Chapter 2


So far, Elvie was taking the tremendous change in her life fairly well.


Of course, it had only been a day since the attack and their hasty exodus from Warm Waters, but all yesterday,  Elvie was her usual positive if slightly cutting self.  She asked a million questions of both him and his father, learning not just what they could do, but what it meant to be both a Wavewalker and a Spelldancer.  She deduced on her own that learning magic required a different point of view, a different life philosophy than other people, and she probed for the essence of what set Shen and his father apart from the other villagers. Elvie was a girl that loved solving mysteries only slightly less than she did discovering them.  She was an adventurous girl, an explorer, a seeker of truth, courageous and strong and intelligent, and her love of mysteries was what had initially infatuated her about Shen many seasons ago.


She was a wonderful girl, and more and more, Shen was happy that she had decided to come with them.


His father certainly didn’t seem to mind her company.  He answered all her questions with his usual patience, was completely honest with her, and then started teaching her the history of the Wavewalkers as it was taught to him by his father, teaching her of the old times when tribes of Wavewalkers roamed the Vast, moving from island to island that followed a seasonal pattern, moving with the migration of fish and the ripening of fruits and berries on the islands that were their oases in this barren liquid desert.  He told her about Spelldancing, what it was and how it worked, and how it was the forebearer of the modern magical arts of Runimancy and Symbology, the art upon which those sciences was built.  Elvie then all but interrogated his father about his personal life before he moved to the village, about how he met Shen’s mother and his seasons moving through the Twin Lands in his search for other hidden Wavewalkers.

And Elvie being Elvie, she couldn’t resist teasing some of Shen the Elder’s more notorious stories about the women of the village out of him.  Elvie was a curious girl, and she was also a tiny bit dirty for a girl, so she enjoyed his stories about the wantonness of certain matrons and women in Warm Waters.  Even when his mother was alive, Shen the Elder was nearly infamous in the village for his willingness to wander beyond his own hut.  That was a perfectly acceptable thing in Tyleshi society so long as the wife or wives weren’t ignored and didn’t mind.


Shen could understand why she was so talkative and curious…because there wasn’t much else to do.  They were out of sight of land, and they were the only things visible on the surface of the Vast in any direction.  Everywhere they looked, there was nothing but empty ocean, rolling gently with waves only about a quarter of a fathom high, which was calm seas for this time of year.  And since she was restricted to the skimboard, she couldn’t even do very much.  And for a girl used to almost constant activity from the moment she awoke in the morning to the moment she went to sleep at night, being restricted like that was wearing on her.  But to her credit, she didn’t let it turn her surly, she instead channeled her energy in the ways that she could.

Shen the Elder guided them to the southeast unerringly, using one of the more subtle ways that Wavewalkers were different from other men, and that was their sense of direction.  A Wavewalker always knew in what direction they traveled even when they had no landmarks or navigation aids in the sky to guide them.  Shen the Elder knew where they’d started and knew where they were going, and he would get them to exactly where they wanted to go.

“Of course I knew,” Elvie said dismissively when Shen the Elder revealed some of his blackmail material against her mother.  “Mother was fairly honest with me, she told me that sometimes she preferred a man, and sometimes she preferred a woman.  I used to help cover for her when she was off with some of the other women in the village that thought the same way she did.”


Shen the Elder glanced over at her with a smile.  He was standing on the skimboard that held their supplies, his feet set in the open areas, and the skimboard under him barely shivered as he paddled.  The magic of them was revealed in those paddling strokes, since Shen the Elder’s paddle propelled the magic-infused redwood board far faster than if it was a canoe, or even one of the paddleboards that the younger kids used to spearfish the shallows of the cove.  Elvie had almost nagged Shen to have him take the board up into the air, something she knew they could do, but he wasn’t about to do that.  Riding a skimboard in the air was not for someone that had no skill at it.  She had to learn how to ride the board on the water first, and when she gained competence, he’d take her up into the air.  She’d probably fall off as he got altitude.

“Your mother is a complicated woman, Elvie,” Shen the Elder told her mildly.  “Just one of many remarkable people in the village.  I’m going to miss them,” he sighed.


“Why our village, Shen?  Out of all the places in the world you could go, why our village?” she asked.


“Because of exactly what it was, Elvie.  It was an isolated village on the edges of the Empire, filled with people I felt comfortable being with.   Besides, the Tyleshi look the most like us, so we fit in best among your people.  I stand out quite a bit just about anywhere else,” he chuckled.  “I’ve seen many people over my seasons, girl, I’ve met men from all nine races, and I will tell you this.  The Tyleshi are the best of them,” he declared.  “The Tyleshi are earnest and kind, they are compassionate and understanding.  Your village accepted me and my wife with little friction, though many of the village women didn’t have much respect for Lilianna at first,” he chuckled.  “But as she learned village ways, they came to accept her.  There are few other peoples in the world that would be so accepting, Elvie,” he said soberly.  “Except maybe the Ethsandi.  They’re the most like the Tyleshi.  In many other places, as soon as I’d have moved into the village, I would have met nothing but suspicion and mistrust.  In some villages, they wouldn’t have let me move in at all, they’re so mistrustful of people not them.”


“That’s a ridiculous thing to do,” Elvie snorted.


“Yes, but they don’t see it that way,” Shen the Elder replied mildly.  “In some parts of the Nine Provinces, I took my life into my hands just being there.  And if anything would have happened, even something as innocuous as someone’s pig dying, I would have been blamed for it.  After all, I’m the outsider, so who else could it be?”

“That’s even more ridiculous.”


“Fear is not a thing that works in rational ways, Elvie,” he told her sagely as he gracefully navigated a higher wave, which caused the skimboard to rise up and then back down.  “I swear, I think living on the land does that to men,” he said absently.


“I wonder what that’s like.  Living on land,” Elvie mused.  “It must be, well, convenient.  No climbing up and down into the hut.”


“Every benefit is traded off by a drawback,” he told her.  “Remember, what’s convenient for you is also convenient for everyone else, including people you may not want inside your hut.  All things equal, I think the village did it best.”


“Did you ever go up to a floating city?”


“Once, but I wasn’t allowed to get off the boat,” he replied casually as he glanced off to the south.  “But I know many men who had, and I’d heard everything I needed to know.  Trust me, Elvie, life up there is not what everyone thinks it is.  They may have money, but they live in fortresses of their own making, doing everything they can to keep everyone else out.  It’s a very paranoid way to live,” he chuckled.  “The floating cities are grand and gaudy and breathtaking, they have towering spires and grand manors and amazing temples, but all the grandeur and demonstrations of wealth and power, it’s all just gilding for the cage.”

“What do you mean?” Shen asked.


“The floating cities are where the rich and powerful in the Empire live, but they live as if every other citizen of the city is out to get them,” he replied.  “And that’s not an entirely incorrect way to look at it,” he added with a dark smile.  “The richer and more powerful a person is, the more their house is behind walls and patrolled by guards.  They almost live like prisoners in their own homes, afraid to open a door or window for fear that some enemy may be lurking just beyond it.”


“That’s…that’s bizarre,” Elvie breathed.


“That’s what money does to people, Elvie,” he told her.  “And that’s why I think the village was the best place to live.  Yes, you were poor.  Yes, you struggled every day to survive.  But in the grand scheme of things, your people are much happier than those rich merchants and powerful nobles cowering behind the walls of their houses floating high above.  They’ll never know what it’s like to live without fear, Elvie, and it makes them lesser than the people they scorn for being poor, uneducated savages.”


Elvie took on a thoughtful look.  “And that’s why we’ll just move to another village.”


“Yes,” he replied.  “And not just because it’s the best place for us to hide.  It’s because it’s the best place for us to live if we want to be happy.”


“Father,” Shen said, pointing to the south.  There was a tiny black dot close to the horizon, and on the open sea, that meant there was something out there.


“I’m not sure,” he said after a moment, looking in that direction.  “You should go check it out.  Make sure it’s not that pirate ship.”


“Yes, Father,” he replied.  “Elvie, you need to move to the other skimboard.”


“No way, I want to go with you!” she protested.


“Elvie, you’re not ready to ride a skimboard off the water yet,” Shen the Elder told her, drifting over next to them, then offering a hand.  “Now step over.”


She looked decidedly annoyed, but she did obey, standing up from where she was sitting on the back of the board and stepping over to the other.  She stood near the back, her feet spread around a bedroll.  Shen moved to the center of the board and put his feet into position for taking it into the air, then he stomped on the back as he twisted with his front foot.  That made the board bounce up off the water, and as soon as he was clear of it, he leaned to the side and turned the board into a spin, grabbing the edge of it.  Leaning into the spin made it speed up, and that twisting motion caused the board to start to ascend.  It was the only way to get a skimboard altitude when it was stationary, called a cyclone climb, since Shen and the board were corkscrewing up into the air as if they were in the center of a vortex.  Elvie watched with wonder as Shen skillfully turned the board in tight circles until he was about twenty fathoms over their head, then he saw the symbols on the nose of the board start to glimmer, telling him that there was a ley line close at hand.  The runes told him what kind of ley line it was, and after reading them, he turned the board to intercept the ley line.  When it hit the line, the board surged both forward and upward, which took over lifting it into the air for him.  Ley lines were invisible, currents of pure magic that flowed through the world, currents that were neither permanent nor predictable.   A line could flow in the same place for years, or it might form, flow, and then dissolve in a matter of moments.  The runes and symbols etched into the nose of the board detected ley lines and also told the rider what kind of line it was, if it was ascending or descending, and how strong it was.  Stronger lines made the rider go faster.  Wisps of pure magical energy became visible around the bottom of the board when it hit the ley line, as the board interacted with the line, and Shen’s knees bent as he felt the board rise up under him, pushing him along, forcing him to lower the nose of the board, shifting it into the center of the line as he let the line do the work for him and propel him into the sky.


“Wow!” Elvie called in amazement.  “The Baron’s board didn’t do that!”


“He’s surfing a ley line,” his father told her, his voice getting faint as Shen ascended quickly 

In seconds, Shen was high enough to glide to the south far enough to get a look and then return.  He left the ley line and put his arms out as shifts of his weight on his feet guided the board, turned him to the south.  He rocked the board from side to side to save as much altitude as possible, slaloming rather than go in a straight line, a technique that slowed his forward speed but saved him altitude as he moved to the south, away from his father and wife-to-be and towards that black smudge on the horizon.  He traveled nearly three leagues while only losing about twenty fathoms of altitude, using several tricks to recover altitude as he traveled south.  All of them cost him speed, however, several times him coming to a complete stop as he rode his momentum upward to regain altitude, as if cresting a hill, to start back down.

He got far enough south to see what it was, and he turned around quickly to tell his father.  Not because it was something to avoid, but it was something to seek out.  It was a Drifting Tree, a tree that lived in the ocean, drifting with the currents.  It stayed afloat with a huge network of “roots” that were buoyant, spread wide to give the tree stability, with a wide, stout trunk and a delicate canopy of leaves over that wide base.  The entire tree was buoyant that way.  If it was somehow driven under by a storm, it would just float back to the top, and it would always come back up right side up.  The wood was also extremely strong, which made it highly useful for any number of tools or weapons.  The other races of men killed the trees for their wood, since ships and masts made from the trees were like their old canoe, naturally buoyant due to air pockets that formed inside the wood.  But the trees were oases of fruit and fresh water as well, and the bark from the tree was as supple as cloth and as tough as leather, which made it ideal for making items such as bags and clothing.

There were many different species of drifting trees, and this one was a fairly rare redwood tree, the same kind of tree from which the wood of his skimboard was harvested.  The wood had other properties, and that was why his father was certain to detour to the tree to see if they could pick up some of the fallen branches that fell to the roots below and tangled into them.


He only conserved altitude enough to get back to his father, landing in the water with a water-cutting splash not far from his father and Elvie and using his built up momentum to coast right up to them.  “It’s a drifting tree, Father, a redwood,” he reported.


“Really?” he said in interest.  “Was it blooming?”


“It had fruit,” he reported.


Shen the Elder immediately turned his skimboard south.  “Did you see any animals?  Any rocs?” he asked.


“No rocs, but a few monkeys.  Nothing that looked dangerous,” he replied.


“A drifting tree?  Father told me about them, but I’ve never seen one of those,” Elvie declared as she hopped back to Shen’s skimboard with subtle grace.


“You’re about to,” his father told her with an eager smile.  “Thressa’s luck favors us, son.  If we’re really lucky, we’ll find some wood.  Maybe even some shed bark.”


“Find wood?  The whole tree is wood,” Elvie protested.


“We don’t cut or damage the tree, Elvie,” his father told her.  “Those trees are sacred in the histories of our people, said to come from Lua’s garden.  And we’re not about to anger Lua by damaging one of her trees.  But the trees often have fallen branches and peeled bark among the roots, and if we’re lucky, we’ll find some.”


“For what?”


“For spears, for one,” he answered.  “Redwood makes the best spear shafts.  If we can find a large enough piece of wood, we can fashion a cargo raft so I can clear off my skimboard.  And the bark is as good as tanned sealskin, if we’re lucky we can find some and just roll it up and bring it with us.  I’m sure we’ll find a use for it.”


“They also have fruit and pools of fresh water,” Shen added as Elvie put her arms around him from behind, and he rather liked the feel of her against him.  “If we can find some bark, we can fashion waterskins out of it.”


“Yes, I’m getting tired of constantly refilling Elvie’s skin,” his father chuckled dryly.


“It sounds really interesting.”


“It is, but it’s also not entirely without danger,” Shen the Elder warned.  “So when we get there, don’t just run off.  Stay with Shen and do what he tells you to do. He’s been on a drifting tree before, he knows where the danger is.”


“Well, explain it to me,” she said.  “It’s going to take us a while to get there.”


Shen the Elder chuckled.  “True,” he agreed.  “First, the roots are not solid ground.  It’s a tangle of interwoven branches and tubes and roots that form a semi-solid platform the tree uses as its own floating island,” he explained.  “The whole thing moves, and that means there’s a chance you can fall into the mesh and get stuck.  There are also animals that live on the tree, and sometimes there are predators.  But if there are monkeys on the tree, that’s a good sign.  But there are always predators under the water, Elvie,” he warned.  “You do not swim anywhere near a drifting tree.  Sharks and blacktooth terrors hang around the tree, waiting for the animals that live on it to fall in, or for open water fish to come to it so they can spawn.  Some of the trees themselves are predatory, but not the redwoods.  They lure birds and animals onto them with their fruits, then the animals fall into traps and die, and the tree feeds off their carcasses.  The worst are the jellyfish trees,” he grunted.  “They actually shoot hooked darts at you that have tough springy lines on them.  If the darts hit you, they stick in you, then the tree pulls you in like you’d pull in a speared fish, pulls you into a giant flower that acts just like a stomach, and the tree eats you.”


Elvie gaped at him, squeezing Shen’s middle a little.  “Wow.  Did you ever see one of those, Shen?”


“Once, but Father didn’t let us come anywhere near it.”


“And that was the smart thing to do,” his father added mildly.

It took them nearly two hours to reach the tree.  It was almost a small island, its multitude of small, curled roots so overgrown and twisted and gnarled into one another that it nearly looked like ground.  Water splashed between the roots to show that it wasn’t solid.  The root mat was nearly fifty paces from the trunk of the tree, which was as thick around as four huts brought together and about thirty fathoms high, where the canopy spread out.  The bark of the tree was a tan color and looked almost like the peeling from a man with scaleskin fungus, with many patches of bark peeling away from the trunk.  The canopy was barely half the size of the root mat, and redwood fruits hung enticingly up among the branches.  A troupe of monkeys were moving along the canopy above, chattering at each other, and birds of many species flew over the tree or rested among its branches.  Elvie looked at the tree with wonder, holding Shen’s hand as they approached the edge of the mat with several shark fins popping up out of the water around them, but then submerging once again.


Shen the Elder hopped onto the root mat and then pulled his skimboard up onto the roots using a rope he’d tied to the nose of the board.  Shen helped Elvie step over, then he stepped off his board and picked it up, then quickly got onto the mat before a shark took a shot at him.  Shen the Elder led them about twenty paces away from the edge, then he tied his skimboard to a root using the rope.  “Tie your board down, son,” he ordered.  “There’s some rope right there.”


Elvie picked up the rope and tossed it to him, and he knelt down and did as he was told.  He first tied the rope to his board using one of its eyelets, then he tied the rope to one of the extruding roots.  He saw a dark shape slide under him, through the gaps in the roots that let him see into the water, a form too big to be a shark.


“Father, there’s a blacktooth terror under us,” he warned.


“I’m not surprised,” he nodded.  “It’ll lose interest when it loses sight of us.  It already knows that the roots are too tough for it to break through them.  Elvie, dear, stay well away from any large gap in the root mat.  Some of the smarter sharks will lunge through them to get at anything on top of the mat.”


“Yes, Shen,” she nodded, taking firm grim of Shen the Younger’s hand.


Elvie showed that her years of standing in a moving canoe gave her the same grace and agility as her two traveling companions, moving among the roots with confidence, her footsteps always well reasoned and sure.  The dark shape under them shadowed them as they approached the tree, but as the got close to the trunk, the root mat under them got much thicker, and that drove the hungy predator to abandon its stalking of them.  The ascended the twisting roots, getting futher and further away from the water, and his father stopped them when they found their first bounty.  It was a large patch of bark that had fallen off the tree and gotten tangled into the roots, with a pool of fresh water caught in the bottom of it.  Three tiny fish darted here and there within the water.  “And here’s our first find,” he said eagerly.  “This is a pretty big patch of bark.”


