Shen didn’t have the strength to knock it completely off its course, but there was no doubt that the leviathan felt that blow.  It slowed a moment as it tried to get back on course, looked even angrier, but Shen did not make it that easy for it.  He spread his hands out wide, palms down, almost bowing at the waist, then he snapped back up and raised his arms, craning his fingers down as his hands moved upwards, bending his wrists to keep his palms level with the water as his hands rose over his head.  All across the surface of the water behind the canoe, the water suddenly frothed, then countless numbers of tiny droplets of water erupted from the surface, lifted into the air, creating an instant thick fog behind the canoe.  Shen the Elder glanced back and saw that, then he turned the canoe slightly to port so as not to drift into his son, and also to angle away from the leviathan while it couldn’t see them.

When the leviathan erupted out of the fog, it was no longer on course behind the canoe, and had to turn.  That turn cost it distance, falling more behind, about thirty fathoms behind the stern of the canoe.  But once it was again on line with them, it kept up, neither gaining on them nor falling behind, and it was even more determined to catch them from the look in its eyes.  Shen swept both hands to the left side of his body, then raked them across and upwards sharply, which caused a bulge of water to rise up behind the canoe, blocking their view of the beast for a split second.  The leviathan slammed right into it, creating a gigantic washing spray of water to erupt all around it as it obliterated the watery obstacle.

Shen was almost out of ideas, at least until he realized that the beast was far enough back to attack it another way.  He slowed down, allowed the canoe to slowly pass by his right, then he angled directly behind it, rode in its wake as he performed Striking Spear, flowed directly into Petals in the Wind, and finished with Playful Waveskipper.  The magic again surged into him, this time creating a visible effect as pale blue magical light formed around his hands as he called on as much magic as he could channel, then he slammed both hands down on the water behind the canoe and unleashed all of that magic, put everything he could into that one spell, completely drained his own energy to channel the magic into the water under his hands.


Behind the canoe, the water froze instantly, the surface locked in mid-wake as the canoe cut a wake through the surface.  It froze nearly two fathoms across and three fathoms down, and it continued to freeze as Shen the Elder traveled away from the ice he formed, continually freezing the water as he traveled over it.  He managed to freeze nearly thirty fathoms’ length of water as he passed over it before he used up all his magic and all his energy and the spell petered out, leaving him so drained that he nearly lost control of his skimming spell.  He had to concentrate every bit of his attention on keeping the skimming spell from fading, else he would slow to a stop, and be tempting bait for that leviathan if his ice failed to stop it.

The leviathan didn’t register just what that ice meant until it plowed directly into it.  It was only knocked briefly off course by his ram, it went right through his barrier, but when it hit that ice, it stopped.  There was a tremendous crashing sound when the leviathan hit the ice, as the leviathan found that the fact that the ice was frozen in a column nearly thirty fathoms long gave the ice it struck at the other end tremendous mass, more mass than the leviathan did.  And it wasn’t used to encountering something with even more stopping power than it did.  The leviathan shattered through nearly ten fathoms of ice before the ice drove it up and out of the water, coming completely up over the ice with a arcing spray of blood from where the ice had torn into its mouth, its tail rising up and over its body as the gigantic animal somersaulted in the air, then it slammed heavily down onto the ice and water on its back, shattering the ice and sending a fountainous spray of water and ice flying high into the air, with large impact waves emanating out from the landing point.


Elvie gave him a shocked but highly respectful look as he turned back around and skimmed after the canoe, climbed into the stern as she  lowered the lancing harpoon.  She suddenly looked concerned as he sank to a knee in the back of the canoe, panting and drained.  His father didn’t slow down a bit, got so much distance from the giant fish that it would abandon the chase after it got its senses back, while Elvie put worried hands on his face and neck.  “Husband?  Are you okay?”

“Exhausted,” he replied breathlessly.  “That was everything I had to make that ice.  I need to rest.”


“That was amazing!  I didn’t know you could do that!”


“I only know six spells,” he panted.  “But Father taught me how to use the spells I know.”


“No doubt!” she agreed with a laugh, then for some odd reason, she threw her arms around him and gave him a powerful hug.


Shen the Elder pulled them for nearly five minutes before he slowed down, then he slowed to a stop.  He stopped skimming and stepped over to the edge of the canoe, then gave his son a smile.  “That ice was pretty clever,” he said with admiration in his voice.


“Thank you, you taught me that.  I feel like I just carried a mountain up another mountain,” he complained.


“That’s what happens when you use up all your energy dancing,” he said easily.  “The leviathan isn’t chasing us anymore, I guess it decided we’re not worth it,” he chuckled with a smile.  “But I’ll pull the canoe for a while, get us even more distance in case it changes its mind.  Elvie, make sure he rests.  Knowing my stubborn son, he’ll demand to paddle or something silly.”


“Yes, Shen,” she said.  She stepped around him, sitting on the stern seat board directly behind him, put him between her knees, pulled him back until he was leaning against her belly and chest, then wrapped her arms around him firmly.  “You’re not going anywhere, husband,” she declared.


“Right now I don’t think I could even stand up,” he assured her, more than willing to lean back against her warm, inviting skin.


Shen the Elder took the ropes tied to the bow and coiled them up, then started pulling them by skimming, but not skimming even half as fast as he had been.  It was almost a lazy pace as skimming went, faster than paddling but at a slow pace that Shen the Elder could hold for hours without tiring.  “Shen the Elder, may I ask a question?”


“Of course, silly girl,” he replied without looking back at her.


“How does magic work?”


He glanced at her with that query, then laughed.  “That will take a very, very long time to explain,” he replied.  “The short of it is, dear girl, that when we dance, we open a connection between ourselves and the magic that exists all around us.  We draw it in, focus it, then release it in a coherent form that has direction and purpose.  The purpose of the spell is determined by the forms we dance.”


“How do the forms work?  I don’t understand that part.  I’ve heard the stories about Runimancy and Symbology, what you do is completely different.”

“Actually, dear girl, it’s exactly the same, if you look at it the right way,” he replied.  “To put things simply, Elvie, everything that is, and everything you can imagine, every idea, every condition, everything that is possible, exists in its purest form as a runic, a representation of everything that it is.  Runimancers use a glyph or rune that’s a graphical representation of this pure essence.  What they do, in effect, is boil a spell down to a single word, a word that you cannot say, but a word that you can write.  That word is represented in the language of form and motion, the motions captured on the paper or the stone in the form of a Runimancer’s rune or glyph.  That written rune represents the pure essence of the force they want to invoke, and the more perfectly they create the rune, the more power that rune will invoke when it’s used.  Symbologists also use something visible to represent the essence of the magic they’re invoking, but it’s not a rune or glyph they inscribe on a paper or a piece of stone, it’s instead something like someone’s skin, or a skimboard, or the hull of a ship.  Since they work on a larger canvas, so to speak, and their canvas isn’t destroyed upon invoking their magic, a Symbologist can invoke permanent magic where a Runimancer cannot.  That’s the main difference between Symbology and Runimancy.  When a Symbologist engraves his symbols onto an item, that item isn’t destroyed when the magic is invoked.  That does happen to a Runimancer.  The runes they spend so much time to painstakingly create are destroyed when they invoke their power.


“There’s one other difference between Symbology and Runimancy, and that’s the symbols they use themselves.  A Symbologist’s symbol for a magical effect is different from a Runimancer’s runic that does the exact same thing.  That’s because there are some ideas, some essences, that can be expressed in more than one way.  The main difference between them, I think you already see.”


“The Symbologist figured out a way to write the magic so it works forever.  I think the Runimancer goes for pure power, to make his spell as strong as he can, where the Symbologist cares more about how long the spell lasts.”