“It feels like sealskin,” Elvie said as her fingers slid over it.


“It’s even tougher than sealskin, and as supple as cloth,” he told her.  “Stone knives have a very hard time cutting it, but a blacktooth terror knife can do the job.   Let’s get it out of the roots and roll it up.”

“How did the fish get there?”


“They’re newborn walking fish,” Shen told her.  “They can lay their eggs in fresh or salt water.  You can either eat them or drop them down into the roots, they’ll fall into the water.”


Elvie opted to drop them into the water as they dislodged the piece of bark, rolled the water out of it, then spread it out and rolled it up.  It was nearly half a fathom long and a quarter of a fathom across, and they could use it to fashion several different tools or items.  Shen the Elder took the rolled bark back to the skimboards as Shen led Elvie up to the trunk of the tree.  She put her hands on it as she looked up into the canopy.  “It’s huge.”


“Yeah, it’s the biggest one I’ve ever seen,” Shen agreed.


“How many have you seen?”


“Three,” he replied.  “A moonwood tree, a jellyfish tree, and a spearleaf tree.  I’ve never seen a redwood tree before.”


“Father’s told me stories about the time a dead drifting tree got stuck on the reef outside the village when he was a boy,” she told him.  “They made most of the posts of the older villages out of the wood, and I think some of the spears the other villagers use are from that tree.”


“If it would have been alive, they’d probably never have managed to cut any wood off it,” Shen mused as his father started back for them.  “Most drifting trees have wood that’s too tough for anything but metal tools or blacktooth terror saws to cut.  Our skimboards are made out of it, out of redwood,” he said, patting the trunk.  “It’s one of the best woods for a skimboard.”

“You think we could find enough wood to make another one?” she asked hopefully.


“It’s possible,” he said, pointing.  “Look at the branches.  Several of them up there are big enough to make a board out of them.  But the big branches don’t break off very often.  But I don’t know if Father knows how to make one,” he warned.  “It’s very hard to make a skimboard, he may not know the formulas for it.”

“But, but the runes are right there on the board,” she protested.


“Yes, but how you engrave them into the board matters,” he told her, repeating a lesson he’d learned years ago.  “You can’t just copy what you see and make it work.  You have to know exactly how to inscribe the patterns, in the exact order, and how deep they’re supposed to be, and so on.  A single bad stroke while you’re carving the patterns can ruin the magic and make it useless.”


“Ohhhh,” she breathed.  “I thought you could just, you know, copy the runes on one to make another.”


“It would be nice if it was that easy,” Shen chuckled.  “Father could make a fortune making skimboards if it was.”


Shen returned, standing with the two teens to look up at the tree.  “Alright, son, time to earn your way,” he said.  “Think you can climb this?”


“I can,” he said confidently.  “What am I going to do when I get up there?”


“Fruit, and see if you can find any broken branches tangled into the limbs.”


“I can do that,” he said, moving to the side a few paces.  He put his fingers into a crevice in the trunk, and started pulling himself up the side of the tree.


As agile as a monkey and just as sure of himself, Shen quickly ascended the tree trunk.  His fingers and toes found easy purchase in the ridged trunk of the drifting tree, the many small ridges the reason why the bark constantly peeled away from it, all but scampering the ten fathoms or so from the base of the trunk up to the lowest branches above.  Once he pulled himself up onto the branch, which was nearly a fathom across where it merged with the trunk.  He padded out onto the limb, as it narrowed and forked, until he was out on the fringes, out where the fruit grew.  He picked two fruits and waited until his father and Elvie were under him, then dropped them.  They caught the gourd-sized greenish-yellow fruits deftly, setting them on the mat so they wouldn’t fall through until he was done, then packing them onto his father’s skimboard.  Shen had to move along the smaller branches to reach the other fruits, and once he’d thrown down enough to fill a large basket, he moved back into the canopy and started hunting for wood as his father and Elvie did the same down on the root mat. Several monkeys gave him strange looks as he moved along the branches, climbing up, fearlessly dropping down to lower branches, searching for limbs or branches that had broken off from the tree and got tangled up into the others.  He looked for nearly half an hour, then came back down to the lowest branch and shouted to get his father’s attention.  “There’s nothing up here, Father!” he called.

“We found a couple down here!” he shouted back.  “Come back down!”


After climbing back down, he met the others on the far side of the tree, where Elvie was regarding a very large limb that had fallen from above and wedged into the root mat.  It was longer than Shen was tall and nearly as thick around, curving a little bit, ending in an irregular, jagged edge where the rest of the limb had broken off from it.  Most likely, the rest of the limb had been washed off the mat and out to sea, where this piece of it had fallen vertically form the canopy above and got its end wedged into the roots.


“We have our raft,” Shen the Elder declared with a beatific smile.  “Actually, I’m going to make a canoe out of it.”


“If we needed a canoe, we could have just taken ours, father,” Shen noted.


“No, the village can make use of it,” he replied.  “Besides, that canoe isn’t really built for open water, it would have been a liability more than an asset.  It would have broken apart in the first real storm.  This one will be made for open water.”


“It’s going to take us days to make a canoe out of it,” Elvie protested.


“It’ll take me about two minutes,” Shen told her confidently as he approached the piece of wood.  “Now let’s get it out of there.  It has to be laying on its side or I won’t get the dimensions right.”


“How?” she asked, looking at Shen.


“He knows a spell to cut wood, he’ll dance it,” he replied.


“Oh.  Ohhhhh,” she breathed.  “You know, this magic of yours is really useful.”


“It can be sometimes,” Shen the Elder chuckled as the three of them surrounded the piece of wood.


“Do you think I could learn it?”


“You seem graceful enough,” Shen said appraisingly as he looked at her.  “It’s not easy, Elvie, it takes complete and total control of your body to do.  But you’re a very agile, graceful girl.  You might be able to do it.  We can always start teaching you the basic forms and see how it goes,” he shrugged.  “That hurts no one, and if you can spelldance, then that can only be a good thing.”


“I’d be eager to learn.”


“Good, maybe that will motivate Shen to pay more attention in his lessons,” Shen the Elder said, giving his son a playful look.

It took all three of them to wrestle the large piece of wood out of the roots, a piece of wood that weighed more than three times the combined weight of all three of them.  But they were all three forged and tempered by daily hard work, and had more than enough strength to get the piece of wood free of the roots.  It cost a couple of them a little skin, particularly poor Elvie, who got her breasts abraded by the tougher bark on the limbs, but they worked the huge branch out of the entrapping roots and laid it flat on the mat.  Shen tended his wife-to-be as his father prepared himself for his magic, by carefully measuring the piece of wood with which he would work and working out the dimensions of the canoe he wanted to carve from it in his mind.


“It’s not that bad, it’s not even bleeding,” Elvie protested as Shen delicately touched the abrasions on the inside of her breast.


“I know, I’m just using it as an excuse to grope you,” he replied as he flicked one of her nipples, which earned him a smack on the top of the head.


Shen the Elder finished his preparations, and Elvie got to see real spelldancing.  Shen recognized the basic forms his father used but didn’t know the specifics to make the magic work, watched him perform Splitting the Coconut, flow effortlessly into Sahu’s Spear, move into Sunrise over the Water, and then spin gracefully into Gust of Cold Wind.  After finishing the downward arm motion of the final form, he clapped his hands together and then made a sweeping motion with his right arm, and a large piece of the limb before him suddenly spiralled away, sliced off by the power of his father’s magic.  Shen the Elder made several such movements, each one shearing away a large chunk of the limb, until the basic shape of a canoe took form from the remnants.  It was deep-keeled, which would give it stability in the open water, and Shen could see outrigging notches in one side to attach an outrig for even more stability, if necessary.  Shen the Elder made a grand gesture with both hands, touching his fingers together and spreading them apart as his hands moved down, then turned and met at the bottom, then he made a spiralling motion with both hands without them touching and then snapped them upward.  There was little sound involved as the interior wood of the canoe suddenly separated from the hull and sailed up and back in an arc to land on the roots behind.  Shen the Elder shimmied his hands, and as he did so, little flecks and notches in the hull were sheared off, smoothing the hull and making it the exact shape that the elder Wavewalker wanted it to be.

And just like that, the canoe’s hull was complete.  It was two and a half fathoms long, nearly a fathom wide across the top, and had a deep, sharp keel that would give the canoe stability in the waves of the open ocean.  It was a sea-going canoe, not a fishing canoe, meant to travel the open waters of the Vast with stability and strength.

“Amazing!” Elvie breathed, rushing over and putting her hand on the reddish wood of the new canoe.  “The wood is smooth!”


“It was cut by magic, not a tool, so yes, it’s smooth,” Shen the Elder said calmly.  “I’ll fashion sitting boards and oars out of the interior, as well as as many spear shafts as I can make out of it.  I’ll make the outrig from the pieces I lopped off to form the hull.”


It took him a half an hour to finish.  He fashioned oars, interior boards, outrigging poles and a counterballast, and after dragging the canoe to the edge of the mat, they put it together in outrig fashion using rope from their own supplies.  After they were done with the outrig, his father installed the rest of the pieces of the canoe.  Since the wood was redwood and would float without need for air-induced buoyancy, Shen drilled several small holes in the bottom of the boat so the boat wouldn’t swamp, but also put an ankle-deep layer of water in the bottom of the boat.  That water, or bilge, was covered over with planks he’d fashioned from the interior wood he’d carved out of it, fitting together so tightly they didn’t need nails or any other form of securing, but also let them pull them up if needed.  He also set in sitting boards in notches he’d made in the sides of the inner hull.  Once they had the canoe fully built, they loaded it with all of their supplies, and Shen the Elder ordered his son to stow his skimboard in the canoe and help Elvie paddle it.  Without the magic behind the skimboards, the canoe wasn’t going to move even half as fast.  “Alright, let’s make one more sweep of the root mat and look for anything else that might be useful, then we’ll be on our way.”


When they pushed off from the drifting tree, they had quite a bit in it.  They’d found several more smaller pieces of bark, several smaller branches, and four blacktooth terror teeth lodged in the roots around a gap in the mat, where a small one had tried to grab something atop the mat. The teeth were smaller than average, long and narrow and dagger-like, but they were also fresh, so they would serve as good spear points for the shafts his father had hewn from the excess wood.  They’d also found a single whale bone, which was as long as Shen’s leg and thicker around than Elvie’s waist, which was also added to the canoe.  Shen the Elder intended to fashion it into a harpoon, which was always a useful item to have in the open waters of the Vast.

“Alright, let’s get back on course,” his father ordered from his skimboard, standing confidently atop it with a paddle in his hands.  He drifted on the water beside them, just on the far side of the outrig counterballast.

“It’s going to be easier sleeping in this canoe than it was on that board,” Elvie noted from the bow of the canoe, looking over her shoulder at him with a smile.


“Don’t smile at me about that, woman, you knocked me off on purpose and you know it,” Shen accused.  She just grinned at him while his father laughed.  “I could have drowned!”


She gave him a confused look, then burst out laughing, realizing it for the joke it was.


The canoe slowed them down in one way, but made things much easier in another.


The canoe made their trip to the Broken Rock take nearly seven days, but the canoe made the trip safer for Elvie and much easier on them.  The canoe made things much safer for Elvie, who didn’t have the tattoos or the experience Shen and his son had in the open water, and it made it easier for them to carry their supplies and gear.  It also made it easier to fish, casting lines off the boat that trailed behind the canoe and reeling them in when they caught open-water fish like blue-eyed darters or hooktooths.  The fruits from the drifting tree varied their diet of fish, and the bark they’d collected was fashioned into five new waterskins that his father used magic to fill with fresh water, using his dancing to separate the salt from the water and giving Elvie all the water she needed to drink.  It gave Elvie a stable and dry place to sleep at night, so she didn’t run the risk of getting saltwater sores, and gave her a little more room to move around.

But she didn’t spend all her time in the canoe.  Shen took her out onto his skimboard several times while his father was resting and started teaching her the basics, him standing in the water as he showed her how to control the board without a paddle.  Like most villagers, she was very agile and dextrous, from living a life of climbing up and down ropes, climbing trees for fruit, and spending her life standing in an unstable canoe as she fished.  That life of standing on unstable canoes was almost perfect preparation for standing on a skimboard, because it taught her how to move her lower body with the board without toppling over.  After a few days, she was able to get the board to move on the water, able to get it to move forward without using a wave and even managed to turn it without falling off constantly, which really impressed both Shen and his father.  Sure, she fell off a lot, but only at first, as she got used to the idea that the skimboard was not a fishing canoe.


That was practice she could only do when Shen the Elder told her it was safe.  His father was keeping a sharp eye out for both marine predators and for rocs, the giant raptor birds that patrolled the Vast, birds big enough to snatch up and carry a man off with barely any effort.  Three different times, Shen had ordered Elvie back into the the canoe, then he skipped his board off the water and into the air.  And all three times, a large, dark shape passed under the canoe, slowly patrolling the open waters of the Vast for anything it could eat.

A blacktooth terror.


They were giant fish, even bigger than sharks and twice as mean, but they weren’t very smart.  They didn’t attack canoes because it didn’t register to their tiny brains that it was anything but a piece of drifting wood.  They had poor eyesight but very good senses of smell, and the canoe was an even bigger boon because it kept Elvie’s feet out of the water, which kept her man-smell from entering the water and attracting a blacktooth terror.  That sense of smell was why they were always so careful around Warm Waters, because they were opportunistic fish.  They ate anything, be it dead or alive, fresh or rotting, and the smell of rotting fish attracted them as fast as blood did.  They were well named fish, because of their black teeth, and because of their vicious and single-minded disposition.  If a blacktooth terror knew there was food out of its reach, it would linger for weeks waiting for that meal to get within reach.  That was why the village worked so hard not to attract a blacktooth terror, because it might lurk in the waters around Warm Waters for months before it finally went away.


That wasn’t the only giant fish they saw on their journey to the Broken Rock.  On the last day of their trip, they had a close encounter with a leviathan.  Leviathans were truly monstrous, gigantic fish, came in several species of both fish and air-breathing whales, and some fed on plankton while others were predators.  Leviathans didn’t eat people on purpose, but that didn’t mean that they didn’t accidentally eat people thinking they were a meal more to their liking, like a seal or a shark. They had very poor eyesight when things were very close to them, and at short range, they couldn’t tell exactly what they were trying to eat.  The leviathan that passed close to the canoe, about two hundred fathoms away, was one of the plankton eaters, a titanic fish that was nearly the size of a small atoll.  It was laying on its side in the water, one of its sail-sized flippers flapping lazily, almost in invitation…but not to them.  They could have put a hundred canoes on its back, laid end to end.  It looked in their direction when it surfaced, but it went about its business of waiting for it to be noticed without bothering them.  Leviathans often surfaced, even the water breathing fish varieties, because the parasites that attached to their skin were very irritating to them, and birds had learned long ago that a surfaced leviathan was a banquet of easily gotten food.  They would surface and let the birds clean the parasites off of them, then submerge and go about their business.  A surfaced leviathan was easy to spot because of the flock of birds that swarmed around it.


Behind them, a veritable tornado of circling gulls, terns, and plovers gathered around the leviathan.


Broken Rock grew on the horizon late in the afternoon, becoming visible not long after a brief rain shower passed over them.  Elvie was standing near the bow as Shen paddled, wringing the water out of her long black hair, but Shen’s eyes were more interested in her willowy hips and bare butt; she hadn’t bothered wearing her loincloth for the last couple of days, and it had been a few days since they’d lain together, so the interest was definitely starting to increase.  And Elvie wasn’t above doing a little teasing, often bending over to show him even more, or sitting in ways that let him see between her thighs…or just being outright blatant about it and opening her legs to show him what he wanted to see.  That may not be a big deal in Tyleshi society, but even people with no modesty as most races of man reckoned things would look with complete attention at those places when they were getting frisky, and Elvie was giving him ample opportunity to ogle all those parts of her he was most interested in with his growing ardor.  It was simple human nature, both for him to look and for her to give him plenty to see.

“A word of warning before we get there, kids,” Shen told them from beside their canoe.  “Ardanna is not a human.  She’s a Siren, and she’s going to be very strange to you.  No matter what she does, just go with it.”


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


“I mean she’s not going to act like you’d think a person is supposed to act,” he answered.  “She’s not human, son, so don’t think she’ll act like a human.  And don’t offend her,” he warned.  “Sirens are very touchy like that.  Be polite to her and don’t make any jokes, either directly or indirectly.  Our humor is not her humor, and she may take offense to your attempts to be funny, at least until she gets to know you.”


“Alright,” Shen nodded as Elvie looked back at him.


“Elvie, as far things go for you, just stay silent and only speak if she speaks directly to you,” his father warned.


“What happens if she gets insulted?” she asked.


“She’ll throw us out of her grotto, Elvie, but she’ll kill you,” he warned.  “So you’d better be on your best behavior in her home, because your life does literally depend on it.”


Elvie gaped a little, then swallowed and nodded emphatically.

As they neared the tiny island, they saw how it got its name.  The island was almost completely dominated by its volcano, the sides of the island sloping steeply all the way down into the water, with little or no flat land around it.  The top of the island looked like it had been sheared off by some unfathomably huge being, sloping gently from left to right, from northwest to southeast, and smoke rose from the center of that cut-off top of the volcanic cone.  Shen the Elder guided them around to the north side of the island without getting too close once they arrived, then turned them into a large opening in the side of the volcano, an old lava tube that was partially flooded.


Within the lava tube was nothing Shen expected to see.  About five fathoms in, the tube opened into an artificial cavern that was flooded except for a pebble beach of sorts at the far end, upon which was stacked crates and barrels and other things that looked suspiciously like ship cargo.


“This is the place?” Elvie asked in a hushed whisper.  “Where is she?”


“She knows we’re here, Elvie,” Shen said confidently as he drifted his skimboard towards the pebble beach.


“Of course I do,” came a shimmering, lovely voice that seemed to come from everywhere within the cave at once, echoing off the walls in ways that were almost hypnotizing.  Shen saw movement in the water, and a very tall, slender, extremely well-formed female all but flowed up from the water and onto the beach. She was nude, like Elvie, but her skin was a very light green, and her hair was a very dark, stormy blue.  Her proportions were sensual, nearly voluptuous, and when she turned around, she showed Shen that she was even more voluptuous from the front with her generous bare breasts and breathtakingly lovely face.  She was, by far, the most beautiful woman Shen had ever seen, and that was by no means an insult to Elvie.  No human woman was capable of such exquisite loveliness.  Her beauty was, quite simply, inhuman.  “Shen, you’re getting thin,” she said critically in her lovely voice.  “It almost looks unhealthy.”


“I’m fine, Ardanna,” he chuckled as his skimboard beached itself near her.  He stepped off and took her hands in greeting, then kissed her on both cheeks.  Shen the Younger and Elvie just gawked at her, the canoe running around on her pebble beach with enough momentum to make them lurch forward, and that drew the Siren’s attention to them.  “You brought me a gift, Shen?” she asked, looking at Elvie.


“She’s Shen the Younger’s wife, Ardanna,” he said delicately.


“Ah.  A pity, she’s quite lovely for a human,” she said, her deep green eyes seeming to roam over Elvie’s body in a way that made his wife-to-be actualy blush.  “I heard about the attack.”


“I was certain that you did, that’s why we’ve come,” he told her as he beckoned to the youngers in the canoe.  Elvie stood up and clumsily stepped over onto the beach, and Shen followed suit.  He gaped openly at the Siren as she advanced on him.  She was his height, almost exactly his height, which made her half a head taller than Elvie…and Elvie was a very tall young lady, as tall as many men in the village.  Her eyes were a deep green, her hair almost floated over them, and she smelled like the deep waters of the Vast.  She held her hands out to him imperiously, and he blinked and took them, feeling that her skin was cool to the touch and the skin on her hands was smooth and soft, not calloused by heavy work the way Elvie’s hands were.  She gazed into his eyes calmly, then he remembered what his father did and he leaned over and kissed both of her cheeks.  She gave him an encouraging smile after he did so, putting a hand on his shoulder.


“He’s so tall now,” she said.  “I barely recognize him.”

“It’s been nearly fifteen years, Ardanna,” Shen the Elder chuckled.


“Truly?  It seems just a few days ago,” she said, gazing into Shen’s eyes in a way that made him feel a tiny bit uncomfortable, and the way her hands slid over his chest and shoulders, down his stomach, made him even more uncomfortable, for a different reason.  He wasn’t sure what she was doing, or why she was doing it.  “Do you seek sanctuary in my grotto, Shen?”


“No, but we do need your help,” his father answered as the Siren slid her hands down Shen’s sides, then dared to cup his genitals.

“Hmm,” Ardanna mused, looking down brazenly.  “He’s completely healthy, Shen, I sense no hidden maladies or illnesses common in the humans, and his body is strong and resilient, with much stamina.  You raised him well.  Does he dance?”


“I’m teaching him,” he replied.


“That is proper,” she declared as she moved away from him, then turned on Elvie.  “So this is his mate?”


“Elvie,” his father told her.


“Elvie.  Even her name is lovely,” she said in a strange voice, and Elvie flinched a little when the Siren put her hands on her shoulders, then slid them down to cup both of her breasts.  Elvie blushed when her hands lingered there for an entirely improper length of time, then they slid down and mortified her even more by going between her legs, touching her most sensitive area.  “She’s just as healthy as Shen.  She’ll give you many grandchildren,” she declared.


“I certainly hope so,” Shen chuckled dryly as Ardanna moved away, and that made Elvie almost seek solace from Shen, burrowing under his arm and nearly putting him between her and the exotic, mysterious Siren.  “I need your help with Elvie, Ardanna.”


“In what way?”


“We’ve left Warm Waters because we had to reveal ourselves.  I want to take Shen to the Singing Stones before we find another village, it’s about time for him to see them, but that’s too far to take Elvie the way she is.  I need your help giving her our tribe’s tattoos and the magic they represent.”


“Surely you can do such a thing.”


“Not with her already tattooed,” he told her.  “I need your magic to take her tattoos off, then to give her our tribe’s tattoos.”

She looked at Elvie, a finger to her chin.  “It would be an easy thing to do,” she replied.  “But why should I, Shen?” she asked, glancing back at him.

“Because it would be a nice wedding gift for Shen and his wife, for one,” he replied.  “And it would be a nice thing to do.”


“I’m not convinced,” she replied liltingly, sliding a hand across Shen’s shoulders sensually.  “Woo me.”


That took nearly two hours, and taught Shen much about Ardanna.  He realized after about an hour of his father debating her, negotiating with her, flattering her or haranguing her, that she just wanted a good argument.  She was being contrary just to be contrary, to make Shen spar with her, and she changed her positions as capriciously as a waveskipper skirted the wavetops.  Any time Shen talked her into a corner, she simply changed her position as if that was her position all along.  It was almost maddening, but once Shen figured it out, it made a lot more sense.  His father took it all in stride, giving her the argument she wanted.  It was well past sunset when Ardanna tired of the game, the moonlight reflecting in off the water to provide the only light in the cavern.


Once Shen finally talked her into it, she got up from where she was seated on a barrel and approached where they’d spread redwood bark over the pebbles to serve as a little sitting area.  “Alright, maybe she’s worth my time, Shen,” she said, making Elvie stand and then putting a hand on her lower belly.  “But I still demand payment.  And you know what I want.”


“Easily done, Ardanna,” he said smoothly.  “You won’t harm her at all taking what you want.”


“Taking?” Elvie blurted, then clicked her jaw shut.


“My people can’t have children on our own, girl,” Ardanna told her calmly, sliding her hand over Elvie’s bare belly, over the bare area where her childbirth tattoo would go.  “If I want a daughter of my own, a human woman has to give me her lifebearing egg.  You have what I want,” she said in a husky purr.  “And I even like the way she looks, Shen.  Her egg will give me a beautiful baby Siren.  You give to me the means to have a daughter, and in return, I’ll give you the tattoos of your husband’s tribe.  That is a fair deal.”


“Will…will it hurt?” she dared to ask.


Ardanna smiled.  “No, of course not,” she replied gently.  “But you have to give to me freely, human.  Do you?”


She hesitated a moment, then she nodded.


Elvie gasped and shivered a little as Ardanna pulled her hand away from her belly, then looked down to see a faint, warm white light hovering over her open palm.  “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” she asked in a soft voice, presenting the light to her.  “Your gift will give me a fine, beautiful baby Siren.  And to warn you, you will not be fertile this cycle, that is what you gave to me, your fertility for this month.  But next month, you will be,” she declared as she brought that flowing light down to her own belly, and then pushed it into her skin, where it vanished.  “And there,” she said with a bright smile.  “Maybe you can come back and see the baby when she’s born?”


“We might be in the neighborhood, Ardanna,” Shen the Elder said easily.  “But it’s not a promise.”


“That’s fine, Shen,” she replied, looking over at him.  “Now, let us attend to your Elvie,” she declared in a strong voice.  “Come over here, human, and lay down on the blanket you spread out.  I’ll need to touch the tattoos I’m removing, so let’s make it easy for me.”

Shen the Younger watched in rapt fascination as the Siren Ardanna removed his wife-to-be’s tattoos.  It wasn’t fast, but it was very easy, from the looks of it, and it didn’t hurt Elvie in any way.  She would slowly slide her fingers over Elvie’s tattoos, and wherever her finger went, the tattoos were gone after it passed.  Elvie laid there in silence and even comfort, giving Shen occassional smiles that assured him she was just fine.  She spent nearly an hour removing the tattoos from Elvie, making her roll over to get at the ones on her back once she cleared them from her front, then she took hold of Elvie’s ankle and raised her foot.  “Alright, let’s begin with her feet, Shen.  Did you bring the ink?”


“I have it,” he nodded.  “I’ll get it for you.”


Shen knelt by Elvie and watched as his father and the Siren gave Elvie Wavewalker tattoos.  They stared with the soles of her feet, the Siren placing the ink his father provided, and again, it wasn’t very fast, but it also wasn’t painful at all for Elvie.  That wasn’t normal for tattooing the normal way, which was very painful, but the Siren was using magic to do it.  It was magic that placed the ink under Elvie’s skin, not daggerfish teeth needles, so there was no pain and no blood.  Ardanna’s finger slowly but expertly drew the tattoo designs onto Elvie’s skin, and the magic placed the ink Shen provided under her skin without discomfort…but not completely without sensation.  Elvie laughed and squirmed a bit when Ardanna was working up her legs, when her fingers went over the backs of her knees.  “Sorry, sorry, I’m a little ticklish there,” she admitted.


Ardanna chuckled herself.  “Understandable, but do try to hold still,” she ordered.


“Yes ma’am.”


Over the course of nearly three hours, Ardanna gave Elvie Wavewalker tattoos.  They took form slowly, since Ardanna started at her feet and worked up, and Shen saw that her tattoos were exact matches to the ones that adorned him and his father.  She did have to work around the difference of anatomy a little bit, since Elvie’s hips were wider, her butt was fuller, and she had breasts, and the tattoos went over her breasts.  But Ardanna seemed to have no problems dealing with that.  It did make her look different, though.  He was so used to seeing her old tattoos that she almost looked unidentifiable to him as Ardanna worked on the tattoos on her upper back and shoulders.  The swirling pattern on her back was gone, replaced with Wavewalker curls and merging lines, and he wasn’t used to seeing the single bar of ink that went vertically down the small of her back, split into two, and those two lines spread and went over the very outside edge cheeks of her backside to curl back in under them and merge with the lines on the backs of her thighs.  It was even more strange when she rolled over and Ardanna did the tattoos on her chest and stomach, since she had to have the tattoos to let her breathe water over her chest, and the fact she had breasts was not going to change those tattoos one bit.  She’d had tattoos on her breasts before—which no doubt had to be very painful for her when they were applied—but now most of the outsides of her breasts were inked, as was the valley between them, including going through the areas where her marriage tattoo and childbirth tattoo would have gone.  Shen was decidedly relieved when he was certain that her nipples weren’t going to be tattooed, almost as if that was sacred territory in his mind.

Shen did notice that her tattoos weren’t exactly the same.  In one of the areas that were empty on Shen and his father, directly on their shoulder blades, that was filled with tattoos that had nothing to do with the Wavewalker symbols, Ardanna drew in a a pair of crescent moons.  The crescent moon on her right shoulder was waxing and the crescent moon on her left was waning, which made the crescents face each other across the lines tattooed up her spine.  The interior of the moons had little swirls and designs in them that at first glance just looked like texture filling the interior of the moon tattoos, but they tugged at Shen in a way that hinted to him that they might be symbols of magical import.

“Now you must hold very still, Elvie, and do not open your eyes for any reason until I say that you can,” Ardanna told her in a serious voice as she slid up by Elvie’s head, stroking her hair back away from her face in preparation to do the hawk’s wings tattoo that would cover her forehead, eyes, and cheeks.  “If you open your eyes, I might accidentally blind you.”


“Yes ma’am,” she replied, closing her eyes.  “I’m ready.”


It took her only about twenty minutes to finish.  She drew in the outline of the wings first, and once that was done, she filled it in, making very sure to be careful around Elvie’s eyes, and doing the details that made the wings appear to have feathers, an effect from using different colored inks that Shen the Elder supplied.  Like Shen and his father, she colored Elvie’s eyelids with the tattoos, and like them, the tattoo actually went up under her hairline, which required Ardanna to constantly shift and sweep her thick black hair this way and that to get it out of the way.  The head of the hawk was hidden by the hair, but it had to be there else the magic of the tattoo would not work.

“And we are done,” Ardanna declared, sliding back to sit on her legs, leaning on a hand as Elvie sat back up.  “How do you feel?”


“I don’t feel any different at all.  Am I supposed to?”


“No, girl, not unless you’re actively using the magic,” Shen the Elder told her.  “But the tattoos are exactly right, so they’ll work.  And there’s one easy way to test them,” he said, looking over at the water.


“Just remember, human, you have to want to walk on the water.  If you do not, you will not,” the Siren warned.


“Alright,” she said as Shen helped her up.  He looked her up and down, and that made her smile at him.  “Do I look different, Shen?”


“Very,” he replied.  “It’ll take me a while to just recognize you.  But I think it makes you look beautiful,” he said, putting his hand on the new hawk’s wing on her cheek, black and brown ink added to the blue to give the illusion of feathers and the illusion of depth.  The complement made her smile glowingly, putting her hand over the one on her face.


“Alright, show me how to do this, husband.”


He felt a little thrill at her calling him that, leading her down to the water by the hand.  He turned to face her and stepped back onto the surface of the water, which was calm in Ardanna’s grotto.  “Remember, you have to want to do it, like Mistress Ardanna told you,” he said.  “And the water will be slippery, so mind your footing.  It’s very easy to have your feet come out from under you.”


“I remember you telling me that,” she said as she looked down, her feet just on the edge of the gently lapping water.  She took a deep breath, exhaled, then lifted a foot and extended it over the water, then set it down.


And it went through to come to rest on the pebbles beneath.


“Skalda’s dice,” she complained as she lifted her foot back out of the water.


“There’s a trick to it, wife, but once you figure it out, it’s very easy,” he told her.


She gave him a sudden beaming smile, then looked down at tried again.  And again, and again, and yet again.  For nearly twenty minutes she labored to discover the trick of it, to the point where she looked at Shen the Elder inquisitively.  “Did I wiggle when I wasn’t supposed to and make them not work?” she asked, and Shen was impressed that she remembered his father’s warning about not insulting Ardanna…and accusing her of doing the tattoos wrong might be insulting.  She instead laid the blame on herself while still asking about the efficacy of the tattoos.

“No, the tattoos are good, human.  Just keep trying until you get it,” Ardanna answered for Shen.


“Yes ma’am,” she nodded, then looked down again.


It took her another ten minutes or so, but she eventually got it.  Her foot came down on the water and did not pass through, and she gave a little squeal of delight as Shen gently urged her to step fully out onto the water…and nearly fall down.  If not for Shen’s grip on her hands, she would have ended up on her shapely posterior.  “Whaoooh!” she cried when she nearly fell over.  “Lua’s flowers, Shen, you weren’t kidding!  It’s like trying to walk on blubber oil!”


“I warned you, wife,” he chuckled as he slowly urged her out further from the edge of the water.  “This will be the easy part.  The hard part will be when I take you under the first time.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean we breathe water, Elvie,” he told her.  “How do you think you’re going to react when you take in water into your lungs instead of air?”


“I’ll panic,” she replied immediately and honestly.


“Exactly,” he nodded.  “It will take you a while to get used to it and not think you’re drowning.”


“We’ll deal with that when we get there, husband,” she smiled.  “For now, teach me how to walk on water without looking like I’m a drunken idiot.”


“It just takes practice, Elvie,” Shen the Elder said with a dry chuckle.  “And Ardanna’s grotto is a good place to start.  The water here is calm.”


“Let the children play, Shen.  You must tell me all the comings and goings since last we talked,” Ardanna urged.


For nearly half the night, they did just that.  Shen first helped Elvie walk in circles around the grotto’s lagoon, and once she got used to the idea of it, he let go of her and let her try on her own.  She fell down almost immediately, bowled over by a slightly larger ripple in the water, falling onto the surface and creating several ripples that rolled under Shen’s feet.  Elvie laughed ruefully as Shen helped her back up.  “Alright, this is much harder than you make it look, Shen.  I blame you for being so graceful.”


“He’s a Wavewalker, Elvie, of course he is graceful,” Ardanna told her, interruping Shen’s story to call out.  “All Wavewalkers are graceful.  It is one of their birthrights.”


“Did you know the Wavewalkers, Mistress Ardanna?” Elvie asked, looking over to her.  “Shen told me many stories of them, and he also said that the Sirens live a long time.  Did you know them?”


“Yes, child, I knew the Wavewalkers before the humans came into the Vast and killed them,” she answered.  “I knew there was good reason to oppose the humans invading the Vast, but now there are so many of them,” she sighed.  “They are like school fish in a plankton bloom, too many to count.  They infest almost all the islands in the eastern Vast, taking them over to build their towns and their villages, they chop down the rare trees to make their ships.  There’s barely a place I can go on land now that isn’t contaminated by them,” she bristled.

“I’m sorry,” Elvie said, unsure if she offended Ardanna or not.


“I don’t blame you, child,” she told her calmly.  “You are the wife of a Wavewalker, so you are no longer one of them.  You are part of our world now, not theirs.  Besides, from the looks of you, you are Tyleshi.  They are the only race of man I can come close to respecting.”