“Exactly, my dear.  You are a very clever girl, you know that?”


Elvie blushed modestly.

“Now, when it comes to what we do, in reality, we aren’t much different from either Runimancers or Symbologists.  We too invoke the purest essence of a thing, or a state, or a condition, and we invoke that pure essence into the world through a means that can be seen.  But instead of drawing something on paper or stone, or engraving runes or symbols into the skin or onto wood or stone, our movements, our motion, performs the essence of the thing we’re invoking with our magic.  If we perform the dance right, our movements invoke the magic the same way Runimancers and Symbologists do.  The difference is, we don’t need any special preparations to do it.  We don’t have to spend lots of time and money engraving runics to use at a later time, or engrave symbols onto something we’re enchanting with permanent magic.  But like a Runimancer, what we dance only lasts as long as we can maintain the spell.  We can’t do any permanent magic with spelldancing, though our spells might enact a change that has a permanent lingering effect.  The ice Shen created with his magic will stay ice even though he’s not doing magic anymore, and it’ll have to melt like natural ice.”


“But you know Symbology too to make up for that.”


He nodded.  “The Wavewalkers practiced both their own form of Runimancy, spelldancing, and Symbology.  Our tattoos are Symbology, and the forms we use to do spelldancing are our own version of Runimancy.”

“So, everything there is can be described with one of these, these runics?”


Shen nodded as he looked back at her.  “The runics are just a metaphor for the reality, but they do have power.  Everything in reality can be expressed as a runic, both what is real and what is possible.  And that runic might have more than one form, but those forms do the same thing.  Spelldancers express runics through motion.  Runimancers and Symbologists express runics through their engraved designs, be them rune, glyph, or symbol.  If you know the runic for a thing, you can invoke that thing through magic, though how it invokes is up to the one calling upon its power.  That’s why only a Runimancer can invoke the power of the runes he creates, because he knows how to invoke their power.  You saw how that works when Shen used his dancing.  He controlled the water, made it do his bidding, which required his will and direction.  The magic made the water move in an unnatural way, and it moved by Shen’s command.  And when he created the ice, he was the one that dictated to the magic the dimensions of the ice he made.  And that was fairly impressive, son.  I didn’t think you had that much in you,” he grinned.  “It’s very tiring, what we do, Elvie.  That’s why Shen is so wiped out right now.  It was all his strength to make that much ice, because even though we direct the magic that we invoke into the world, it takes strength to direct and control that magic.  Shen used up all his own energy controlling the energy he pulled in from the world.”


“They’re not the same?”


Shen the Elder shook his head.  “No, and we can’t use magic to control magic.  Only the strength of will can control magic, but how physically strong we are does not matter.  That’s one reason why you see so many female Runimancers.  They don’t need strong muscles to control the magic, they need a strong will.  And I’ve noticed over my years that women are some of the most willful creatures on Thress,” he said lightly, clearly intending to dig on Elvie a little.


“So that means I could do magic?”


“You?  Actually, I think you could, Elvie.  You certainly have the discipline and willpower, which determine how much of your own internal energy you can use to control the magic, and you have the physical traits you’d need to spelldance.  You’re very graceful, agile, your hard life in the village has taught you to a great degree how to control and move your body, and that very much matters in the magic we do,” he told her.  “Those are the two most important aspects of it, no matter what kind of magic you’re using.  If you don’t have the discipline to direct the magic and the will to control it, the magic won’t obey you.  And it very well may kill you,” he added dryly.  “So it’s not without risk, dear girl.  I’d be happy to teach you, but understand two things.  First, it may take years before you’re skilled enough to dance your first spell.  Second, understand that this is not something you can just play at.  It is not a hobby, Elvie, it is not a game to play when you feel like it, it is something that you have to devote yourself to, allow it to change your life to conform to it, not trying to conform your magic to your life.  If you don’t devote yourself to learning, you may be killed by the magic when you try to use it.  So, you think about that for a while, Elvie.  Give yourself a few days to really, really think about it.  After you’ve had time to reflect on what I’ve said and you still want to learn, then I will happily teach you.  If you decide that you’re not willing to devote your life to it, that’s fine.  Spelldancing is not for everyone, not even among our people.  My brother did not learn the magic from our father because he didn’t want to devote his life to the art.  And I didn’t think any less of him for it.”

“Alright,” she said, hugging Shen to her a little more.  “And you, husband, are going to sit there quietly and rest,” she declared firmly.


“Just keep pressing your nipples against my neck and I guarantee I’m not going anywhere,” he replied, which made both her and Shen the Elder burst out laughing.


“Hey, mortal peril is a perfectly reasonable excuse for having hard nipples,” she declared.


“Girl, if that’s what gets you excited, I think it was a big mistake to marry you,” Shen declared, which earned him a light, playful slap on top of the head as Shen the Elder laughed even harder, almost falling over.


“At least I don’t have hair on my chest like those mainlander men,” Elvie noted lightly, sliding her hands over his chest.  “I couldn’t imagine what that would feel like if you had hair here.”


“I don’t think I’d enjoy it that much,” Shen told her.  “I just can’t figure out why on Thress it’s there.”


“Some races of man are from colder climates than we are, and hair keeps you warm,” Shen the Elder told them.


“But there’s not enough there to cover the skin.  Shouldn’t it be more like fur if it’s there to keep you warm?” Elvie asked.


“I imagine that it helps, else they wouldn’t grow hair there, now would they?” he asked easily.


Well, why do you have hair over your penis?  Why do I have hair over my labia?” Elvie challenged.  “It surely isn’t to keep those places warm.”


“I think that’s purely decorative, particularly on a woman.  After all, we can’t see as much of you as you can see of us unless you’re going out of your way to show it, so the hair down there gives us something nice to look at while you’re standing around pretending to gossip with your friends while ogling our man parts,” Shen the Elder winked over his shoulder at her.  “After all, your eyebrows don’t seem to do very much, do they?  But how ridiculous do you think you’d look if you didn’t have them?”


Elvie laughed.  “Alright, that’s a point,” she agreed.  “And that better be the only place I ever grow hair that’s not above my neck,” she declared.


“It would feel a little weird if there was hair here,” he said, sliding his hands over her forearms.  Tyleshi shared that odd trait with Wavewalkers, neither race of man grew hair anywhere but on their head and in the pubic area, not even on their arms and legs.  It was yet another of those little things that made it so easy for them to hide among the Tyleshi.  Shen the Elder had often speculated that it was the many centuries of the Tyleshi being exposed to the salt water of the sea that had made them hairless everywhere but two areas on the body.  No other race of man had nearly as much continuous and prolonged contact with saltwater as the Tyleshi did.  Only the Wavewalkers, who had lived in the Vast, would have had more.  And the Wavewalkers were also smooth-skinned.

“But it doesn’t feel weird at all for you to have hair here,” she replied huskily close to his ear as a hand slid down and furrowed through his pubic hair.


“When I get my strength back, we’re gonna talk about all this flirting you’re doing,” he warned, which made her laugh.


“Just getting you ready for that exercise Shen the Elder says we need after coming back up from diving deep,” she replied shamelessly.  Then again, Elvie was something of a shameless girl.  She was a Tyleshi, after all.  “Besides, I have every right to flirt with my husband.  If you don’t have me pregnant by the solstice, I’ll be very disappointed in you.”  She brazenly fondled him.  “Lua’s seeds, this is half the reason I married you.  Girls like boys with big dicks, you know.”


“Oh really,” he drawled.  “Us being friends since we could walk didn’t have anything to do with it?”


“Nope.”


“So, you decided to marry me because of my dick before you were even old enough to care about it?”


“You’ve never heard my mother have sex, all she moans about is how big my father’s dick is.  I learned from an early age that that must be fairly important,” she replied flippantly, which made Shen the Elder laugh from in front of the canoe.