“I am Tyleshi,” she affirmed with a nod.


“You are part of the sea, like the Wavewalkers, and you honor Lua and Thressa both in your prayers,” she told her.  “And you are a kind and generous people, much unlike your cousins.  Sometimes I think the Tyleshi aren’t human at all,” she sniffed.  “It seems to demean them to call them so.”


“I see the Tyleshi the same way, that’s why I’ve lived among them all these years,” Shen the Elder agreed mildly.  “They are among the best that mankind can offer the world.  The only other race of man I hold in nearly as much esteem are the Ethsandi.”


“The Joybringers,” Ardanna mused.  “If all of them are like your wife, I would find respect for them.  Lilianna was such a dear.  I could not help but love her.”


“The Joybringers are much like Lilianna,” he told her with a wistful look, the look of a man who still mourned the loss of his wife even after so many years.  “She was a good example of her people.”


“She also gave me a beautifuil baby girl,” Ardanna smiled.  “Among the most beautiful of the young Sirens, with a strong, clear voice.  I loved her even more for that.”


After several hours of Elvie walking in circles around the cove, slowly gaining a basic proficiency in walking on the water, she guided Shen over to the beach.  They came back up onto land, and she sat down on the redwood bark they’d laid out.  “I need a break, I’m tired,” she said.

“I think we can call it a night,” Shen the Elder urged.  “No doubt we’re irritating Ardanna with all our noise.”


“It’s tolerable,” she replied lightly.  “Besides, I was about to go out and catch a few moonfish.  Do you think you can keep up with a Siren, Shen?” she asked challengingly, looking at his father.


“I’ll hear no complaints from you when I leave you behind, Ardanna,” he replied swaggeringly as he stood up.


“The proof is in who brings back the most fish, old friend,” she retorted playfully as he helped her up.  “And midnight is the best time to catch moonfish.”


The two of them walked down into the water, then they vanished   Almost as soon as the ripples faded on the surface, Elvie found herself firmly underneath Shen, who was kissing her hungrily.  “My, what brought this on?  Looking at the Siren?”


“Looking at your butt all day,” he replied urgently.  “Father said that she’s not human, so I wasn’t sure if she’d be offended by this, like the other races of men are.”


“I’m not,” she grinned as she put her arms around him, welcoming him on top of her in every way.  “We’d better hurry, just in case those moonfish are easy to catch,” she added, digging her nails into his back.  She widened her eyes a little, then chuckled purringly.  “Mmm, there we go,” she told him, then he smothered any further talk with a passionate kiss.


Shen the Elder nearly faced a mutiny the next morning, after they woke up, ate, and then prepared to leave.


When it came time to pack his skimboard into the canoe, Shen the Elder told him to leave it with Ardanna.


“What?  Why?” Shen demanded, looking at his father with a surprised expression.


“One, because I said so,” he said, handing Ardanna his own skimboard calmly.  “Two, because we’ll be going to one of the pirate enclaves on our trip to the Singing Stones to resupply, and I am for Lua’s sake not taking our skimboards there,” he declared.  “That would just beg them to attack us.  You don’t understand just what these are worth, son,” he added, hefting his ancient board which was in both his and Ardanna’s hands.  “They’d kill us in a heartbeat to get these.  Ardanna agreed to watch them for us until we return.”


“But, but how are we going to scout?  What about having them there if we need to make a fast escape?”


“I’m taking you to the Singing Stones to show you our past and our heritage, son, and part of that is learning how to survive the Vast without such an overwhelming advantage,” he replied calmly.  “We will do as our ancestors did and rely on our spelldancing instead of our boards.  And those boards are the last we have of our people.  I’m not going to risk them to a bunch of pirates.”

“But Elvie—“


“Has the tattoos, so she’ll be fine.  And it’s something she needs to learn as well,” he interrupted.  “She’s one of us now, so she has to learn where we came from and who we are, in ways that I can’t easily explain.  Living as a Wavewalker and seeing the Singing Stones will do that.”

“Your boards will be safe with me,” Ardanna agreed as she took the board, turned, and set it against a stack of crates.  “Now give me your board, Shen the Younger.”


Shen almost refused, glaring a little at his father.  But Shen the Elder was not impressed by his defiance, and the cool, challenging look he returned cowed his son’s mutinous intentions.  He gave a growl and picked up the board, stomped over, and offered it to the Siren.  She took the board with an amused smile, then stacked it on top of Shen the Elder’s board.  “If I’m not home, Shen, feel free to take them back with you when you return,” she told his father.


“I will, thank you, Ardanna,” he replied with a nod, folding his arms under his chest.  “Do you want us to bring anything back with us for you?”


“A few trinkets always make me happy,” she said with a smile, patting Shen on the shoulder.  “Maybe some combs for my hair?  Some nice ivory ones?”


“I’ll see what we can find,” he promised.


“You were always so nice to me, Shen,” she smiled.


Shen was most definitely not in the same good mood he had when he woke up after they had the boat packed, and they bid farewell to Ardanna.  She took their hands and kissed their cheeks one by one, but when she reached Elvie, she added a kiss on the lips and a fond embrace.  “You gave me a daughter, Elvie, and that makes you now as one of my family, a sister to the Sirens,” she declared, patting Elvie’s back with both hands.  “All Sirens will know the gift you gave to us, and will give you safe passage.  You are a Lifegiver now,” she declared.


“I—thank you, Ardanna,” Elvie replied, not sure what to say.  “I was happy to do it, since it makes you so happy.”


“A woman is always happy to have a new life under her heart, something I hope you discover for yourself very soon,” she said, releasing her and putting her hand on Elvie’s flat belly.  “And it should not take long.  You are in perfect health, as is Shen.  You should be pregnant by the winter solstice.”


“I hope so,” she said with an eager smile, looking at Shen.


They climbed into the canoe, with Shen the Elder in the stern, Shen in the middle, and Elvie in the bow, and they pushed off from the shore and started paddling for the opening.  “Fare well, friends,” Ardanna called from the shore, and they turned and waved to her as they entered the short tunnel to the outside.


It was well after they cleared the Broken Rock and Shen the Elder turned them almost due east that Shen turned and looked at his father.  “I can’t believe you’re making us leave our boards behind!” he accused.


“I told you, I have good reason for it,” he said calmly.  “I’m not going to risk losing them to a pirate.  If they knew we had them, we wouldn’t get out of Alton’s Hook alive.”


“Alton’s Hook!” Shen gasped, and Elvie whipped around to look at them in surprise.  Even they had heard of Alton’s Hook, one of the most notorious pirate dens in the islands east of the Twin Lands.  “Why are we going there?” he demanded.


“There’s someone there we need to see,” he answered confidently.  “And I want to find out exactly who attacked Warm Waters.  We can find out in Alton’s Hook.”


“Why does that matter?”


“Something’s going on,” he replied as he shifted their course slightly to the north.  “The attack on Ethran doesn’t make much sense, and the more I think about it, the less sense it makes.  If there’s going to be unrest in the eastern islands, some spat between a pirate clan and Ethran, I want to know about it before we settle into a new village,” he declared.  “I don’t want to settle into a new village just to see it attacked a week later, because some pirates took affront to something Ethran’s forces did out in the archipelagos.”


“Ethran’s forces?’


“The noble in an area has his own private soldiers, but he also can also request to use the Imperial military stationed in his territory, if what he wants them to do is in Imperial interest,” he replied.  “The Emperor can reject the request, but he usually doesn’t.  He allows the nobles to do the dirty work while he sits in his palace and claims no responsibility for what they do, even though they’re using his military assets to do it.  Ethran might have conducted a raid against the pirate isles east of his desmense, and now they’re retaliating by attacking Ethran personally.  That, or it was what Ethran thinks it is, the pirates somehow found out he was going to be at Warm Waters and they tried to abduct him for ransom.  But either way, I want to find out before I choose a new village for us to settle.”

“I don’t understand a word you just said, Shen,” Elvie told him, which made him chuckle.


“Politics never makes much sense, Elvie,” he told her. “Be glad that you don’t understand, I don’t want to see you corrupted that way.”


“The only thing I did understand is the pirates.  Why would we care if the Baron is attacking pirates?  Aren’t pirates bad people?”


“Most are, but some pirates aren’t really pirates,” Shen told her.  “There are some islands out in the Vast holding people that the Empire calls pirates, but are actually just people like us, people looking to make a life for themselves, people who don’t cause anyone any trouble.  They just don’t want to do it under the Empire’s heel.  The Empire can’t stand that, they want every person in the world to be under their control, so they often attack those settlements.  They call them pirates, but in reality, they’re just peoiple.  But there are real pirates out there, dear, and those people are not people we want anything to do with.  They are sadistic, savage marauders who don’t just steal, they hurt people just for fun.  The people that attacked Warm Waters, those were real pirates,” Shen noted soberly.

“Alton’s Hook?” Shen the Younger asked.


“It’s a place where you can find both pirates and honest folk,” he answered.  “It’s one of the largest free towns in the eastern Vast, a place where both pirates and freemen interact with each other.  And it’s not a very safe place because of it.  But it’s on the way to the Singing Stones, there’s someone there I need to see, and it should be safe enough as long as we don’t stay very long.  The place is fairly lawless, but the town’s leaders do frown on general mayhem and the pirates in town harassing the honest folk.  Walking down the main street in town is safe enough, but you don’t travel the back alleys of Alton’s Hook unless you’re ready to fight for your life,” he warned.


“You’re not making me very enthusiastic about going there, Shen,” Elvie noted.


“I’m not all that enthusiastic either,” he agreed.  “I’d much rather resupply at Lonely Island, it’s also on the way and it’s not inhabited by pirates.  But Alton’s Hook is the only place I can go to do what I need to do, so Alton’s Hook is our destination.”


Elvie looked back at him.  “Shen, why do the Sirens hate humans so much?  It seems almost weird, if they need humans to have babies.”


“They need women to have babies,” he corrected.  “Sirens see men and women as completely different species, that just happen to be able to interbreed.  The fact that they need women to reproduce is why their magic won’t work on them.  Sirens see men as parasites, Elvie, as useless creatures with volatile temperaments that attach themselves to women, take without giving in return, and make life harder for them.”


“I can see why she’d think that,” she said playfully, grinning at Shen.


“Women are protected from the Siren’s Song because all Sirens were borne from a human woman’s egg.  A Siren’s song doesn’t work against other Sirens, and by extension, it also doesn’t work against women.”

“But it doesn’t work against you either.”


“We’re not like other humans, Elvie,” Shen the Elder told her.  “I’ve told you that before. There are some differences between us and the other races of man.  The Sirens don’t see us as human because of those differences.  They think we’re our own race, that just happens to closely resemble mankind.  As to why they don’t like humanity, it’s because man and Siren have opposing viewpoints and philosophies about nearly everything.  Sirens see men as a destructive force, like a horde of locusts or knifetooths that invade a territory, strip it bare, and then move on with no regard for the balance of nature.”


“That describes human nature fairly well,” Shen the Younger noted soberly.


“It does,” his father agreed with a nod.  “At least some races of men.  The Tyleshi and the Ethsandi aren’t like that.  That’s why I prefer being among them.”


“She called me a Lifegiver.”


“You are now,” Shen told her.


“What does that mean?”


“Exactly what Ardanna said.  Any Siren that looks at you will know that you are the donor that gave a Siren life, and they will respect your contribution to the Sirens by doing you no harm.  They may not like you and may not help you if you’re in trouble, but they won’t actively harm you.  You never need fear a Siren for the rest of your life, Elvie, because of the gift you gave to them.”


“So, I’m almost like the mother of the baby Ardanna’s going to have?”


“More like the father,” Shen smiled.


Elvie gave him a flat look.  “I am not a father.”


“It’s the same basic principal.  You gave something to Ardanna to let her have a baby.  Isn’t that what men do for women?”


She looked irritated, looking for a flaw in Shen the Elder’s argument, but could find none.  “And Shen’s mother did the same?”


“She did,” he agreed, his voice thickening.  “In any event, in about five years or so, we could always go back to the grotto and take a look at the result.”


“Five years?” Elvie gasped.


“Sirens aren’t human, Elvie, even if it requires a human for them to reproduce,” he said.  “Ardanna will have her baby in five years.  That’s how long it takes them to carry a baby.”


“I can’t imagine being swollen with a baby for years.”


“She won’t be.  She won’t even look pregnant right until the very end, then the baby will grow quickly,” he replied.  “I’m not sure why it takes nearly five years for a Siren baby to start to grow, but that’s how it works for them.”


“Did you ever see your cousin, Shen?” she asked him.


“No,” he replied.  “And she’s not my cousin.  She’s a Siren.”


“But she’s related to you through your mother.”


“That’s not how the Sirens see it.  There’s no connection at all between a donor woman and the Siren baby.  You gave Ardanna what she needed, and now you don’t matter anymore, Elvie,” Shen said lightly.  “Welcome to how some of us men feel when women harp at us about their babies.”


“We do not!”


“You haven’t had one yet.  I guarantee you, you’re going to tell Shen at least once that you carried your baby, you were the one that had the pain pushing the baby out, and that means that you are the one that matters when it comes to the baby.”


Shen the Younger laughed, and then ducked when Elvie half-heartedly swung her paddle at him.


For three days, they moved steadily eastward, and over those three days, Elvie made significant progress.  For hours every day, Shen the Elder had her practice wavewalking by walking outside the canoe, when he deemed it safe for her to do so…or at least trying.  Out on the open water, she had to deal with the waves that the wind pushed into the surface of the sea, and she often spent more time on her face or on her butt than she did on her feet.  Walking the open water was not easy, not for a neophyte and not even for experienced wavewalkers like Shen and his father, but she had to experience walking the open ocean to understand what it was like.  But Shen felt almost justified in that she picked up on the idea of it very quickly, and since she was naturally very graceful and agile, she was able to at least stay on her feet more than off of them by the third day. She still fell down almost constantly, but the amount of time she managed to stay vertical before that happened got longer and longer with each practice session.  Elvie was very enthusiastic about her training, often trying to convince Shen the Elder to let her practice when he confined her to the canoe.  She found wavewalking to be new, exciting, different, but most of all, she found it to be fun, and she wanted to enjoy herself walking across the surface of the Vast as if it were solid ground.

Those three days weren’t monotonous.  On the first day, they had to go around an area of frothing, smoking water, which told them there was a volcano under the surface that was erupting.  That was a common thing in the world, as there were volcanoes everywhere.  Nearly every island in the Vast was volcanic, be it active, dormant, or extinct, and nearly every mountain range on the Twin Lands was filled with volcanoes.  Volcanoes sprouted up almost randomly both on land and in the water.  There could be a flat, featureless plain of grassland, then there was a large volcano just sitting there as if it had been placed willy-nilly by some bored god.  The sea floor below the Vast was liberally peppered with thousands and thousands of volcanoes, and when a sea volcano grew enough, it broke the surface and became an island.  But there were many others that were high enough to be close to the surface without breaking it, and when they erupted, they created dangerous areas of water where the seawater was boiling hot and toxic gases bubbled up from the volcano below.  It was a common enough phenomenon for any sailor to know the signs and thus avoid the area.


On the second day, Elvie got a taste of what kind of dangers the Vast could pose to a canoe.  They were out practicing her wavewalking when Shen the Elder suddenly barked at them to dive, and almost as soon as they did so, they saw the shadow swoop over them, then a giant taloned foot plunged into the water barely two fathoms in front of them, which just as quickly rose back up out of the water.  It was a roc, one of the giant raptors, and it had tried to snatch Shen and Elvie while they were out on the water.  They surfaced to see the giant brown-feathered bird climb and turn for another pass, but Shen the Elder scared it away.  He did a short dance that created an ear-splitting thunderclap of noise, and that startled the roc and made it veer off, flapping madly for the island in the distance.


The third day, they came across another sea volcano that had yet to broach the surface, but this one was no threat to them.  It was either inactive or domant, and it came up to where it was just barely under the water, like the Lonely Shoal back home during high tide.  There was an extensive reef that had grown on the top of the volcano, and Shen the Elder decided to tie up the canoe to the reef below and stop for a while.  “This is a perfect opportunity to resupply,” he declared.  “We’re still a week from Alton’s Hook, and we’re not going to find another such place that’s easy fishing.  Elvie, break out the net.  I don’t want to use spears, we don’t want blood in the water.”


Elvie unpacked their net, and for a couple of hours, they almost felt like they were back home.  The three of them netted enough fish to last them a while, dropping them live down into the bilge under the deck of the canoe where they’d await their turn to be dinner.  Others they gutted and cleaned, fileted into very thin strips, and then they hung the meat from their upraised oars on twine to dry in the breeze.  It wasn’t going to make the meat keep as long as it was smoked, but it would make it last a couple of extra days.  Once they had a good supply of both live and cleaned fish, Shen spread his mat on the deck of the canoe and sat down, putting his hands behind his head and laying back.  “Shen, take Elvie down to the reef,” he told her.  “It’s time she learned.”


Elvie looked both eager and nervous, because it meant that she was going to effectively drown herself.

“Alright,” Shen said, reaching his hand out for her.  She took it and they stepped over the side, walking a bit out away from the canoe.  “Okay, wife, this is going to be like I’ve described,” he told her.  “It’ll be a little scary for you at first, when you take in your first lungful of water.  Just don’t completely panic,” he told her.  “Remember, you can’t talk with your lungs filled with water.  We’ll use the hand signs I’ve been teaching you once we’re down there.  And remember most of all that if you don’t swim, you’ll sink, and what’s the one thing I told you never to do?”

“Let myself go so deep it starts getting cold,” she replied immediately.


“Exactly.”


“Why is that a rule?”


“Because if you take that cold water into your lungs, you’ll die,” Shen the Elder said from his hidden spot in the bottom of the canoe.  “And you’ll die quickly.  Our bodies were never meant to be that cold on the inside, Elvie.”



“And what’s the second rule?” Shen asked her.


“To not make any sudden jerky movements.  Sharks and other predators mistake that for a wounded fish thrashing in the water.”


“The third rule?”


“Water is harder to breathe than air, so I have to work to move the water in and out of my lungs,” she recited.


“The fourth rule?”


“If my hands start to tremble or I start to feel cold, to get out of the water.”


“Good,” he said, kneeling down on the surface and urging her to do the same.  “Alright, Elvie, it’s all on you now.  We’ll go under when you’re ready, and I’ll be right here,” he said, squeezing her hands reassuringly.


“I’m ready now,” she replied.


“Alright then.  Breathe heavily a few seconds, then exhale, drive all the air out of your lungs, and let yourself go under.”


He breathed with her a few times, then they both blew the air out of their lungs, she gave him a nod, and they relaxed their concentration and dropped into the warm water.  Shen immediately drew in the water, felt it flood his lungs, a sensation he was used to feeling. But when Elvie did the same, she reacted reflexively, instinctively, her legs jerking and her eyes snapping open as she suddenly crushed his hands in a death-grip.  She thrashed a moment in panic, fear for her life that airbreathers felt when they drowned, nearly kicked for the surface, but Shen kept hold of her hands, pulling her down, then he let go with one hand and rolled his finger urgently, telling her to breathe, as their downward momentum caused them to descend to the reef below.  She’d been told that she had to breathe the water, she couldn’t just stop breathing, or she’d pass out.  She grabbed his shoulder as their feet slowly came down onto the coral below, drawing the water into her lungs, then pushing it out.  Drawing it in, pushing it out.  Shen saw that the magic was true when the tattoos on her chest glimmered in a faint magical light for a brief moment, then flickered out, telling him that the magic of her tattoos had activated.  Her fearful look started to fade as she started to realize that she was in fact not dying, her mouth open as she drew in the water, then exhaled, driving it out.  She let go of his shoulder and put her hand on her bare breast tentatively, then gave him a surprised look, then it melted into an almost wondrous smile.

She was breathing water, and she wasn’t drowning.


She closed her mouth and breathed through her nose, as she was told, to prevent tiny fish from getting sucked into her lungs, looking like she was laboring a little at it.  But that was understandable.  Water was heavier than air, denser, thicker, and it was harder to push in and out than air was, even for Shen.  The muscles that aided his breathing were used to it, stronger than a dryfoot, but even he had to work to breathe water.  He let go of her and stepped back a little, then motioned around them, to the reef, more or less telling her that this was now her playground, and to explore as she wished.


And explore she did.  They swam all over the reef, looking into nooks and crannies, hovering over the crabs and lobsters and shrimp scuttling on the bottom, watching the fish, and thoroughly enjoying herself.  They followed a large, lazily drifting ray for a little while, curious to see what it was doing.  They found themselves confronted by a juvenile sand shark, barely as long as Shen’s forearm, but the predator was more curious than hostile, trying to figure out what these two giant, unknown creatures were.  It had never seen a human before.  They had a tiny march of striped seahorses swim by in their lined formation, then Shen directed her over a ridge in the reef to show her a fan coral, its fronds drifting in a warm current that moved across the top of the reef.  They saw two bucktooth groupers squabbling over a choice hole in the coral rock, then they witnessed another such squabble as two hider crabs tussled over a shell that a sea snail had discarded.  They saw a slow motion race of life and death as a yellow slug sought to flee from a predatory whiptail slug, the larger slug chasing the smaller one as they crept slowly across the sandy floor of a shallow valley in the coral.  They drifted off before seeing who would win the race, watching several red starfish scuttling over the sand, moving towards a small bed of oysters that had taken root at the foot of a low wall of white coral.

They stayed down for nearly two hours, Elvie exploring every part of the small reef with wide-eyed wonder and her typical curiosity, but a slapping in the water above got their attention.  Shen the Elder was calling them, and Shen pointed upwards deliberately.  Elvie nodded, then she kicked off from the bottom, rising quickly up to the surface.  Shen followed her, climbing out onto the surface of the water, then he helped her do the same, until she was on her knees on the surface.  She took on a resolute look as she prepared to purge the water from her lungs, like he’d told her. She put her hands down on the surface and the leaned over, exhaling with all her might.  A gush of water splashed out of her mouth, then she drew in the air in a wet rattle, coughed heavily, then exhaled again, driving more water out of her lungs.  She repeated that several times until most of the water was out, then had a fit of heavy coughing triggered by the traces of water still in her lungs.  Shen purged the water from his lungs as she suffered her coughing fit, something Shen didn’t suffer anymore, then she gave a throaty little grunt and rose up on her knees on the undulating surface.  “My ribs hurt now,” she announced.


“The coughing won’t be that bad for long,” Shen the Elder told her.   “You get used to it, Elvie.”

“I almost peed the water when I breathed in the first lungful,” she admitted.


“Don’t do that, dear girl, because you’ll be breathing in what you just put out,” Shen warned her from the canoe with a smile that made her laugh.


“Why’d you call us up?”


“Because you need to eat,” he declared.  “You burn a lot of energy doing that, Elvie, and not just moving around.  I want you to eat and rest a while, then you can go down again for a short time before sunset.”


“Food sounds wonderful right now,” she agreed eagerly, taking the piece of fish he offered her after she regained her feet and staggered over to the boat.


“So, how did you like it?” Shen the Younger asked her as he climbed in after her.


“It was amazing!” she gushed between mouthfuls of raw fish.  “I’ve dived down to the reefs around home before, but it was so different to be able to stay down, to see everything without having to worry about getting back to the surface!  And I’m a bit surprised, I could see everything so clearly down there.”


“That’s what the tattoo on your face does, Elvie,” Shen told her, touching it.  “It’s not just for show.  It lets us see under the water as clearly as we can above it.”


“It does?  That’s amazing!” she said, touching her hawk’s wings tattoo gently.  “You didn’t tell me that when you were explaining how the tattoos work.”


“I honestly forgot,” Shen told her. 


“I’ve always enjoyed going under, there are many incredible things you can find down there,” Shen the Elder told her as he handed her a waterskin.  “Drink.  You get dehydrated doing that, dear girl.”


“I am thirsty,” she nodded, then she spewed the water out after drawing it in.  “It’s seawater!”


“Yes, it is,” he smiled.  “Ardanna fixed that for you, Elvie,” he declared.  “You can drink saltwater safely now.”


“The moon tattoos on her back!” Shen blurted.


Shen the Elder nodded.  “She told me about it while we were catching moonfish.  It makes things much safer for her and saves me a lot of work, so I’m not complaining.”


“Really?” Elvie said, then she took a tentative sip of the waterskin.  “It almost feels like I’m going against everything my father taught me to drink this,” she laughed.


“You’re a rebel now, dear girl,” Shen the Elder smiled.  “Those rules don’t apply to you anymore.”


“Well, some still do,” she corrected, then took another tentative drink.  “And I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but I think I like fresh water better.”


“So do I, it tastes better,” Shen the Elder chuckled.  “But now you don’t have to worry about dying of thirst out on the open Vast.”


“Nope, just dying of starvation,” she said lightly, which made both of them laugh.


“What does the other tattoo do, Father?” Shen asked.


“The tattoos give her four magical protections that mimic us, son.  They let her drink saltwater.  They give her the same resistance to diving deep and ascending that we have naturally.  They will allow her to go days, even weeks under without the salt water turning her skin raw, the way it does dryfeet who spend long periods of time in saltwater.  And they give her neutral buoyancy in the water, just like us, so she doesn’t sink if she’s not swimming,” he replied.  “Remember, son, it’s the air in a dryfoot’s lungs that makes them float.  When she has no air in her lungs, Elvie would sink to the bottom if she didn’t have that tattoo.  Didn’t you notice that she doesn’t sink, son?”


He blinked.  His father was right, she wasn’t sinking when she wasn’t swimming, just hanging suspended in the water, just like a Wavewalker.  “I didn’t notice,” he admitted.


“I didn’t either,” Elvie agreed.  “I never really thought of that.  I guess it’s because I’m so used to swimming underwater with air in my lungs, it never occurred to me.”

“Ardanna gave her tattoos that mimic our natural abilities, because she needs them if she’s going to survive out in the Vast,” he said.  “Without that tattoo, if we had to go under to avoid a storm, she’d have to swim constantly to stay up, she wouldn’t be able to sleep or rest, and that would exhaust her, and exhaust us as we took turns helping her so she could at least try to rest.  If she was under for a long whlie, her skin would start to rub off, which is what saltwater does to dryfeet after a time.  If she went too deep and came up too fast, she’d suffer the cramps, might even suffer deep dive mind sickness.  Ardanna fixed those problems for her,” he chuckled.

After a brief rest while Shen the Elder was using a casting net in a shallow of the reef, time Shen and Elvie spent doing more exercise than resting in the bottom of the boat, Shen took her back down under for a short time in the late afternoon.  She still reflexively reacted when inhaling the water, a reaction it would take her a while to quell because it was primal, instinctive, but there was no panic or fear in her eyes this time.  She knew she wasn’t going to die, and while it was still a scary experience, it was scary only in its newness, not in it threatening her life.  After she transitioned to breathing water, she wrapped her arms around him and gave him a playful kiss, as the current pulled her fan of long black hair over his shoulders and face, reminding him that they needed to get her to tie her hair back when she was going under.  She touched his face gently, tenderly, sliding her finger along the edge of the hawk’s wing tattoo that swept from from his forehead to his cheek, and he did the same, smiling at her as he reminded her that she had one too.


He was glad she was there, and not just because she was his wife.  Over the last couple of days, he’d come to realize how important Elvie was in his life, was to him, and he realized now that if he’d have left her behind, not only would he have been miserable, he would have regretted it every moment he lived for the rest of his life.  Elvie was special.  She wasn’t just smart and pretty and clever and kind, she was special.  She was the best of the people in her village, she was the best example of the Tyleshi as a people that they could offer.  She was what Lua envisioned when she seeded the world with mankind.  Elvie was a perfect flower, the centerpiece of the garden, and he felt both honored and a little amazed that she had been so devoted to him, since before they reached adulthood.  She had chosen him, she had held true to that choice despite her mother and her friends telling her she was wrong, and it humbled him that a woman as wonderful as Elvie would show him such loyalty and affection.


This was his wife.  This was the woman he would spend the rest of his life with, loving her, caring for her, laughing with her and arguing with her.  This was the woman he loved.


And of course, Elvie knew how to ruin an intimate moment.  He flinched a little when she jabbed him lightly in the side, one of his more ticklish spots, her smile cherubic and playful as she turned and swam away from him, clearly inviting him to play.  He lunged after her, quickly catching up to her—that he was such a fast and graceful swimmer had long been a sore spot for her competitive spirit, since Elvie was considered one of the best swimmers in the village that was not Shen the Elder and Shen the Younger—grabbing her ankle and dragging her into his clutches.  They wrestled in the water like a couple of seal pups for a little while, then she surrendered when he pushed her back and shoulders down into the sand between two ridges of reef, reminding her that despite her new tattoos, Shen was still far better in the water than she was.  She dragged him down and gave him a kiss, then pushed him away sharply, twisted around, and got back to the business of exploring this wondrous new realm that had been opened up to her by the tattoos Ardanna had given her.

They explored the last parts of the reef they hadn’t before, at least until Shen spotted something laying on the reef bed.  He left Elvie to swim around a mammoth snail, with a shell as big as she was, and picked something up from the reef bed.

It was a trident head, with a broken shaft underneath.  The three tines of the trident were made of shaped pink stone, of dawn coral, which had then been carved down into the shape of a trident.  The points of the trident were blacktooth terror teeth, fitted down into sockets into the stone and secured with fishgut cord.  The shaft was also pink coral but not carved from a single piece, the coral shaft fitting into a socket at the base of the trident head and secured with pins, which Shen found a little strange.  It was too clean for it to have been there long.


A trident.  They were rarely used by men, but they were the preferred weapon of a Sahu, and this one had all the signs that it was made by someone that lived under the water.  Slashing and bludgeoning weapons were nearly useless underwater, but a piercing weapon like a spear or a trident worked only too well when wielded underwater.  It was why Shen had been trained to use spears and knives in a fight, because they were both very useful as tools and their points made them deadly when used underwater.


Elvie came over to him, looking at the trident curiously, but Shen just made the sign for them to return to the boat and started swimming back towards the canoe.  She followed obediently, and once they were up on the surface, she again suffered though her coughing fit as Shen offered the trident head to his father, who was standing not far from the boat on the water with a fishing spear in his hands.


“Where did you find this, son?” he asked seriously.


“Over on the south edge of the reef,” he replied.  “It’s not been there long.”


“What—what is it?” Elvie asked, then coughed again.


“Trouble,” he replied.  “Pack the canoe, kids.  We’re leaving.”


“But what is it?”


“It’s a Sahu trident head,” he answered.  “And it wouldn’t be here if there weren’t Sahu nearby.  We do not want to be here,” he declared.


“I’ve always thought Sahu were just fable stories.”


“They’re real, girl, believe me.  I’ve fought them,” Shen said grimly as he padded back for the canoe.  “They can’t tolerate the warm waters near the shore for very long, so they only come into the shallows to raid dryfoot settlements.  As to why you’ve never seen any around Warm Waters, that’s because they believe that the the shelf holding the Twin Lands is cursed waters, and Warm Waters in on the shelf.”


“Shelf?”


“The shelf is the risen land that comes up from the sea floor.  The Twin Lands are on the shelf, but not all of that land is above water. It’s almost exactly like Warm Waters, dear girl, think about it.  The island sits on that shelf of shallows surrounded by deeper water.  Well, that’s exactly how the Twin Lands are, it’s just that the shelf holding it is much larger.  The shelf extends out a good hundred leagues past the shore of the continent, and no Sahu will come into that shallower water.  They believe that it’s cursed by their gods, and any Sahu that comes onto the shelf will be cursed too.”

“Oh.  Well, that’s good for us, isn’t it?”


“Yes it is,” he agreed with a sober nod as Shen the Younger helped Elvie into the canoe.  “But the Sahu aren’t afraid to come into shallow water that’s not the continental shelf.  So, we’re moving on, girl.  The Sahu have been on this reef recently, probably came to see if anyone like us was here, harvesting fish from the reef, and we’re not staying here.  There’s only three of us, and Sahu hunt in packs of at least ten.  If it’s a war party, there might be as many as a hundred.  We’d be no match for them, even with our spelldancing.”

It only took them a few moments to untie the canoe and get them going, paddling strongly to the east to get distance between themselves and the reef.  The sun hung low on the horizon behind them, and the moon rose in front of them just as the sun slipped under the waves to the west.

“We keep moving,” Shen the Elder declared.  “Elvie, get some rest.  You’ll spell Shen in few hours, then he’ll spell me.  We’ll take an extended rest when the sun rises in the morning.”


“Yes, Shen,” she replied, moving out of the bow and letting Shen take her place.


Shen was almost happy to see the sun come up the next morning.  They paddled through the night, two moving them forward as the third rested, moving through higher and higher seas that warned them that a storm was somewhere close by.  But the canoe was built to handle high seas, riding the higher waves confidently as the outrig prevented them from capsizing when waves came in from the sides.  When the sun came up the next morning, they saw a bank of clouds near the horizon to the northeast—the source of the higher seas—that was moving very slowly, and must have passed by over the night.  Shen had the three of them paddle for nearly an hour after sunrise, then he called a stop.  “Let’s get some breakfast, then you two can get some sleep while I keep us moving,” he declared.

Shen the Elder spent their rest not sleeping, but working with the Sahu trident head Shen brought back.  When Shen and Elvie woke up from a short nap, he was fitting the head onto one of the redwood shafts he’d fashioned from the drifting tree branch.  He pushed two bone pegs into the sides of the trident’s socket, aligning with holes he’d drilled into the wooden shaft, then nailed them in with the hilt of his knife.  He set it down and picked up the whale bone, which he’d already cut down to form the rudimentary shape of a harpoon.  It would be the length of Shen the Elder’s arm, with a barbed head that would make it hold fast into whatever it pierced and an eyelet for attaching a rope.  The bone harpoon head would be affixed to a stout pole to serve as the handle, shaped and balanced so it could be thrown with both accuracy and great force.  Shen the Elder had a second head made from the rest of the bone already done, which was a lancing harpoon, meant to be stabbed into a large fish to kill it.  It had no barbed head, only a narrow body and needle-like point meant to penetrate deeply into a fish’s body, and it too would be affixed to a pole to give the weapon reach.

“Are you that sure we’ll have trouble, Father?” Shen asked as Elvie grunted a little in her sleep, trying to pull Shen back down onto the sleeping mat they’d laid out in the bottom of the canoe.