“She does do that,” Shen the Elder mused.


“And how would you know, Shen?” Elvie challenged.


“Because she tells every man she lets on top of her that,” he replied lightly.  “And your mother is a matron, Elvie.  What do matrons do when their husbands are busy on the boats?”


Elvie took no offense, in fact, she laughed raucously.  “But she’s never bragged to me about you, Shen.  She brags about most every man she conquers.”


“All women keep secrets, Elvie,” he replied slyly, glancing back at her.  “And the fact that I was meeting your mother on the island about once a week was one of those secrets she kept.”


“Once a week?  And nobody ever caught you?”


“You youngsters only think you know how to keep an affair quiet,” Shen told her, almost smugly.  “She didn’t want it bandied about that she was carrying on regularly with the poorest man in the village.  She thought it would hurt her social standing.  So, she did her bending over for me in private, and she kept it quiet.”


“Shen!  You complete harem stag!”


“A man has to have a hobby, girl.  Mine was making sure every matron in the village was consoling the poor widower who never remarried after the loss of his wife, mainly by getting on her hands and knees for him,” he said dryly, which made both of them burst into helpless laughter.


“Well, that explains why you were so confident Ulla wasn’t going to object to my marriage promise,” Shen noted.


“I told you I had her under control, son.  You should have more faith in me,” he grinned back at them.


They had twelve days of peace and quiet after the encounter with the leviathan, days that were spent with Shen and his father spending nearly every waking moment teaching Elvie.


There was so much to teach her.  When she wasn’t practicing wavewalking or going under with Shen or his father to get more experience operating underwater, they were teaching her the hand-code language of the Wavewalkers, which was just as expressive as the spoken language used by all races of man, that was used to speak to each other underwater.  But Elvie was up for the challenge of learning virtually every moment she was awake, demonstrating the intelligence that Shen always knew that she had.  Elvie was smart, probably the smartest girl in the village, but like any Tyleshi, her hard life of constant work for basic survival caused her to focus that intelligence only on what was important to live.  Elvie was usually too busy with the many tasks a villager did to think much about what if, to ponder things that didn’t directly impact her potential survival.  That was the hard life of a subsistence fisher, a life where one had to learn many skills for basic survival, and the need to survive prevented one from looking very far from what was needed to live to think about other things.  But now, that was exactly what she was thinking.  Her questions were always insightful, always probing, always seeking the answer behind the answer.  Elvie was curious, inquisitive, and she had the courage to pursue answers.  Elvie was not timid, no Tyleshi was timid, since survival favored the bold over the meek.


Where she truly shined was not in her curiosity, but her memory.  Shen was honestly amazed at how quickly Elvie learned, absorbing everything he and his father was teaching her.  She only had to be shown a new hand sign a few times to memorize it, and when it came to her lessons underwater, she took to them almost naturally.  She had adapted almost shockingly fast to being able to transition from breathing air to breathing water, she didn’t jerk involuntarily anymore, though she did still cough a lot after purging the water from her lungs.  That was both a measure of her intelligence and a measure of her courage, Shen felt.  It showed her intelligence in how quickly she came to not fear taking water into her lungs, just a matter of days, able to rationalize what would be a panic-inducing act in any dryfoot.  And it also showed her courage, that she so quickly conquered the fear of drowning.


She certainly got lots of practice.  Shen the Elder sent her under with Shen an average of twice a day, so she could get more experience both in the transition and in operating underwater, where she was much slower and much more a target to marine predators than she was in a canoe.


But still, it was almost ridiculous to Shen how quickly his wife was adjusting to her new life, a life with many different customs and skills.  It was a life she’d probably never in a million years she’d dreamed she’d have that day she revealed that she knew Shen’s secret, which put into motion the series of events that put her in the canoe now. 

That was something his father had noticed as well.  Shen had jokingly told his father that maybe Elvie was secretly a Wavewalker, and his father looked at him in reply as if maybe that wasn’t so much a joke.  It made Shen the Elder actually check to see if Elvie had any Wavewalker blood in her, but his investigation came up empty.  Elvie was pure Tyleshi, she just seemed to have a natural aptitude for Wavewalker ways.  Her combination of intelligence and courage allowed her to learn the ways of the open Vast quickly, for she had the intelligence to learn what they had to teach and the courage to use it, to be there.

The leviathan had proved to both Elvie and Shen that even when the Vast looked empty, it was still a very, very dangerous place.  The predators of the open Vast were highly aggressive and almost mindlessly tenacious, since meals were few and far between and they couldn’t afford to miss out on them.


For those twelve days, the main threat was from below.  As they moved steadily eastward the morning of the thirteenth day after the leviathan attack, the threat was from above.


Shen and his father watched in concern as three rocs soared high above them.  The presence of rocs and smaller birds like gulls meant there was land somewhere nearby—the Drum Islands, which were to the south—but for them, the rocs were a concern.  It looked to be a mother an two fledged juveniles, and that meant that the mother was teaching her chicks to hunt.  The mother roc high above had a wingspan as far across as a coster, and she was more than big enough to swoop down and snatch the canoe and carry it off with all three of them in it.  His father had raised a thin dome of water around them using spelldancing to hide them from the giant birds, which made it hard for the birds to see them, but gave them the ability to make out the location of the birds, if not make out any great details. The dome of water was thin enough to see through, but from above, the sun shining down on the water would conceal them under the glare.  Rocs had incredibly acute eyesight, able to see a single small fish darting under the waves from hundreds of fathoms in the air, but Shen the Elder had enough experience with rocs to know how to hide them from that eyesight using his magic.


“They don’t look that big,” Elvie said quietly, standing behind Shen and with her hands looped loosely over his chest.  “But that’s just an illusion because they’re up so high.”


“Exactly,” Shen the Elder nodded as the three of them watched the giant birds go directly overhead.  “They’re moving out into the open Vast,” he concluded.  “Once they’re fully behind us, we can lower the dome.  But we’d better keep our eyes open.  That may not be the only roc nesting in the islands.”


“I remember that one that tried to snatch us, husband.  It certainly looked very big from that close.”


Shen chuckled, patting the hands she had interlocked just under his ribcage.  “How far are we from the Merfolk, Father?”


“We’ll be over their city tomorrow morning,” he replied.  “They’re just east of the easternmost of the Drum Islands.”


“Are we laying over on an island?” Elvie asked.


He shook his head as he lowered the dome with a gesture.  “The Drum Islands are far too dangerous.  That’s why there are no human settlements on them.”


“Rocs?”


“The rocs are the least of your worries on the Drum Islands, Elvie.  Only one of the Drum Islands is inhabited by man, Estok, which is on the western end of the archipelago.  It’s a pirate enclave, which makes it an unsafe place for us to be.”


“Wasn’t Alton’s Hook an enclave?” Elvie asked.


“Alton’s Hook is a neutral town,  An enclave like Estok is the domain of a pirate outfit.  They own and run the island, and everyone who lives there does so under their rules.  Needless to say, enclaves are not welcoming to outsiders.  If we tried to land there, odds are, they’d capture us , take everything we have, and probably try to enslave us.  That or they’d just kill us.”


“Well, that’s not very friendly,” Shen said blandly.


“Welcome to the Vast, son,” Shen said without much humor.  “Out here, if you’re not a friend, then you’re an enemy.  There’s no middle ground most anywhere but a place like Alton’s Hook.”


“So, this Estok keeps anyone from settling on the other islands?” Elvie asked.


“No, dear.  The other eight islands are inhabitable, but that’s a lot of territory to protect.  It’s easier for them to build one enclave in the best available spot and put everyone there.  After all, odds are there’s not enough people to even need to live on more than one island.  Most enclaves only have a few hundred people in them.”