“No, but if trouble finds us, I don’t want it to think we can’t give it a proper welcome,” he replied seriously as he started worrying at the bone harpoon, shaving it down with a blacktooth terror saw to make it the proper shape.  The bone meal his working produced was falling down onto a piece of bark laid out under his feet, to be saved.  It too had use.  “I’ll not toss out a Sahu trident just because a Sahu made it.  It was well made, and we can use it.”


Shen untangled himself from his wife and stood up, then picked up the trident. The pink coral head of the trident made it much lighter than he expected, since pink coral was lighter than most stone, only feeling a little top heavy compared to a spear.  He almost felt as if he could throw the trident with fair accuracy, though tridents weren’t really meant to be used like that.  But, all in all, he’d still rather use his knives.  His father had taught him how to fight with knives more than any other weapon, because they were small, you almost always had them with you, and they were equally effective above the water, under the water, and in close quarters.  They worked perfectly with his natural Wavewalker grace and agility.  But if he had to, he could use the trident just as effectively as he could a spear, which was also a weapon in which his father had thoroughly trained him.

“It feels a little top heavy,” Shen noted.


“It should,” his father answered calmly as he started sawing on the bone at the back of the harpoon’s barb, shaping it as the small tips of the teeth in his wood-handled saw ground down the bone, shaved it, worried at it.  Using just that one tool, his father would fashion a needle-sharp harpoon head out of the whale bone.  “I’m giving the trident to Elvie.  As good as she is with spears, she should do just fine using that trident.”

“I don’t think I like the idea of my Elvie getting into a fight, Father.  She’s too precious to me to risk.”


“She’d brain you if she heard you say that,” he said simply.  “Elvie is a Tyleshi, son, she’s just as dangerous in a fight as the men from most of the other races.  A fact that infuriates quite a few Golthans and Tovarians,” he chuckled.  “Those races think women are about as dangerous as kittens and as smart as a rock, and actively scorn them unless they’re Runimancers.  Tovarians won’t even allow their women to practice Runimancy, they think they’d blow up the world.  Tovarian ships have to get Runimancers from outside the Province.”


“That seems silly.”


“Most of the other races of man are silly, son,” he chuckled with a sly smile.  “But I’ll give the Tovarians one thing.”


“What?”


“They’re consistently pig-headed.  They’re wrong about everything.”


Shen the Younger laughed, which stirred Elvie. She yawned and sat up, then glanced up into the sky to see what time of day it was.  “Good morning, girl,” Shen the Elder said mildly.  “Shen, give her her present.”

“My what?” she asked as she stood up.  Shen handed her the trident, and she looked down at it.  “What is this for?”


“For stabbing things.  Preferably only the things you want to kill,” Shen told her dryly and with a straight face.  “If we ever find ourselves in a fight, Elvie, I wanted to make sure you have a weapon that’s gonna make the other guy really nervous.  Tridents are very intimidating weapons.”


“I’ve never used anything like this before.”


“It works almost exactly like a spear, but it’s top-heavy compared to a spear,” he told her.  “And you’re not going to throw that.”


“I…I think I can manage,” she said, hefting it.  “Father taught me how to use a spear if I ever had to fight off a pirate.  And a knife.”


“Most girls in Warm Waters have been,” Shen the Elder nodded.  “Did he teach you the bow and the sling?”


“The sling, but we’ve never had a bow before.  Father doesn’t know how to make one, and they’re too expensive to trade for them.”


“I’ll teach you,” he said.  “Redwood makes terrible bows, it’s not hard enough to put much draw in the bow, so we’ll see what we can pick up in Alton’s Hook.”


“Do you know how to use a bow, Shen?” she asked him.


He nodded.  “Father taught me.  He can shape one with spelldancing.”


“I’ve never seen either of you carry a bow before.”


“That’s because they’re expenive, and if I was carrying one around, it would make people suspicious about why such a poor fisherman had such a valuable thing.  I’ve always been careful that everything we have and everything the village could see didn’t look out of place.  A bow would look out of place.”


“But if you made it yourself—“


“Then I could sell them, and I wouldn’t look poor, now would I?”


Elvie gave him a look, then nodded in comprehension.


 “Use some of the bark to fashion yourself a sling, Elvie,” Shen told her.


“I already have one,” she replied.  She reached down and untied a thong of her loincloth, then unwrapped it from around her slim waist  to reveal a sling, which she’d wrapped twice around her waist due to the length of the cords.  She’d tied it into her loincloth to make it look like it was part of the garment.


Shen the Elder laughed in delight.  “Clever girl!” he said approvingly.  “And well hidden!”


“Father showed us that trick, and it does make it easy to carry around,” she said modestly.


“I knew your father was a clever rascal,” he grinned.


They got started again, Shen and Elvie rowing as his father continued to work on the harpoon.  He finished it in midafternoon, after affixing it to the top of a redwood shaft, and he gave it a few testing stabs out over the water before nodding in satisfaction and carefully threading it under the seats and laying it in the bottom of the canoe.  He took over rowing and had Elvie practice her wavewalking the rest of the day, walking alongside the canoe with Shen out helping her…or more to the point, helping her get back up after her frequent falls.  But she was getting better, noticably better than the the day before, as she learned how to move with the rising and falling water instead of treating it like an enemy.  She learned that she didn’t have to walk up the waves, that the wave would lift her, and to take her steps in the trough between them.  She learned that trying to step down the back of the wave was just as dangerous as trying to walk up the front, and tried to mimic Shen’s walking style where he moved a foot forward as the wave lifted him up and then set him back down, then put it down and stepped forward once he had a stable platform.  It was a different technique than what he was using the day before, when the waves were so low that he simply absorbed them by bending his knees as he walked.

After about the thirtieth time she fell, Shen the Elder shifted the boat over beside her.  “Bend your ankles more,” he told her.  “Your ankles are the pivot.  Let your feet move with the contour of the water and let your ankles keep the rest of you vertical.”


“I’m trying to do that,” she assured him as Shen helped her back to her feet.  “But then my feet slide on the waves.”


“They’ll do that no matter what, and they’re not moving as far as you think they are,” he told her.  “Half the trick is moving with the water, dear girl, and the other half is dealing with the lack of traction.  Your feet will slide.  They will slip on the sides of the waves.  Expect it, move with it, use it to help you instead of fighting against it.  You’re a graceful girl, Elvie, you can do this.  Of anyone in the village, you could be the best at this.”


She smiled a bit at his complement, then let go of Shen the Younger’s hand.  “Now I know why you and Shen are so tall,” she mused as she started forward again, trying to pivot her feet with the contours of the water as Shen told her.


“We need long legs to deal with the waves, and the rest of us grew just so we didn’t look silly,” Shen the Elder chuckled as he started paddling again.  “And the fact that you’re the tallest girl with the longest legs in Warm Waters only helps you now.”


“Finally, my freakish height is good for something!” she laughed brightly.


“Your height isn’t freakish!  I think it makes you look good,” Shen protested.  “I’m glad my wife’s head doesn’t only come up to my chin, like most of the other girls in Warm Waters!”


“Trust me, husband, when you’re the only girl in the village that looks down at most of the men, you feel a little like you’re out of place,” she winked at him.


“You’re not that tall,” Shen the Elder scoffed.


“I’m taller than my father,” she said.  “And taller than all my brothers.”


“Your father isn’t exactly towering,” Shen the Elder chuckled.  “You’re not as tall as Breddlin.”


“Yeah, compare me to the tallest man in Warm Waters that isn’t you or my husband, Shen,” she retorted sharply, which made him laugh.


“Well, it’s true.  He is taller than you.  Don’t get mad at me for speaking a truth, girl.”


She put her hands on her willowy hips and glared at him, which made him laugh brightly.


It was their luck that they had no real trouble after leaving the reef all the way to their arrival at Alton’s Hook.

It hadn’t been entirely easy travel, however.  Two days after leaving the reef behind, Elvie got her first taste of life on the Vast, when a storm passed over them just after sunset.  She had no hut to retreat into to avoid the rain and the wind, and she found that even the outrigged canoe could get all but thrown around by waves twice as tall as a man as they paddled through it.  But since there was no danger of her drowning, she didn’t react with the fear that most dryfeet would have experienced being in a storm in nothing but a canoe.  The storm got strong enough, so that Shen the Elder decided it was time to go under, and Elvie got her first taste of going under with nothing but thousands of fathoms of water underneath them as well, going under in the open Vast.  After they tied everything down into the canoe securely, they tied ropes to the bow and stern and went over the side, then went down deep enough that the rolling waves didn’t toss them around.  Elvie learned that the movement of the water in a storm was relatively shallow, affecting mainly the surface, and they only had to go down about twenty fathoms below the troughs of the waves to escape the worst of the pitching seas.  The water did still move that deep but it was much less forceful.  The three of them also acted something like a sea anchor for their canoe, with them holding the ropes tied to the canoe.  The drag they placed on the canoe kept it from pitching and rolling, and that kept it from being battered to pieces as it tumbled and rolled up and down the waves.


Elvie got a taste of how empty the Vast could be.  they were the only three things in the water, and it almost felt that, down there in the darkness, they might be the only three things in the whole world, with nothing but them and the ropes that extended up out of their universe, leading to some unimaginable place. There was only the cool water that shifted and rolled gently, faint murmuring sounds caused by the waves above, the rope that reminded them that the world had not contracted to a ball only ten fathoms across, and each other.  The Vast was a desert, a desert with its surface made of water, and a desert that could have nothing but barren, lifeless emptiness for a week’s travel in any direction.  The open water of the Vast was nothing but emptiness dotted with oases of life, anywhere land either rose out of the water or approached the surface of the water close enough to support colonies of life, with only the sparse open water fish, school of fish, or piece of floating flotsam disrupting that barren continuity.

The storm passed by midnight, and they returned to the canoe to find everything still tied into it and with no damage to the canoe or its outrig.  They unpacked their paddles and turned the canoe to the north, moving away from their course to Alton’s Hook, getting the canoe far enough away from the wake of the storm so that the seas calmed.  Once they reached calmer water, they took a rest until well after sunrise before getting back on course to their destination.

It took them eight days after the storm to reach Alton’s Hook, days spent teaching Elvie the basics of survival on the Vast, of her practicing her wavewalking, and of learning that living in the Vast was a matter of both luck and opportunity.  The luck came into play when it came to finding food.  The Vast was almost unimaginably huge, and someone could go days, weeks without seeing anything living.  When one didn’t know the seasonal patterns in a region of the Vast, finding food was a matter of pure luck.  And when that luck presented itself, one had to maximize on that opportunity by being ready for nearly any eventuality.  The harpoon that his father had fashioned from the bone he found on the drifting tree made that point starkly clear to Elvie three days after the storm, when they happened across a baby leviathan, one of the carnivores.  Leviathans didn’t care for their offspring at all, they laid the eggs and left the offspring to fend for themselves, so the baby was alone…though baby was a relative term. The fish was nearly five fathoms long and had a mouth filled with dagger-sized teeth, its jaws more than big enough to bite a man in half in one chomp.  It was patrolling the open water for food, and when it approached the boat to determine if it was a fish or a piece of driftwood, Shen the Elder educated it with the business end of his harpoon.  The barbed head of the harpooon stuck fast in the side of the huge fish, and it bolted after being struck.  However, Shen the Elder had tied the line attached to the harpoon to the canoe, and the baby leviathan didn’t have the strength to pull the canoe under.   It took them about an hour to reel in the fish, who was by then weak and exhausted, and a single strike form the lancing harpoon ended its short career as a top predator in the food chain.

Once it was dead, they went to work.  Leviathans did not float, they sank upon death, so they had to go under and tie ropes to it, then haul it back to the surface to harvest it.  They had to do the work on the surface because the leviathan was oozing buckets and buckets of blood into the water, which would attract every predator and scavenger for leagues in every direction, and they didn’t want to be in the water and presenting those fish an inviting target when their attention was on the carcass. They also had to do the work from the surface because that blood staining the water red was not fit for them to breathe, so they couldn’t take it into their lungs in any sizable concentration.  They tied the carcass to the side of the canoe and went to work, Elvie in the canoe with Shen and his father standing outside to get at the other flank.  They stripped as much meat off the leviathan as they could carry that wouldn’t rot, harvested several heavy slabs that Shen the Elder felt would keep until they reached Alton’s Hook.  They took the spines from its fins because they were long, thin, stronger than wood, and ended in sharp points, and took its teeth as well, since they were as tough as unicorn whale ivory, so they could be shaped into tools or trinkets.  Each tooth was the size of Elvie’s forearm, and they extracted twenty of them out of the leviathan’s mouth.  They would keep half for themselves and the other half Shen the Elder intended to use for trade at Alton’s Hook, to trade for either a bow or the wood to fashion one.

The last thing they harvested was the leviathan’s liver, which held bile that was of great interest to Runimancers for use in their inks.  The liver, which was the size of a man’s head, was worth ten times more than the rest of the carcass combined.  Leviathans were not easy to kill, not even the babies, and since their bodies sunk upon death, it made harvesting those livers a serious undertaking.


Once they took everything from the carcass they could possibly use, and more than they really could, they untied the carcass and let it go.  It immediately sunk out of sight under the boat, and was lost to the cold depths of the Dark Below.


The meat they took from the leviathan did keep, so it was still in the canoe as they stared at the enclave of Alton’s Hook.  The island holding the town was a volcanic island, like almost all of them, but the volcano was long extinct and the island had worn down over the many thousands of seasons since it formed from the sea floor below.  The old islands like this one were very habitable, with their volcanoes more gentle hills or small, shallow-sloped mountains than the steep hillsides common on active volcanoes.  This island had a large flat area, which was a promontory extending out from the south side of the island that curled back in on itself, forming the hook from which the town of Alton’s Hook got its name.  Many, many buildings of wattle and daub with roofs covered in thatch or gray stone slats lined the shore as they approached, with a multitude of quays and wharfs built at the shoreline, extending out into the water.  Shen the Elder guided them around the west side of the hook, coming around the point and bringing them into the interior, where they were all but surrounded by land on three sides.  The water under them was deep even inside the hook, and since the hook opened to the west, the leeward side of most storms that would pass over it, it made Alton’s Hook a nearly perfect, ideal harbor.  There were ships tied up to those docks around the outside of the hook, and even more on the inside and along the island, and Shen noticed that almost all of them did not have symbols sewn into their sails.  That meant that they were waterborne ship, ones that couldn’t fly.  But there were a few symbol-bearing ships here and there, interspersed among the waterborne ships.  There were also ships not at the docks, with two ships sailing out of Alton’s Hook and five others sitting at anchor not far from the docks.  There were no ships in the air, however.

But, the buildings!  Buildings, buildings, so many buildings!  These weren’t the reed-walled huts from the village, these were buildings with wooden walls, buildings that were stout, sturdy, could stand up to savage storms.  Some walls were timbers, some were cut boards, some were covered in paint or wattle and daub, but every building out there was built of sturdy wood instead of reed or thatch.  Shen had never seen buildings like that before, though his father had described them many times…but the stories didn’t do the reality justice!  The buildings covered the entire hook, from the look of it, with narrow streets between them, and there were more buildings on the main island at the base of the hook, buildings even built into the hillside that looked down on the buildings below.  The buildings on the main island looked to be larger than the buildings on the hook, including a truly monstrous building made of stone, which sat on a little knob that extended out from the hillside.


That, if he didn’t miss his guess, was the Grim Fortress, a fortified building that protected Alton’s Hook.  His father said that it had many catapults lining the walls, which could rain rocks down on any hostile force that tried to land on the island.  Some, he said, were so powerful that they could hit ships in the water near the hook.  And for flying ships, there were many ballista, giant bow-like engines that launched spears like a bow launched an arrow.  A well placed hit on the hull of a ship would break the lines of symbols that let it fly, and that could make it crash.  Breaking the line of a symbol by punching a hole in the hull directly through one of the lines made the symbol mean something other than what it did, disrupted the continuity of the symbol, and if that symbol was its symbol of Levitation, then it meant that the boat could no longer levitate.  A boat crashing from twenty fathoms in the air shattered like dry bone when hit by a boulder, even if it landed on the water.  Water may be a liquid, but it was as hard as rock when it was struck at high speed.

“Lua’s seeds,” Elvie breathed as she and Shen gawked at this alien place filled with strange architecture.


“I know,” Shen the Elder said.  “Elvie.”


“Yes?” she asked, turning to look at him.  She took a hand off her paddle and caught the piece of redwood bark Shen tossed to her, over Shen’s head.  “What is this?”


“Put it on.”


“Put it on?  Put it on where?”


“Put it on over your breasts.”


“I’m not a matron,” she scoffed, tossing it to the deck of the canoe.


“I know, but these aren’t Tyleshi, Elvie,” Shen told her.  “In their society, girls do not walk around without something covering their breasts.  You’re going to be pushing it with the loincloth, but you being topless?  That’s a no,” he said with a dry smile.  “So put it on.  As long as it covers your nipples, you’re alright.  That’s the part that their society says you’re not allowed to show.”


“I’ll feel like a complete idiot and look utterly ridiculous,” she snorted, reaching down and picking it up, setting down her paddle, and holding it up against her chest, looking down.  She then slid it around her shoulders, pulled it into place over her chest, and tied the two ends between her breasts.  She fussed with it a little, tugging it here and there to ensure it covered what Shen told her to cover, then growled in frustration.  “I feel like I’m being squeezed,” she complained.  “How do the matrons stand it?”

“I’d imagine they’re used to it,” he said dryly.  “And if you think that’s bad, wait until you see how dryfoot women dress.  You’ll be shocked.”


“What, like the Baron’s Runimancer?”


“You’ll see.”


They padded towards a series of small docks holding rowboats and other small vessels, then they tied up at the very end of the longest wharf.  A clean-shaven man wearing a blue waistcoat of some kind with a white shirt under it, black pants, and black flare-topped boots into which his pants tucked approached them.  He also wore a hat, a rather silly-looking blue triangular hat with a white feather bobbing from its top.  Shen’s eyes were almost involuntarily drawn to something else, though, the man’s belt.  He had a metal belt buckle, a hollow rectangle of metal through which the leather of his belt threaded.  It was whitish-gray metal that might be silver, or tin, or pewter, but no matter what it was, it was metal.  Rare, rare metal, something Shen had only seen two or three times in his entire life.  “Here now,” he called. “It’s a half-mark or equal goods in trade to dock here.”


“We don’t have any money, but we have goods to barter,” Shen the Elder told him as he climbed up onto the wharf.  “Get our trade items out, kids,” he called to them.  “Leave everything else in the boat.  Nobody will bother it.”

Shen the Elder haggled over the price of tying up to their dock as Shen and Elvie pulled out the leviathan teeth, spines, and the meat and liver they’d cut from it, which were wrapped in redwood bark.  Now that they were closer, Shen found that this place did not smell very good.  It smelled…decayed.  Like something was rotting.  There was the smell of the sea, but there was also the smell of fish, the smell of rotting fish, and the smell of human waste. Those all combined into a smell that made his nose wrinkle.


When they finished their business, Shen handed over one of the leviathan teeth, and then he led them down the dock and towards the town of Alton’s Hook.  Elvie looked back at the man, who was watching them leave as he tapped the point of the tooth against his chin thoughtfully.


When they reached land, it was like stepping into an alien world.  The buildings hemmed them in once they reached the street, looming over them, confining them and the others on the street into a small area.  The ground under their feet was covered in many small stones that had been cut into squares and then set into the ground close to one another, which felt strange under his feet.  Men and women moved along the street, who were covered in clothing, nearly from head to foot, cloth clothing instead of what Shen would see, and all of them stared at the three of them like they were the ones that were strange.  It seemed ridiculous to Shen.  How did they toughen their feet wearing those silly shoes?  They must not be able to walk across anything even remotely rough without hurting their feet.  Didn’t they know that hiding their skin from the sun turned it pale and made them susceptible to sunburn?  They’d burn like wood in a smoke pit the next time they came outside in a more proper natural state.  And how did those women breathe?  They wore these heavy dresses that hugged them pretty tightly around the middle, and despite what his father told Elvie, many of them had just about all of their breasts except their nipples visible.  That seemed almost ridiculously hypocritical.  One woman had so much of her breasts showing from her low-cut bodice that it would be more practical for her to just go ahead and show the town all of them.

As they walked, Shen saw that waistcoats, shirts, and trousers with boots was the norm for men, and those heavy dresses that hugged their torsos and showed their upper chests, with flared, heavy skirts that fell all the way to their ankles, were the norm for women.  Over half of the men they passed were armed, with swords in scabbards at their waists, the handles of daggers visible in their belts, and one man had a hand axe with a bronze head stuffed into the belt of his waistcoat.  But not everyone was dressed so. They saw a man with his chest bare walk by, his chest covered in tattoos, wearing a red sash around his waist into which three sheathed daggers with jeweled hilts were placed, pants that ended at his knees, and simple leather shoes tied to his feet.  They saw two women walk by, deep in discussion, both wearing the white robes of a Runimancer.  Then they saw a brown-skinned woman walk by wearing trousers and a striped shirt cut low enough for men to see the top swells of her ample breasts, dressed more sensibly in Shen’s opinion.  She had a strangely wide nose, full lips, brown eyes, and a head full of thick, frizzy hair that was covered at the top by a red and black cloth kerchief tied over it.  She was also a head taller than most any other woman they’d seen, even taller than Elvie and eye to eye with Shen and his father.  And like many of the men they’d passed, she was armed.  She wore a sword on a belt that hung jauntily off one hip, a metal sword.  It might even be iron, but it was hard to tell since it was sheathed and its hilt was wrapped in leather, and its handguard was clearly a different metal, a lattice of gold-colored metal that formed a mesh basket into which her hand fit comfortably when she held her sword.

“She’s Sawali,” Shen the Elder told him after she passed, when both Shen and Elvie turned to look at her.  “They’re from the far western edge of Thressica.”  That was the western continent, and the eastern one, where they lived, was known as Luanica.  Together, they were known as the Twin Lands, for the twin goddesses after whom they were named, Thress and Lua.  “Her people are very rare, even in the Empire.”


“She carries a sword, no other woman I saw carries a sword,” Shen noted.


“As big as she is, do you think any of these men are going to tell her she can’t?” he asked lightly, which made Elvie laugh.

The three of them attracted quite a bit of attention as they walked around the hook and to the main island, and most of the women they passed who were with other women fell into a storm of whispering, staring at them, even pointing at them.  They seemed particularly fixated on Elvie, who no doubt was not dressed in a way they found acceptable, but seemed unwilling to conront her directly over her choice of attire.  Elvie just stared those women down, making them look away; Elvie was not a timid girl, she was too educated in the realities of life to be timid in any way.  Shen the Elder led them to a much wider street with larger buildings lining it, then he stopped them in front of a building with three rows of windows rising up from the ground, the windows at the bottom of the building large and with a large fish hanging from the inside, visible through the window.  Elvie stepped up and touched that glass with a mystified expression, for she’d never seen glass from so close before.

Shen the Elder opened the door, and they carried their cargo inside.  It was a shop filled with fish, fish in bins, fish on tables, and pieces of fish inside cases at the back, already cut up and awaiting someone to eat it.  The place smelled powerfully of both fish and salt, which wasn’t all that much of a surprise.  “Why, do my eyes play tricks on me, or that Shen walking into my shop!” a portly man with gray hair and a moustache gasped, then he laughed jovially and stepped around his counter.  “It is, it is!  Shen, you old sea dog, I’m so happy to see you!” he declared.  He embraced his father and clapped him on the back with a laugh.


“Perrion, you’re even fatter now,” his father declared, patting him on the shoulders.


“Life is soft and easy now, you old scoudrel,” he grinned, showing the fact that he was missing one of his front teeth and the other was brown and rotting.  “And this just has to be your son, he looks just like you.  And your daughter?”


“My son’s wife,” he corrected.  “Perrion, meet Shen the Younger and his wife, Elvie.”


“A Tyleshi maiden!  I haven’t seen a Tyleshi maiden since I was at sea!” he said in surprise as he clapped Shen on the shoulder, then turned and took Elvie’s hands.  She looked decidedly unsure of his gesture, almost leaning back away from him.  “And believe me, a sailor was always happy to see a Tyleshi maiden because of how much he could see!” he declared slyly.  “She tells me where you’ve been hiding, Shen,” he added lightly after letting her hand go, looking over at Shen the Elder.

“I’ve not been hiding,” he said mildly.  “I just prefer a much less exciting life nowadays, back among my people.”


“What brings you to Alton’s Hook, Shen?  I thought I’d never see you again.”


“It’s a personal matter, old friend,” he replied evasively.  “But it might not be purely personal for long.  We’ll discuss it as we haggle over my catch.  Kids, show him what we bring for sale.”


They put the meat on the counter and unwrapped the bark away, showing the white meat and the purple liver, then Shen put the teeth down beside it.  “What manner of fish is this?  It’s not whale meat.”


“Speartooth leviathan, including nine teeth and a liver,” Shen the Elder reported, pointing.


“A liver?  My friend, how did you manage such a catch?”


“I still have my tricks and my secrets, Perrion,” he chuckled.


Shen noticed that Elvie was staring openly at the man Perrion, and the portly man did as well.  He was about to say something, but raised a curious thick, bushy eyebrow when she stepped up and tugged at his moustache.  “Why did you glue this to your face?” she asked boldly.  “It seems a strange thing to do.  I saw other men outside that did the same thing.”


“Men who aren’t Tyleshi can grow hair on their face, Elvie,” Shen the Elder told her patiently.


“Really?  That’s normal?” she blurted, which made Perrion burst out laughing.


“Yes, my darling girl, it is indeed normal,” Perrion declared with a roguish smile.  “At least for a Molvinite like me.  I take it Tyleshi men don’t grow beards?”


Shen shook his head.  “Did you ever see me shave, Perrion?”


“That must be very convenient,” he chuckled, rubbing his stubbled jaw.  “Anyway, let’s discuss the worth of your catch, old friend.  Then we can discuss why you’re really here.”

Shen stood next to Elvie, holding her hand as they watched Shen the Elder discuss the value of his catch, particularly the liver.  Though he knew this older portly man—a man that was fat, Shen never thought he’d see such a thing!—it didn’t stop this Perrion from bargaining very sharply over the meat, teeth, and liver.  They continued to haggle when a woman wearing a much less fancy dress entered the shop and started inspecting fish in a case, though she constantly looked over at them with intensely curious eyes.  Perrion paused his discussion with Shen to attend the woman, taking a pair of fish out of a case and wrapping it in a rough cloth, and in exchange, she handed him a few small metal discs…coins?  The money that they used in the Empire?  It had to be.  Shen had never seen money before, but it did match his father’s description.  After taking care of the woman, who left with her purchase, Perrion continued to discuss the trade with Shen.  They reached a bargain, and instead of bringing matching goods to meet Shen’s offer, he instead put some of those metal coins into a little pouch and handed it to Shen the Elder.

“Do you still have the ear of town, Perrion?” Shen asked.


“I hear things from time to time,” he replied lightly, leaning back against one of his counters and taking out a dagger…a dagger made of iron!  Real iron!  Shen had never seen iron before, but its color and luster were exactly what his father had described.  The dagger wasn’t very elaborate or fancy, just a double-edged blade with a narrow point attached to a black wooden handle, with short tines at the top of the handle to keep the hand from sliding down onto the blade.  Shen also remembered his father’s warning, that he should not touch that dagger, or anything else made of iron.  Iron would make his skin blister if he touched it for an extended period of time.  “And just what are you interested to hear, Shen?  You shouldn’t care about anything I may have heard.”


“Usually no, but something unusual happened about a week ago, old friend, unusual enough for me to row a canoe all the way out here to look into things.”


“My, it must be very unusual.”


“It might be,” he replied.  “About a week ago, Baron Ethran of the Isles was attacked by a pirate ship.  It seemed obvious to me that they were after him, not the ship,” he related.  “He managed to escape.  I’ve never seen the ship that attacked him before, old friend, nor did I recognize its flag.”

“What flag was it?”


“A hawk holding two crossed swords in its talons.”


“That’s the standard of the Blacksail outfit, an alliance of five pirate ships,” Perrion told them.  “They operate south of Luanica, in the Meshali Isles, and from what I’ve heard, they harass shipping on the south end of the Grand Strait.  They attacked the mainland, you say?”

“Not the mainland, but islands close enough to it for them to be in a noble’s territory,” he replied.  “I’m Tyleshi, old friend, do you really think I’d live on the mainland?”


Perrion chuckled softly.  “That would be heretical for you,” he grinned.  “But as to your pirates, and why they’d attack a minor noble far out of their usual hunting grounds, I’m afraid I can’t tell you very much, old friend.  They don’t come to Alton’s Hook.  You’d have to go to Meshalla if you want to find out more about them.”


“That was more or less what I needed to know, old friend.  And again, you don’t let me down,” he said with a smile.


“So, are you headed for the southwest?” Perrion asked lightly.


“I doubt it.  If I showed up there, they might have a few words to say to me over me killing their Runimancer.”


Perrion gave a hearty laugh.  “Got involved, did you?”


“They didn’t give me much of a choice,” Shen the Elder answered dryly.  “They attacked my village after bringing down the Baron’s ship.  It was fight or die.”


“Killing the witnesses?”


“I have no idea,” he answered.  “But after I killed their Runimancer and my boy here stopped them from getting up onto the hut decks, they decided that we weren’t worth the price.”


Perrion laughed again, giving Shen an appraising look.  “Teaching him already, eh?”


“I’ve been teaching him since he could walk,” he replied dryly.


“If you can’t go to Meshalla, you might be able to hire someone to go look around for you.”


“No, I doubt that would be necessary.  Besides, this is all the money I have,” he said, hefting the small pouch.  “Tyleshi ways don’t require money, old friend.”


“That almost seems unnatural,” he smiled.


“For you,” Shen the Elder told him easily.  “But it should get me what I need here for our journey.”


“And where are you off to, old friend?”


“Oh, just showing my boy some of the wonders we saw during our time on the Wave Sprite, old friend,” he chuckled.  “We stopped by the Broken Rock, and now we’re on our way to the Whispering Isles.  I want him to experience life outside a village before he and Elvie settle into village life.  They just married days ago.”


“Ah, I understand.  After hearing his stories, it would make you wonder what’s out there and make you unsettled, as if you might be missing something,” he said to Shen, looking over at him.  “So he’s showing you the world outside before you commit yourself to a domestic life.”


“There’s nothing wrong with the world outside, Perrion, when taken in moderation.”


Perrion laughed richly.  “Some days, I might agree with that view, old friend,” he said.


“There is one thing you might want to pass along,” he noted.


“What is that?”


“We came across a Sahu trident on an atoll about a week’s paddling to the west of here,” he answered.


“Yes, that’s worth passing along to those who need to know,” he said seriously.  “The seagoing ships might be at risk if the Sahu are starting to move into the area.”

“That’s why I told you.  And with that, we’ll be off, friend.  I have a couple of stops to make before we go on our way.  I take it none of the shops I once knew are closed?”


“The Dancing Mermaid burned down two years ago,” he answered.  “Outside of that, Alton’s Hook is the same as it was when you were last here.  The shopkeepers may have changed, but the shops themselves are still there.”


“Now that’s a pity, I did always like that tavern,” he mused.


They left the shop, and Shen kept hold of Elvie’s hand as two short, barrel-chested man gave her looks that rose his hackles a little bit…they were almost predatory.  Shen the Elder was lobbing the little pouch of coins into the air and catching it as he seemed to think, then caught it with a snap of his hand and looked back to them.  “What is it, Father?” Shen asked.


“Nothing, son, nothing.  Just not what I expected to hear, that’s all,” he replied absently.  “Maybe the attack on Ethran was just what he thinks it was.  Either way, it’s no longer anything we have to worry about.”


“What do we do now, Shen?” Elvie asked him.


“Buy some supplies and then get back in the canoe and go.  We are not staying here overnight.  That would be inviting disaster.”


“Why not?”


“Because this is no place for civilized people,” he replied evenly.


“What supplies would we need from a place like this?” Elvie asked.


“Preserved food, mainly, enough to get us there and back,” he replied.  “We’ll be nearly two weeks in the open Vast, Elvie, we can’t rely on what we can fish.  We may not see another living thing until we get where we’re going.  Or we may see so many fish that we get as fat as Perrion before we get back, who knows?”


“Do mainlander women like their men like that?  Big and wide and covered over in clothing and with hair on their face?”


Shen the Elder laughed.  “Some women do, some don’t.  Dryfeet women are wide in their tastes.”


Elvie put her hand on Shen’s face, rubbing it over his cheek and jaw.  “I could not imagine you having hair on your face,” she told him.  “It just seems unnatural.”

“I couldn’t either,” Shen laughed.  “Or have hair on my arms and chest, like that one fellow we saw, the one with no shirt and the sash.”


“Hair only belongs on two places on a man, on his head and over his penis.  It’s almost like these mainlander men are half monkey,” Elvie noted, which made Shen the Elder burst out laughing.


“Dryfeet grow hair in all sorts of strange places, Elvie,” Shen the Elder said with barely contained mirth.


“Like where?”


“I’ll let you figure that out for yourself.”


“Coward.”


“It’s called experience, dear girl.  Experience,” he winked.


“If you ever grow hair anywhere you’re not supposed to, huband, I’m leaving you,” she declared adamantly.  That just made Shen the Elder burst into even harder laughter, for some strange reason.


Shen the Elder led them back out onto the hook, which Shen had figured out was more or less two or three streets that curled around with buildings on each side, and as they got further around the hook, where the land got narrower, the other streets ended and only one street extended all the way to the “point.”  The buildings out on the hook were smaller than on the island, more ramshackle and looked in poorer repair, and Shen also noticed that men and women that were not dressed as nicely as the ones on the island were walking the streets.  Their clothes were not as well made, and were often dirty and torn.  He realized that these were lower class people, poor people, and why his father was taking him out there was a mystery.  Surely there were shops that sold what they needed in the less run-down parts of town?  But he certainly seemed to have a destination in mind, for he walked in front of them with certainty, leading them around the hook along the lone street, which got narrower and narrower as the available land tapered and forced the buildings closer and closer together.  The street was barely an alley by the time Shen the Elder reached his destination, which was a small, delapidated shop close to the point of the hook.

“Father.”


“Yes, Shen?”


“When did you come here?  You seem to know your way around.”


“I was here quite a bit in my youth, son, this was the home port of a ship I once crewed, along with Perrion.  That’s how we met.”


“Oh.”


They entered the shop, which was filled with barrels lined against the wall and in rows on the floor, with a rough counter at the back of the room.  Baskets and bins hung from the walls, holding all sorts of strange things.  The place had no windows, and was illuminated by a few oil lamps made of pottery either sitting on barrels or hanging off the ceiling.  The proprietor of this strange shop was an old, gnarled man wearing a dirty tan cloth shirt and a pair of those knee-length pants, his calves bare all the way down to leather shoes.  “What ship ye from?” he demanded.