“If these pirates are so well known, why hasn’t the Empire attacked their enclave?” Elvie asked.  “They have to know it’s there.”

“Because the Empire doesn’t really care what happens out here, girl.  As long as the pirates don’t attack the Empire or harass Imperial ships, they tend to ignore them.  But with the attack on Ethran, there’s a chance that the Empire might send out the Navy to crack down,” he mused.  “As far as the Empire is concerned, the sea rats out here can kill each other to their heart’s content, it only does the Empire’s work for them.”  He started relieving himself.  “That’s why I’ve lived in Warm Waters, Elvie.  As much as I don’t like the Empire, it’s simply the safest place to live on Thress.  Life out here is a gamble, even if you live in a civilized place like Alton’s Hook.  If you sign on with a pirate outfit, you’re eternally at war with every other pirate outfit, and raids on their enclaves are common.  You face constant threat of attack from the Empire, from other pirates, or from the friskier wildlife,” he drawled.  “It’s hard to make a life out here.”

“Then why do men live out here if it’s so dangerous?”


“Because of an old saying, girl.  It is better to rule in hell than serve in heaven.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means that some men are willing to take that risk if it means that they don’t live under the yoke of the Empire,” he replied.  “If you’re a peasant in the Empire, dear, life is hard.  Crushing taxes, cruel noble masters, you work yourself to death and spend most of that life hungry and miserable.  The Tyleshi actually have some of the easiest lives for a peasant of all the races of the Empire,” he told her.  “Only the Ethsandi have a better life than your people, because not even the nobles would dare try to wring the blood out of a Joybringer.  Believe me, dear, our life in Warm Waters was easy compared to the life of a farmer on the Twin Lands.  I envy those poor peasants in no way,” he said emphatically.  “Live enough of your life half-starved and beaten on a daily basis by a monstrous noble overlord, and a short, violent life out in the Vast looks better and better with each day,” he said in a dark tone as he finished relieving himself, then turned to look at them.  “At least out here, you’re your own man, making your own decisions, and what you do, you do for yourself, not for some greedy noble who will eagerly work you to death just to make another copper coin to throw into his strongbox.  I lived out here, girl.  I know.  And while I hate the Empire and everything that it stands for, I decided in my youth that I would take the protection it offered rather than end up being killed in a random battle with some pirate ship over meaningless trinkets.”

“Wow,” Elvie breathed.


“Yes, wow.  Life out here is brutal and dangerous, Elvie, and I’m talking about us.  It’s even harder for the dryfeet, trapped by their need for land and forced to defend their lives against those that would kill them just for the trinkets in their pockets.  Not everyone is like that, though.  There are places like Alton’s Hook, and enclaves of what we call pirates who are actually just people looking to be left alone and live peacefully.  But no matter how peacefully they want to live, there are far many more men out here perfectly willing to kill those peaceful people to take whatever few baubles they may own, so not even living in an enclave of peaceful men means you live a peaceful life.  Living in the Vast is a life of freedom, kids, but that freedom comes with a cost.  It’s a cost that only the bravest men are willing to pay.”


“You’re the bravest man I ever met, Father,” Shen scoffed.


“There are different kinds of courage, son,” he replied sagely.  “And the men who live out here have more of that kind of courage than I ever will.”


Elvie leaned forward and looked at Shen over his shoulder, the two of them trading a surprised look at his father’s admission.  To hear Shen the Elder say that, it was almost as if he suddenly grew a second head.


“But enough of that,” Shen the Elder declared, reaching into the canoe and taking hold of one of the food sacks, which was nearly empty.  He tied it around his shoulder and torso, forming it into a makeshift pack.  “Walking practice, Elvie.  You and Shen pull the boat for a while.  I’m going to go look around to the south a little bit.  I’ll catch up with you later.”


“You’re leaving?” Shen asked in surprise.


“I want to scout the islands, see if I can’t spear us a fresh meal, and that’s safest if I do it alone, for both me and you,” he replied, pulling one of his spears out, checking the point, then lifting it up and resting it on his shoulder.  “Just keep moving due east, and keep your eyes open.  There may be more rocs, or those rocs might come back.  And we are close to Estok, so keep an eye out for ships, both on the sea and in the air.  Keep alert and you should be alright.”


“Alright, Father.”


“You’ll come close enough to the easternmost of the Drum Islands to see it to the south,” he warned.  “Just keep going due east.  If I’m not back by sunset, you keep moving.  Elthsefeth is twelve leagues further east once you can no longer see the island.  You’ll see no sign of it on the surface, so you just put down the sea anchor and wait, either for me to arrive or for them to come up and investigate.  Do not try to go down to their city unless they bring you.”


“That’s not going to be an issue, Shen, you’ll be back long before then.”


“The first rule of the Vast is that you plan for every eventuality, Elvie,” he told her soberly.  “You can’t count on me coming back, so you have a plan ready in case that happens.  You now have that plan, so you know what to do.”  He took a step back, then turned around and started walking south, his feet effortlessly navigating the waves that were flowing under him from the left to the right.  “If I’m lucky, I’ll bring back some fresh meat.  I’m sure you’re as sick of salt pork as I am,” he chuckled over his shoulder.  “Now get out of the canoe and pull it like I told you, you two lazy slackers.”

“Be careful out there, Father,” Shen called as he stepped out of the canoe.


“I will be, boy.  You are the one who better be careful,” he answered, then he picked up his pace, nearly jogging away from them to the south.


They watched him go, Shen by the bow and Elvie in the canoe just by him, then they traded a slightly nervous look before she did as she was told and stepped out onto the water.  The waves were up to her calves, which would make walking them very challenging for her.  But she didn’t shy away from it, taking the other guide rope and stepping out in front of the canoe, pulling the slack out of it as her legs navigated the rising and falling surface.  She stumbled a bit, caught herself, then looked back at him.  “Well?  Let’s get moving,” she declared.


“Yes ma’am,” he said without looking at her, though he was smiling slightly.

Without his father there, Shen felt much less certain about this.  He was nervous as a minnow in a bloodeye pen, his eyes scanning constantly both over the water and through the sky.  His father was the one that knew about the Vast, his father was the one that knew where they were going, and it was at that moment, when his father wasn’t there, that he realized just how much he’d been depending on his father, for everything.  That actually wasn’t how Shen had raised him.  Shen had raised him to be independent, to be self-sufficient, to be able to live and live well after Shen was gone.  Well, Shen was gone, and now Shen the Younger sure as Lua’s seeds did not feel very self-sufficient.  He would have if they were back in Warm Waters, but this wasn’t Warm Waters.  This was the Vast, the dangerous wilderness, and his wife was walking beside him, her hand in his as they pulled the canoe.  Maybe he wouldn’t feel quite so uncertain if Elvie wasn’t with him, but she was, and his need to see to her safety made him even more observant.  Tyleshi men protected their women, even though their women were often just as capable of dealing with danger as the men.  Some even more so.


His vigilance didn’t wane over the hours, because the lesson of the leviathan was still fresh in his mind.  The Vast was a place where a moment’s inattention could kill, and if he wanted to stay alive, and keep his wife alive, he’d better pay attention.  He kept a wary eye on the horizon and the sky.  When the easternmost island in the chain became visible to the south, he kept an eye on that too, making sure that no rocs were flying from the island towards them.  He also kept his mind on what might be under his feet as well, with every little unexpected swell in the water passing under his feet getting his attention.  Often, when a marine predator was preparing an ambush, the water they displaced in their charge could be felt in the water just before they struck, felt as a slight but distinct upswell in the water’s surface.  Shen had felt that several times over his life, which usually heralded the attack of a shark or a blacktooth terror, but out here in the Vast, the list of other predators that might attack from below was far, far longer.

His vigilance paid off, because they put the island behind them without anything sneaking up on them. They continued on, as his father ordered, kept walking to the east, but both of them were getting more and more uneasy with every step they took.  Shen the Elder should have been back by now.  It was an hour before sunset, he had been gone nearly eight hours, but there was no Shen the Elder jogging or skimming up from behind them.  Shen put Elvie back in the boat about a half hour before sunset, let her rest as he continued to pull it, his eyes behind him more than they were in any other direction, looking for a sign, any sign, of his father.


But there was none.


“Shen,” Elvie said quietly as the sun approached the horizon behind them.  “Shen.”


“What is it, wife?” he asked as he shaded his eyes and scanned the skies to the north, checking for rocs or flying ships.


“Look,” she said, pointing to the southeast.  Shen shifted his gaze, and when he saw nothing in the sky, he lowered his gaze to the sea.


A ship.


He could see its sails clearly, since the setting sun behind them was almost reflecting off the ship’s white sails.  The sails had symbols sewn onto them in black cloth, the symbols a flying ship would use on its sails to allow the sails to give the ship the ability to control the ship while in the air.  A flying ship used both its rudder and its sails to turn, the sails enhancing the rudder, but the sails were the sole means by which a ship could ascend or descend in a controlled manner.  Sails could help a ship turn harder, assisting the rudder, but the rudder gave no assistance to the sails if the ship was changing its altitude.  Without any sails at all, the only way a ship could change altitude was for the ship’s Runimancer to affect the symbol that made it levitate, weakening it to cause the ships to sink towards the surface.  That was not a safe way to bring a ship down, however, so it was only done as a last resort.

That didn’t mean that the ship approaching them could fly.  A common trick of many ships was to have symboled sails even if the ship was waterbound, to trick any potential enemy into thinking that it could fly.  Most pirates in a waterbound ship would not even bother going after a flying ship, because if it got high enough to prevent the waterbound ship from getting grappling lines onto it, couldn’t keep it from ascending out of its reach, the flying ship could rain rocks and fire down on the waterbound ship with complete impunity.


Flying ships did land, and land often enough for that ship not to look out of place on the water.  The most common reason a ship would land, though, was to take on water.  Many Runimancers that crewed ships knew spells that transformed seawater into fresh water, making it drinkable, so ships didn’t stockpile many days’ worth of water due to the weight.  Water was very heavy, so it was always something of a conundrum for a ship captain.  A ship needed water, but the weight of that water would slow the ship down.  For a flying ship, every bale of weight it carried slowed it down, made it turn more sluggishly, so many ship captains only carried enough drinking water to last that day, then landed at set intervals to take on water to refill their barrels.  That ship may land every evening close to sunset to take on water, or it may have landed to do repairs or inspect some part of the ship.


“What do we do, husband?” Elvie asked nervously.  “It’s moving this way.”


“We go the other way,” he replied, climbing back into the boat.  “And we don’t let them see what we can do,” he added as he stepped past Elvie and sat in the stern, taking up a paddle.  “Let’s angle north, and see if they turn with us.”


“And if they do?”


“We deal with that when it happens,” he answered.  “If worse comes to worst, we grab as much as we can and go under, where they can’t follow.”

“Abandon the canoe?”


“I can live without the canoe.  I can’t live without you, Elvie,” he told her immediately and earnestly.


She looked over her shoulder at him with soft, loving eyes.  “Is that why Shen the Elder hasn’t returned?  Maybe the ship is between him and us.”


“Or maybe he’s between us and the ship,” he said.  “Father can take care of himself, wife.  We need to be looking after ourselves right now.”

She nodded and picked up a paddle, then the two of them worked with perfect harmony to turn the canoe away from the ship and angle to the north.  Both of them kept a very close eye on the ship as the moved away from it.  Shen put a finger to his temple and activated the hawk tattoo over his face and eyes, which caused his vision to become like a hawk’s, giving him exceptional distance vision.  The tiny speck in the distance blurred and suddenly seemed close enough to see clearly.  It was a galleon, he could see, it was definitely rigged for flying.  He could see the crew on deck and up in the rigging, and focusing his attention on the stern, he saw what had to be the captain.  The captain was a woman, standing just behind the wheel and with a Runimancer standing beside her.  She was very tall and dark skinned, with a thick mop of black hair upon which her triangular hat had been stuffed down. 

He frowned.  He’d seen that woman before.  It was that Sawali woman from Alton’s Hook, the one with the metal sword.  Why was she out here?  From what he remembered, there was nothing east of the Drum Islands for nearly two hundred leagues.  Was she a rival pirate who was spying on the men from Estok?  Was she from Estok, and patrolling the waters around her island home?  The ship was clearly rigged to fly, why was the ship in the water?  He saw no repairs going on, no buckets being lifted up to refill water barrels.  The crew was working as if they were running normally.  The Sawali woman took a spyglass from the Runimancer woman and stepped to the side a little bit, and then raised it to look right in the canoe’s direction.  She had no idea that Shen could see her, but it was still a little, well, creepy knowing that she was looking right at them.  She said something, her lips moved, and the steersman turned the wheel.

Turning the ship towards the canoe.  They were going to chase them.


“They’re coming for us, wife,” Shen declared.


“What do we do?”


“We make them chase us,” he replied.  “We can outrun that ship if it stays in the water, and we only have to keep our distance until sunset.  When it gets dark, we can leave them far behind,” he declared.


“What if they do take to the air?  They’ll be able to outrun us.”


“Ships go faster in the air, but we have a large lead on them,” he told her as he looked back to her, ending his enhanced vision.  “We might be able to keep ahead until it gets dark even if they take to the air.  We don’t have much choice either way, Elvie.  If we can’t outrun them, we lose the canoe.  Do you want to walk to wherever it is we’re going?”

“Lua’s seeds, no,” she replied, then she gave a powerful stroke of her oar.


The ship seemed content to chase them on the surface for a good half an hour, very slowly gaining on them due to favorable winds.  But as the sun started creeping towards the western horizon, the ship pulled up out of the water, glittering refractions under it as the water streamed off the hull once they were above the surface, and the ship rose up nearly thirty fathoms, rising up into stronger winds that aided the magic that made it move.  It started catching up to them in a hurry once it was in the air, and Shen thought furiously as the ship advanced on them, as it became clear that the ship was going to catch them just before sunset.  He didn’t want to lose the canoe, it would make things extremely hard on Elvie.  But to get away from that ship, they would have to go under with as much as they could, which would leave the canoe and what they had to leave behind to the ship.  The last thing they could do was for Shen to reveal his magic to them, his father had drilled it into his head over the years that he was never to do magic in front of those he did not trust.  It left them few options, because he seriously doubted that the people on that ship had any sort of noble intentions.  Out in the Vast, anyone that was not a friend was an enemy.

“What in the—“ Elvie called, and it made Shen look forward.  In front of them, a mist was rising up over the water, rising with unnatural speed.  Swirling eddies thickened into tendrils, which spread into columns, then those columns joined to create a surprisingly large bank of thick fog, created with unnatural, magical speed.  But he hadn’t felt any magic—


The merfolk!


“Make for the fog, Elvie!” Shen ordered, with the pirate ship only about half a league behind them and closing fast.

“Is that Shen’s doing?”


“I don’t think so, but I’m not complaining!” he replied.  “Go, go, go!”