“None,” Shen told the old man.  “We need some rations.”

“I sell to ships, not to half-naked savages,” he said sourly.


Shen jingled the pouch in his hand.  “You sell to people who have money,” he stated.  “And if Elsinn ever heard you call me a savage, Grent, she’d rip your ears off.”


The old man peered at him, then gasped, almost inhaling the lone tooth Shen could see in his mouth.  “Skalda’s crusty dick, Shen!” he said animatedly.  “I didn’t recognize ye!”


“I noticed,” he said dryly as he walked over, then took the man’s hand.


“Sorry, Shen, but me eyes ain’t what they used to be.  All I could see of ye was a fuzzy blur,” he said, patting him on the upper arm fondly.  “What ye be doin’ in Alton’s Hook?  I thought ye said ye were done with sailin’!”


“I am, I’m just passing through,” he replied.  “I need enough ration to last three people two weeks.”


“I got what ye need, ye old scallywag!” he grinned, again showing that single tooth.  “What ye want?  Hardtack or salted?”


“Both,” he replied.


“Grog?”


“We’re good with the water we have,” he said with a shake of his head.


“Well, let’s get ye all set up, then!” he said brightly, hobbling towards the opening in his counter.
Shen and Elvie stood to the side and watched the strange old man hobble around, one of his legs lamed from the look of it, pulling things out of barrels and adding them to a sack.  Shen the Elder put three filled sacks at the feet of his son and Elvie over the moments, and when Shen picked one up, he found that it wasn’t cloth, it was some kind of leather that felt thick, coarse, was probably very tough.  He also noted that it had no seams in it, that it was a single piece of material that was naturally in the shape of a sack.  While the old man filled sacks for them, he babbled on to Shen about people, about places, about events.  Someone named Terebon died.  Another person named Abler was captaining a ship…captaining?  What did that word mean?  Did it mean commanding, like he was the captain?  The old man mentioned this Dancing Mermaid place just like Perrion had, and seemed very nostalgic about it.  He talked about some person or people known as the Black Sails, and another called Fellik’s Folly…no, not people, ships.  He was talking about ships. It was a little hard to tell, he was rambling a bit and he wasn’t explaining anything.  He was clearly speaking to a man that already knew what those names meant, so he wasn’t adding the information that would let Shen understand him.

After nearly a half an hour, he finished gathering things for them, leaving them with four sacks.  Three of them were filled with salt-encrusted meat, and the last held something called hardtack, which Shen found was some kind of bread.  Very hard, unappealing-looking bread.  He’d never eaten bread before, but he knew what it was.  The village didn’t trade for food from the mainland, so the only food he was used to seeing or eating was the food they could harvest or make themselves.  The closest thing to bread he had ever eaten was a mixture made from mashed sun nuts, dewflower seeds, and salt harvested from dried tidal pools that was then dried in the sun to form cakes.  But, since sun nuts could only be harvested in late fall, it was something of a seasonal treat, since it was very tasty.  It was the closest thing to a dessert they had in Warm Waters.

When they left the shop, he and Elvie were carrying a sack and Shen the Elder was carrying two, and nearly half of the metal coins that had been in his father’s pouch were gone.  They carried their supplies down about a dozen or so buildings, then entered a small, shabby looking place that had no identifying marks on it nor anything in the windows…for it had no window.  Inside was a dark, dingy single room that had all manner of weapons hanging from the walls or standing on racks set almost randomly around the floor of the shop.  A large, bald man stood in the back, heavily corded with muscle.  He was a Golthan, one of the large men from the northern wilds of the western continent of Thressica, a race of man notorious for their violent ways.  He had two sweeping curls tattooed on his face that rose up from his jaw, swirled to each side of his nose, passed over his eyes, then curled around the tops of his ears to disappear behind his head.  A triangle was tattoed over and between his eyes, the tattoo in red while the other marks on his face were dark blue, and he had the symbol of Thressa tattoed onto his chest in green.  That…that was unusual, and bad luck.  Only the clerics ever displayed the mark of Thressa, and it was considered bad luck for those not of the faith to have or display the symbols of the World Goddess, that it incited the intense jealousy of Skalda and he brought bad luck down upon the offendor.  Everyone else used the “unofficial” symbol for Thressa, which was a circle within a circle.


This man, it seemed, his father didn’t know.  Shen the Elder approached him and made a strange gesture, then they began to talk as Shen and Elvie looked at the many weapons.  Most of them were identifiable, spears with bone or fishtooth spoints, axes of bone, axes of obsidian, daggers and maces and clubs, but none of the weapons they saw out on the floor were metal.  Then again, the man would be a fool to put something that valuable out where it could be stolen.  Even a dagger made of copper was worth fifty times something like Shen’s knives, made of blacktooth terror teeth.  Elvie picked up a Tyleshi war spear, something she could identify, and held it out curiously to Shen.  “This was made by my people,” she declared.

“I know, and this is Menthrite,” Shen said, holding up a cudgel made of gnarlwood.  “They’re the only ones that engrave the mark of the Sleeper on anything.”


“You!  Woman!  Put that back!” the man barked sternly.  “Women do not touch weapons in my shop!  Be glad the ridiculous laws of Alton’s Hook allows you in here at all!”


Elvie gave the big man a look that hinted she might use that weapon on him, but she set the spear back into the rack after Shen the Elder gave her a steady look.

“The Sleeper?” she asked in a quiet tone after the man went back to talking with Shen the Elder.

“The Sleeping God, Rengorr. He’s the one that makes the volcanoes erupt.  They put his mark on things to keep him from waking up.  They think honoring him keeps him asleep.”


“I’ve never heard of him.”


“He’s a mainlander god, the god of the land and fire,” he answered.  “There’s an old fable that someday, Rengorr will awaken and part the seas and raise land in its place.”


“That doesn’t sound bad.”


“The land he’ll use to split the sea will be burning with lava and fire,” he noted.  “And the story goes that when he awakens, every volcano in the world will erupt at the same time, and that he drowns the Twin Lands in lava and turns the Vast into a boiling ocean not fit for any life.”


“Oh.  That’s bad.”


“A little bit,” he agreed mildly, then chuckled and stepped back when she threatened to slap him.  “Father said that the priests of Rengorr are considered a doomsday cult, and that the Empire stamps them out whenever they appear.”


Shen the Elder gave the shopkeeper the entire pouch of coins he had left, then the man went into the back for a moment.  He came back out carrying two unstrung bows and two quivers of arrows, using black piper feathers for the fletching.  The bows were the type that Shen was familiar with, short bows of ashwood that were easy to string and easy to carry, but didn’t have the same range as longer bows.  But they weren’t meant to be used at range for him, they were meant to be easy to use while skimming, when he might be using the bow on high seas, and that might cause his knee to hit the bottom of the bow.  The arrow that his father pulled form the quiver was also made of ashwood, among the strongest available woods, and was tipped with a flint head.  The head and fletching were black, the shaft a soft gray, the color of ashwood; that was how the wood got its name, for its gray coloration.


“Nice,” Shen the Elder declared as after he strung one of the bows and drew it without an arrow.


“Made by Velrian craftsmen,” the tall, burly proprietor declared.  “You’ll find none better in Alton’s Hook.”


“Velrians do know how to make a good short bow,” Shen the Elder said mildly, replacing the arrow.  “That’s our business this day, friend.  We’ll be on our way.”


“Threnn watch over you.”


After they left the shop, Elvie looked at Shen.  “Who is Threnn?”


“The Golthans refuse to admit that the World Goddess is in fact a woman, so they call her Threnn and insist that she’s actually a man,” Shen the Elder chuckled.  “They believe that no woman could have made the world.”


“That’s ridiculous!”


“Sexism is the Golthan national religion, at least if you’re a man,” Shen the Elder told her lightly.


“Do they think Lua is a woman?” Shen asked curiously.


“Oh yes, they see nothing wrong with the Keeper of the Garden being a woman.  In fact, they believe that Lua more properly represents the natural order, since it’s her job to nurture.  Golthans believe that a woman’s only jobs are to have babies, care for the babies, and keep the house in order.”


“If the men of our village ever tried to tell us that, we’d castrate them,” Elvie snorted.


“You’re a Tyleshi, Elvie,” Shen chuckled with dancing eyes as he looked at her.  “Trust me, a Tyleshi woman is the anathema of everything a Golthan man believes.  For that matter, the Tyleshi are something of a paradox for most of the other races of man,” he added with a slight smile.  “We do things very differently from most anyone else.  It’s why you almost never see a Tyleshi off the islands they call home.  We are probably the only Tyleshi in all of Alton’s Hook.”  He shouldered the strap of the quiver and motioned with the strung bow in his hand.  “Alright, we have what we need, kids, it’s time to go,” Shen the Elder declared as Shen the Younger juggled his burden a bit, heaved the two sacks over his left shoulder, holding the necks of both in one hand, and took the other bow and quiver in his freed hand.

“Already?  I was hoping we could see more of this weird place,” Elvie said.


“We’ve been here long enough as it is,” he replied calmly.  “Don’t worry, Elvie, we’ll be stopping at another dryfoot settlement before we return to where we belong.  It will be a much safer place, a place I won’t mind letting you two explore.”


“Oh.  That sounds fine.”


“This place doesn’t seem all that dangerous, Father.”


“Yes, and a reef doesn’t look that dangerous when you can’t see the school of sharks hiding just on the other side of a shoal, either.”


Shen honestly couldn’t see why his father was so worried about danger.  The men and women here didn’t talk to them, though they did stare at them quite a bit—particularly Elvie—and none of them looked particularly, well, ominous.  Yes, they did dress very strangely, and some carried weapons that were obviously metal, but nobody was acting hostile or aggressive, not even to each other.  But Shen the Elder led them right back to the canoe, which was sitting where they left it and had not been bothered, and he had them load their sacks into it, tying each one off with a piece of bark twine that Shen the Elder had made on their trip to the town and then covering them with some netting that he had made from the twine, tying the netting to the deck boards at the bottom of the canoe to secure them in case the canoe got rolled by a wave.  They put the strung and unstrung bows and the quivers down without securing them.  “Untie us, kids,” he said as he pulled out an oar.  “And Elvie, remember.”

The word may have been cryptic, but she nodded in understanding.  Shen the Elder was warning her not to walk on the water, something they did not do whenever they were in view of others.


They untied the canoe and hopped in, and Shen the Elder, sitting in the stern, pushed them away from the dock with his paddle.  Shen and Elvie took up their paddles, at least after Elvie hastily untied the cloth covering her breasts and tossed it into the bottom of the canoe with complete scorn, a move that made Shen the Elder chuckle a bit.  They then deftly turned the canoe and started out, heading for the opening of the hook, heading for open water.


Glancing back, Shen noticed that several people were watching them paddle away, standing on docks along the hook and on the decks of ships that were tied up to them.


“They’re watching us leave, Father,” Shen told him.


“I know,” he replied.  “We’ll start out to the south and then change course once we’re out of sight.  It should be sunset about then, and the night will cover us.”


“You think they might chase us?” Elvie asked.


“I think a few people are thinking about it,” he replied dryly.


“Why?  We have nothing they want.”


“We have something they want very much,” he told her.

“What?” Shen asked.


“Me,” he replied to his son evenly.


“What do they want you for?”


“Live the kind of life I did, son, and you make enemies,” he answered.


“Enemies?  Why in Lua’s petals would anyone be mad at you, Shen?” Elvie demanded.


“Because I was a very excitable and hot-headed man in my youth,” he replied with a dry chuckle.  “That, and there’s a very old story about me that makes some men value my head more than I do.”

“What story?”


“Some men believe I can find Skalda’s Trove, and no doubt they think I’m out here now to go there.”


Shen looked back at him in surprise.  Skalda’s Trove was an old fairy tale, the treasure trove of Skalda himself from the years he pretended to be a mortal, sailing the seas as a pirate, looting and pillaging every ship and settlement he came across.  The story went that Skalda put all those things he stole in his trove, which was supposed to be on an island that wasn’t anchored to the sea floor, an island that floated like a drifting tree, but was an island made of rock and earth like any other island and thus didn’t look like it could move to anyone that happened across it.  Since the island could move, no map would help a man find it.  But it was said that the island floated on the currents and was subject to the patterns of the wind, and that a man who studied the movements of the wind and the water long enough could predict where Skalda’s Trove would be at certain times of the year.


And Shen the Elder would certainly seem to many to be the kind of man that could do such a thing, because of his wisdom and experience.


By placing his trove on an island that floated like a drifting tree, Skalda made sure that his trove would never be found, even after he abandoned his charade and returned to the heavens to be a god again.  And the story went that it was still out there, waiting for some lucky ship to stumble across the floating island and claim Skalda’s Trove, a treasure so huge, so vast, that not even an entire fleet of cargo ships could carry it all.

“They believe that old bedtime story?” Elvie asked.


“It’s not a bedtime story,” Shen the Elder told her.  “Skalda’s Trove is real, Elvie, but not in the way that men believe that it is.”


“What does that mean?”


“There is a floating island out there, Elvie.  It just doesn’t have any treasure on it.”


“Oh.  You’ve been there?”


“Once,” he replied.  “We didn’t know just what it was when we landed there, we thought it was just one of the countless uncharted islands in the deep Vast.  And we didn’t stay there long.”


“Why not?”


“Because there is something on that island, girl.  It’s just not treasure.”


“And you won’t say what it is.”


“I will not.  If you want to know, find the island yourself,” he said with finality in his voice.


Elvie glanced over her shoulder in Shen the Elder’s direction, but said nothing more.


“Get used to it, wife, he does that to me all the time,” Shen drawled.  “I think he does it just to be contrary.”


Elvie looked back at him, then laughed when Shen the Elder thumped him gently on the head with the flat head of his paddle, flattening his white hair and making him flinch forward.


“Don’t sass me, boy, or you’ll be swimming all the way there,” Shen the Elder warned in a light tone.


They paddled steadily to the south over the afternoon, and after the sun set and before the moon rose, Shen turned them due west and had them go faster.  He looked back constantly as they paddled on their new course, his eyes scanning the starlight-dappled waters behind them so much he barely paddled for minutes at a time, and when he did paddle, he drove the oar into the water with force and urgency, trying to get as much water between him and his prior southerly course as possible before the moon rose.


When the moon did finally rise, Shen the Elder called a brief rest.  Elvie relieved herself over the side as Shen took a skin of water and drank deeply.  “Alright, it seems we weren’t followed,” he declared.


“Where to now, Father?  The Singing Stones?”


“That’s our ultimate destination, but we’re making a stop along the way.”


“Where?”


“Someplace you will never forget,” he said with a mysterious smile.  “Thanks to Ardanna, it’s somewhere we can go now.”


“It’s underwater?”


He nodded.  “We’ll need to teach Elvie as many hand signs as possible over the next five days, son.  She needs to be able to understand basic communication.”


“Why?”


“So she can talk to the Merfolk,” he answered.


Merfolk!  They were just stories to the dryfeet, but Shen knew from his father that they were very real.  People with the upper bodies of men but the lower bodies of fish, who his father said had suffered a similar fate to the Wavewalkers.  They used to be large in number and ruled the Vast from many underwater cities, used to be friends of the Wavewalkers much like the Sirens were, but time, the flourishing of the Sahu, and the coming of mankind in their boats had shrunk their numbers and driven those that remained deeper into the Vast.  Shen had always wanted to visit a Merfolk city, which were built of coral and seaweed on underwater mountains to keep them in the warmer water

“Merfolk?  Truly?” Elvie gasped in excitement.


“It will take us about twelve days to reach Elthsefeth,” Shen the Elder declared.  “They’ll resupply us from there for our journey to the Singing Stones.”

“Els…Elf…Elth-se-feth,” Shen tried to say, which made his father chuckle.


“I know, it took me nearly a season to figure out how to pronounce it,” he agreed.  “It’s fairly close to the Drum Islands, but the dryfeet don’t know it’s there.  The Merfolk keep hidden from them.”


“I wonder what it’ll be like, husband!” Elvie said eagerly.  “A merfolk city!  Father used to tell me such stories about them!”


“You should like them, Elvie, Merfolk are kind and decent,” Shen the Elder told her.  “They just don’t trust airbreathers.  Too many bad experiences in the past.”


“Well, it’s a good thing I can breathe more than air now,” Elvie grinned.


“It will be a good experience for you.  You’ll be under for a long time, maybe even days.  It may seem fun and play now, girl, but after a full day under, it won’t seem quite so much the adventure.”


“Sore ribs?”


“Among other things,” he said with a slight smile.  “Let’s just say that after swimming for that long, you’ll be sore in places you didn’t know you have.”


“I’m not soft!”


“And that’s why you’ll still be able to move,” he agreed mildly.  “Walking and climbing and fishing is a different kind of exertion than swimming, dear girl.  You’re using your muscles in a way you’re not used to.  Well, you’re gonna get used to it.  Quickly,” he told her.


“I’m not going to get that sore,” she protested.  “I’ve swum a long time without rest, Shen.  I can swim all the way to Misty Island and back!”


“We’ll see,” he replied.


“We will,” she declared, challenge dripping from her voice.


Shen the Elder said nothing, only smiled, and it wasn’t an entirely benevolent smile.