The two of them paddled furiously as the ship above and behind them started to descend, which made it speed up, and Shen kept a wary eye on it as the wall of nearly glowing mist, light from the setting sun behind them reflecting off its intangible border, got closer and closer.  He heard the creaking of the rigging of the ship, heard their voices, and the loudest was the voice of that Sawali woman, deep and resonant, barking at her crew to catch them before they made it into the fog.  Shen flinched when a metal hook splashed into the water just a fathom to the port of the stern of the canoe, and a glance back showed that the thrower was still a good thirty fathoms away, having hurled the hook and line from extreme distance.  In that glance, Shen also saw the Runimancer moving up to the bow, digging into the satchel hanging at her hip, which no doubt held her runics.


Hooks he could handle.  Tangling with a Runimancer was something he did not want to do.  They paddled as hard as they could, Shen constantly looking over his shoulder as the Runimancer pulled a piece of yellow parchment from her satchel.  She presented it with a thrust of her hand, and the rune engraved on it flaring with sudden white light, then the rune and its parchment vaporized in a flare of light.  That light coalesced around her hand, and then she thrust her open palm at the canoe.  A lash of magical energy erupted from her hand, and it secured itself to the stern of the canoe.  Both Shen and Elvie almost pitched forward when the canoe suddenly stopped under them, the ship behind them descending closer and closer as it neared them.  “Get lines on that canoe!” the Sawali woman shouted.


“Shen!” Elvie said fearfully, turning to look back at him.


He had no choice now.  “Under!” he ordered, pointing at the bow line, which was still tied to the bow of the canoe.  “Swim for the fog!”  Elvie threw down the oar, grabbed the bow line, then dove over the side.  The bow line snaked into the water and pulled taut as Shen set his feet in the canoe and spread his arms out wide, then began the sweeping motions of Angry Monkey.  He performed it so quickly that he was done nearly before he started, then he focused his eyes on his target as he snapped both hands forward and touched the heels of his palms together, fingers hooked like claws and spread.  From his hands, a searing blaze of intense fire blasted forth and then screamed across the empty air between the canoe and the pirate ship.  The lance of fire wasn’t aimed at the Runimancer, it was instead aimed at the hull of the ship, carefully aimed so it struck the hull at a very shallow angle, directly across one of the branded lines that formed the symbols that allowed the ship to levitate.  The fiery missile seared a blackened scorchmark across the line, which disrupted the continuity of the Symbol, and caused the magic it invoked to evaporate.

His father had taught him how to deal with flying ships.


Deckhands screamed as the ship suddenly lost the magic that made it fly, and it crashed nearly three fathoms down to the sea.  A fountainous eruption of white spray blasted away from the impact, and several jibs and spars snapped from the shock as four men went flying overboard, and the magical tether holding the canoe back vanished when the Runimancer was knocked from her feet by the impact, freeing it for Elvie to pull into the fog.  Shen jumped out of the canoe as the wave created by its impact nearly swamped the canoe, landing on the surface of the water to cover Elvie’s escape into the fog with the canoe.  Shen spread his feet and began Dancing Siren, then transitioned quickly into Darting Strider as the men on the ship recovered, as the Runimancer again appeared at the bow after regaining her feet, already in the act of pulling another runic from her satchel.  Shen shifted his weight as he felt the magic surge into him, then he leaned forward and unleashed that magic within, causing him to propel forward on the surface of the water with magical speed.  Every eye followed him, completely forgot about the canoe, as he skirted the ship along its starboard beam, shifting his feet and beginning Falling Leaves as the Runimancer turned and ran towards the stern, a parchment in her hands…most likely she had to be within a certain distance to use that runic.  Shen came clear of the stern as he finished Falling Leaves and shifted into Angry Siren, his movements quick, flowing, and perfect as he executed the form.  He felt the magic infuse him at the completion of the form, and then spread into the water around him, telling him that it was his to command.  With a white spray of water, Shen skidded to a stop on the surface behind the galleon, and then he turned slowly on one foot, spun a complete circle, and then swept his arms to one side in a grand motion as he came around.  In front of him, the water rose up from the surface and then launched itself at the Sawali woman who was pointing at him from the stern, causing her to tumble backwards and out of sight before the water ram reached her, falling down to save herself from being knocked into the air.  Shen clenched his fists, which made the ram of water stop in mid-strike, then he opened his hands and slammed them down onto the water’s surface, which made the column of water mimic his motions, to smash into the steering deck of the galleon, exactly as his father had taught him should he ever find himself fighting a ship and its crew.  Runimancer first to eliminate the primary threat to him, steering deck second to prevent the ship from chasing him, ship’s captain third to prevent to cripple the chain of command.  With the Runimancer out of reach, Shen opted for the secondary target, the steering deck in order to render the ship dead in the water with nobody at the helm.  Screams from above reached him as a blast of splashing water sprayed through and over the railing, and the steersman was included in it, being thrown over the rail by the force of the water that scoured over the deck.  The Runimancer appeared at the stern rail just as he returned to his vertical base, the runic gone and her hands glowing with magical light, which caused Shen to almost instinctively defend himself.  He raised both hands, which caused a thick wall of water to rise up in front of him and then curl over, forming a shield of water against whatever attack the Runimancer was about to loose.  He flinched when a brilliant bolt of lightning blasted forth from her hands, and he felt the charge through his feet as it struck his water shield and was absorbed by the endless water of the Vast.  Shen spread his arms out wide and bent low, touched his palms to the surface, then snapped them upwards with his arms straight out and palms down, keeping his palms level with the water as his arms raised over it.  The move caused a frothing eruption to rise up from the surface, as uncountable number of small droplets of water were pulled into the air, rising a sudden fog that concealed his form in the span of three heartbeats.

He used that shroud hiding him not to attack, but to escape.  Elvie was his primary concern, Elvie and the canoe, and he wasn’t going to fight the pirates and put her in potential danger.  He exhaled heavily, pushed out as much air from his lungs as he possibly could, then allowed himself to drop down into the water.  He drew in the warm water into his lungs, exhaled out the last of the air, and then used the magic still infusing him that caused water to obey his commands to have it carry him forward far faster than he could normally swim.  He went directly under the hull of the pirate ship and quickly caught up to Elvie, then took her hand, surrounded her with the water he controlled, and dragged her and the canoe behind them into the fog.  He saw the light over them dim noticeably once they under the fog, but he kept pulling them and the canoe further and further away.


They were nearly a league away from the pirate ship when he finally surfaced with his wife, pulling her up and onto the surface as they purged the water from their lungs.  She coughed and choked a little bit, then put her hands on his shoulders and gave him a look.  “What did you do, husband?  I saw and felt the ship hit the water!”


“I cut the lines of the Symbol that made their ship fly,” he replied.  “Father taught me how to do it.  A magical attack that disrupts the Symbol disrupts the magic,” he said, almost repeating word for word what Shen the Elder had taught him long ago.  “If they knew I could do magic, they would never have exposed the belly of the ship to me, and their Runimancer would have raised the ship’s mystic shields to defend the ship against magic.  But they don’t do it if there’s no threat of magic, because of how much it exhausts a Runimancer to do it.  That was their mistake.”

“But now they know what you can do, husband,” she said in concern.


“It was use magic or lose the canoe, and maybe lose you.  That’s an easy choice for me to make,” he replied.  “Did you see any Merfolk?  They had to have raised the fog to help us.”


“They didn’t.  I did,” Shen the Elder’s voice touched them, which made both of them gasp and look around suddenly.  Shen the Elder’s body seemed to almost melt out of the mist, impossibly close to them.  “Well done, son.  Well done.”


“Father!” Shen said, embracing him.  “What happened to you?  Why were you late?”


“They were why,” he answered as Elvie hugged him as well.  “I overheard them, son.  They know who we are, and they’ve been hunting for us since we left Alton’s Hook.”


“But we’re just fishermen.”


“We’re Wavewalkers,” he said intensely.  “That Sawali woman knew that.  I think she recognized our tattoos, maybe from her people’s legends.  She’s been after us since we left Alton’s Hook, and when she couldn’t find us, she came out here to try to intercept us along the path she thought we was taking.  She knows where we’re going,” he fretted.  “She knows where the Singing Stones are, and what’s more, she knows that they’re connected to us.  That’s going to make this trip far more dangerous.”


“What does she want from us?” Elvie asked.


“I don’t know, but I don’t think I want to give it to her,” Shen the Elder said grimly.  “In the canoe, Elvie.  Shen, we’re pulling it for a while.  It’s going to take them time to repair their ship and get it back in the air, so let’s use that time to get a lead on them,” he declared.

“What about the Merfolk?  We can hide with them.”


“They won’t have anything to do with us with that pirate after us,” Shen said grimly.  “They take no chances, son, it’s how they keep their city hidden.”  Elvie sat down in the bow of the canoe and threw the second guide rope out to Shen, and he and his father pulled the ropes taut.  Both of them were under the effect of skimming magic, so Shen allowed his father to set the pace, pulling the canoe fast enough to get them a long way from the pirate ship but not so fast the canoe was bouncing off the wavetops.  It was a pace that both of them could hold for hours before the constant use of magic exhausted them.  “They may not be quite so eager now,” he added with a bleak sort of smile, looking over at his son.  “You did very well, son.  You brought the ship down first, then went after its steering deck, just like I taught you.”


“But I revealed what I can do.”


“You made the right choice,” he assured him.  “You protected Elvie and saved the canoe.  And trust me, son, right now that woman is debating whether or not it’s worth it to come after someone who knows how to bring down their ship and knows runics that control water,” he chuckled darkly.  “That makes you a little too dangerous to chase, unless she thinks that the reward is worth the risk.  We’ll find out if she does think we’re worth it if she keeps chasing us.”


“Shen, how did my husband bring down the ship?” Elvie asked.


“Magic defeats magic, Elvie,” he replied.  “Symbologists burn the Symbols that makes ships fly into the hulls of the ships, branding the marks in, so using magical fire to create magical burns that mar those lines disrupts the magic that makes them fly.  Those marks are virtually indestructible otherwise, their lines can’t be broken by anything non-magical, but a magical attack can disrupt them.  That’s the sole reason I taught him that spell, because it can do exactly that.  They can repair the Symbol by using magic to remove the burns that disrupt the Symbol’s lines, which I’m fairly sure is something that Runimancer of hers can do.  Most ship’s Runimancers know runics to repair the Symbols that give their ships magic, else they wouldn’t be very useful.”


“Oh.  That was very clever, husband,” she said appreciatively.


“It’s what Father taught me to do,” he replied, looking back at her.


“Well, I still think it was clever,” she pressed.


“What now, Father?  Weren’t we depending on the Merfolk to give us supplies?”


“It does put a spearhead in my plans, but we can make due, son,” he answered.  “We can’t take a direct path to the Singing Stones now, so we can use the detour to go to the Black Island.”


Shen gave his father a surprised look.  “The Black Island?  Are you crazy?”


Shen gave him a dark, almost malevolent smile.  “Sometimes crazy works, son.  It’ll be far more dangerous to that Sawali woman than it will be to us,” he replied.  “If you understand the danger of the Black Island, you can avoid it.  It’s the unwary that find the island to be a death trap.  As long as we’re off the island by sunset, we’ll be alright.”

“What is this black island, husband?”


“It’s an island filled with the ghosts of the dead, wife,” he replied, looking back at her.  “And they’re not friendly to the living.”


“The island is the result of a curse, Elvie, legend says that it was the curse laid by Skalda himself that caused it.  Legend goes that the Black Island was Skalda’s base when he pretended to be a mortal and plied the Vast as a pirate, and when he returned to his godly duties, he put a curse on his old island to keep the mortals away from it.  It seems he was so fond of the island he didn’t want it taken over by anyone else,” he noted dryly.  “Anyway, the legend says that mortals who land on the island fall victim to the curse if they overstay their welcome.  They die and rise as ghosts, and then are cursed to spend eternity protecting the island from invaders.  That’s the legend, anyway.  The reality is much different.”


“Well, what’s the reality?”


“That there’s a creature on the island that makes the ghosts to protect the island and its lair there,” he replied.


“Another Siren?”


“No, dear girl, what’s on the island is no Siren,” he replied calmly.   “It’s a Hag.”


“What’s a Hag?”


“Think of a Hag as a very spiteful creature that used to be a Siren,” he answered.  “When a Siren loses her youth and beauty, she becomes a Hag, and the loss of them drive most of them insane with hatred of anything and anyone younger and more attractive than they are.  Anyone killed by a Hag rises as am undead creature under her control.  Even when the body rots away to dust, the soul becomes a ghost, still trapped in the mortal world by the Hag’s controlling magic.”

“So a Hag is a Siren.”


“A Hag used to be a Siren,” he corrected.  “As long as we’re swift and we’re careful, we can be on and off the island before she takes notice of us.  The ghosts serving the hag can’t come into the daylight, so we’ll be in no danger so long as the Hag herself doesn’t know we’re there.  But you, dear girl, can’t set a single foot on it.  In fact, you can’t come within a league of it.  You’re a Lifegiver, and that mark that protects you from the Sirens is a beacon that will draw the Hag right to you. And since you’re young and beautiful, she will kill you,” he stated bluntly.  “You’ll wait with the canoe a goodly distance from the island while we sneak on shore to grab some food.  There’s plenty of it there, the Hags only kill people, not plants or animals.”


“What makes it happen?”


“A Hag is the result when two Sirens fight,” he answered.  “The winner takes the youth and beauty of the loser, and it turns her into a Hag.  Needless to say, Hags hate the Sirens and anything or anyone connected to them far more than anything else,” he observed blandly.  “That’s why you’ll be in the most danger, dear girl, and why we have to leave you in the canoe.”

“Sirens fight?”


“Oh yes, dear girl.  In fact, the greatest danger to a Siren in the Vast is another Siren.  As I think you noticed from Ardanna, Sirens are very vain creatures.  When they start to age, to lose their youthful appearance, those Sirens will attack younger Sirens to take their youth and vigor.  That’s the only way a Siren can regain her youth, is to take it from another Siren.  That can be a dangerous undertaking, though, because younger Sirens tend to have stronger raw magic than older Sirens, where the older Sirens have experience using their magic.  A Siren’s magic is tied to her youth, with the Sirens in the prime of their young adulthood having the most powerful magic, then their power slowly wanes as they age.” 

“Huh.  I didn’t think the Sirens aged.  I thought they were immortal.”


“They’re ageless, dear girl.  There’s a difference,” Shen replied.  “And most Sirens die of other causes long before they get that old.  Even a Siren is going to meet with a fatal accident if she has three or four thousand years’ worth of chances.  Life in the Vast is not a safe one, not even for Sirens.”

“Ardanna said she talks to other Sirens, and that Sirens would envy her daughter.  If Sirens are the biggest danger to Sirens, why do they come anywhere near other Sirens?”


“Because they’re women, dear,” Shen smiled, glancing back at her.  “Women have an overwhelming need to associate with other women, so they can brag and boast and show off how beautiful they are.  It’s no fun being gorgeous and sexy when there aren’t other women around to be jealous of you,” he said playfully.


“Stop being witty and answer the question, Shen.”


He laughed.  “It is the answer, Elvie.  Sirens are social creatures.  They enjoy being with others of their kind, even if their own kind can be dangerous to them.  The compulsion to gather and talk is too great.  But, because older Sirens prey on younger Sirens, Sirens tend to gather in small social circles, usually no greater than maybe ten, for both social bonds and mutual protection.  An attack against any one Siren in a group causes the others to band together and hunt down the attacker.  Ardanna’s circle has eight other Sirens in it, and two are her own daughters.  Those are Sirens she knows, Sirens she trusts—well, as much as she trusts any other Siren.  Those are her social circle, and like most Sirens, she doesn’t stray from it.  Humans are not much different, dear girl, if you think about it.  We gather into social groups, protect each other, but consider those outside our groups to be suspect, even hostile.”


Elvie gave him a look, then nodded in understanding.  “I see.  Oh, and Shen.”

“Yes, Elvie?”


“I think what happened with the pirates convinced me that maybe I should try to learn magic,” she declared.


“Alright, but are you ready to devote yourself to it, dear girl?”


She didn’t hesitate.  “Yes,” she replied.


“Very well then,” he said as Shen looked back at his wife, and she smiled at him.  “We’ll start teaching you tomorrow.  Just understand, it’s going to be long time before you’re ready to actually use magic, Elvie.  There’s a lot you need to learn before you’re ready.”


“Okay.  You already told me that, so I know I won’t be dancing spells next month.”


“You sound more patient than Shen was,” his father chuckled, glancing at him.  “That was exactly what he thought he’d be doing when he started.”

“That was your fault, father,” he retorted.  “Don’t make it look so easy, and I won’t think it’s easy to do.”


Shen the Elder laughed.  “That just means that my father taught me well,” he said.  “We’ll be pulling the canoe as long as we can, son, we need as much distance from that Sawali pirate as we can get before she gets her ship repaired.”


“How far is this Black Island, Shen?” Elvie asked.


“Three days away, just east of south,” he answered, looking over his shoulder at her as he pointed almost back the way they came.  “We’ll be hooking back to the south after we go this way a while, try to throw her off and lose her in the night.  From the Black Island, it’ll be nearly nine days of open water until we reach land again.”

“The Turtle Islands?” Shen the Younger asked.


Shen the Elder nodded.  “We’ll be able to resupply there, keep our stores full as we move through the island chain, and once we reach the east edge of the chain, it’s twenty days to the Singing Stones, at least if we go in a straight line.  I’m not sure if we will, though.  It’s going to depend on how successful we are foraging for food once we leave the Turtle Islands.”


“What do you mean, Shen?” Elvie asked.


“The Singing Stones are in the middle of the Great Empty, Elvie,” he answered.  “It’s the only island for hundreds of leagues in any direction.  How fast we reach the Singing Stones will be a balance between what we carry and what we can fish up along the way.  And we will find fish, dear girl.  There are several shallow shoals like the one where we found the Sahu trident head along the path, places where fish gather.  We’ll be rationing our stocks as we move from fishing spot to fishing spot, zigzagging our way to the Singing Stones.  If we have good fishing along the way, we can take our time and approach from a different direction.  If the fishing’s poor, we’ll more or less be forced to go straight to the Singing Stones, since there’s food there.  We’ll see how things go once we’re there.  Until then, we have much more immediate things to worry about.  Keep an eye behind us, Elvie, and call out if you see anything.  Son, you get in the canoe with her and rest, you’ll be pulling after I get tired,” he ordered.  “Then I’ll take over for you when you get tired.  That way we can move steadily all night instead of very fast for a short time.”

“Alright, father,” he nodded.  He slowed down so the canoe caught up with him, then deftly hopped over the side and into the canoe without slowing down.  He sat down in the bottom of the canoe and leaned back against Elvie, who had turned around and opened her knees, then pointed at the deck between her feet imperiously.  Shen was more than happy to lean back against his wife, to feel her wrap her arms loosely around his chest and press her thighs against his sides, to enjoy the closeness.  He leaned his head back against her upper chest and closed his eyes, fully intending to rest like his father told him.  It was the first quiet moment since all that happened, and it gave him a chance to think things through.


They hadn’t seen the last of the Sawali woman, he was sure of it.  If she’d chased them all the way from Alton’s Hook, she wasn’t going to stop now.  Him revealing his magic might dissuade her, but it would just mean that she wouldn’t just sail up and try to capture them like she had the first time  She’d be sneaky about it, try to catch them off guard, catch them sleeping.


She was certainly going to complicate things.  Now they had to dare to land at the Black Island for enough food to get them to the Turtle Islands, and while it would be reasonably safe so long as they took precautions, it was still going to be dangerous.  There was a good chance she might lurk around the Turtle Islands, since they were the islands on the edge of the Great Empty that stretched east and south of the Twin Lands, a vast void of empty water that was much a desert as the one on the western continent.  After all, a desert wasn’t a place that was dry, it was a place with very limited resources for survival, and the Great Empty certainly met that definition…at least for a dryfoot.  The Wavewalkers, his father had told him, had no trouble surviving in the Great Empty, because they knew where the fishing shoals were located, the oases within the desert of the Great Empty.  Then they’d have to worry about her as they traversed the Great Empty, moving from fishing bank to fishing bank, and might even make reaching the Singing Stones a problem, if she did know where they were going, didn’t catch them in the Turtle Islands, and decided to just go there and wait for them.  It was much easier to spear an eel when you just lurked near the hole it used for its den.

Well, if she pushed the issue, they’d just have to deal with her.  After all, if that ship was in the water, they could attack it from underneath, where she couldn’t see it.  A water ram applied to the hull would rupture it despite the protections the Symbols branded into it provided, since the magic only protected the Symbols themselves, not the rest of the hull.  A very narrow ram, shaped like a spear, then driven into the hull somewhere not directly on the Symbols would punch a hole in it…and enough holes in the hull would force her to put the ship in the air to prevent it from sinking.  And if she kept it in the air, she couldn’t bring it too close to the water else their magic could bring it down.  The only problem that they might have would be the ship’s Runimancer, who seemed a fairly good one from the size of the satchel she used to carry around her runics, and the power of the two spells that Shen saw her use.  She was no journeyman Runimancer, that was for sure.  The spell that snared the canoe had been powerful enough to force Shen to attack the ship, and the lightning bolt she used against him had serious power behind it.  Just like Spelldancers, the mark of a good Runimancer wasn’t just how many runics he knew, but how much magic he could channel into the runics he could cast.  Shen only knew a handful of runics, nowhere near as many as his father knew, but he could admit that he was a good Spelldancer, because he could put a lot of power behind the spells he knew.  Again, not as much as his father, but Spelldancers could increase their natural aptitude with training and experience, augmenting their natural ability.  Shen’s power came from natural talent and potential, where his father had just as much potential and added his experience and skill atop it.

If it came to a confrontation, Shen was fairly confident they could come out of it the winners, as long as they were careful to pick and choose their battlefield.  If they could fight the pirate on their terms, they had the advantage.  If the pirate made them fight her on her terms, then she had the advantage.  So, the next few weeks were probably going to be a game of shark and smelt, where they evaded the pirate woman while she tried to corner them, to capture them.


But for what reason?  Shen said that he overheard them, that they knew that they were Wavewalkers.  So, for what reason was she chasing because they were Wavewalkers?  Was she going to turn them over to the Empire?  Was there some old Sawali legend or myth concerning the Wavewalkers that was so tempting to her that she was going to waste time, energy, and resources hunting them down?  After all, she was earning no money or goods or supplies running around the Vast chasing them.   She had a crew that no doubt expected to be paid, not even pirates served on ships for free.  So there had to be profit in this for her, and since they had nothing of value, then the value was the fact that they were Wavewalkers.


Shen knew of no legends or myths that would make the woman chase them.  The Wavewalkers had no legends of hidden treasure connected to them, no myths of items of magical power.  But, he could admit that there were none he knew of.  The Sawali people just might have legends and myths Shen had never heard, and there might be one in her people’s legends concerning Wavewalkers.


Either way, he had the feeling that this journey suddenly became much more complicated.
