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Dingle, on the west coast of Ireland, May 1249

The dispatch rider didn’t dismount. From his imposing height, he unrolled a scroll and in a strident tone, read its message, “His Majesty King Henry III of England and Lord of Ireland sends word of Vicar Maurice, his special envoy. Having left London four days ago, he is en route and will set foot here in Ireland’s County Kerry on Thursday next. In accordance with his station, the vicar and his staff are to be domiciled at this, the only manor in the county. Make it ready.”

The manor was a drafty tower, and the former occupant never cared to have his staff upgrade or maintain it. Despite its current state, Aideen, the mistress of the manor, assured the messenger the tower would be a pleasure for the new man to call home. For her, readying the tower meant securing a pair of ferrets to rid the place of rats, excavating the cesspool and swishing the bat droppings from ... well, everywhere.

On the day the new vicar was to arrive, she rose before the sun, pinned a fresh wimple over her thick auburn tresses and went down to the kitchen where her friend Lil had already begun preparing the welcome feast. “It’ll be poached salmon in a duck egg sauce,” Lil announced with satisfaction. “And as my surprise for our new lordship, there’ll be a fresh marzipan loaf to follow, drizzled all over with honey, of course.”

Aideen agreed it all sounded quite appetizing and spent the rest of her day checking little details in all the corners on all five floors of the tower. She placed sprays of asters in goblets around the master’s bedchamber and in the dining hall, dusted the broad sills below the double stained-glass windows. She paid particular attention to the ashes under the braziers and whisked away the residue until the slate beneath them shone. Three times that afternoon, she ran up to the parapets to watch for a sign of the new lord. The battlements reminded her of when archers once crouched there in defense of the residents against the Anglo-Norman invaders. The thought melted into a sad reality; I fear the Norman overlords are now too well entrenched in our part of Ireland for us to dare shoot arrows at them.

* * *

Out of the gathering dusk, a brace of riders crested the ridge above the tower. It was obvious who was in charge — the man in black mounted on a palfrey mare, a highly bred horse reserved for the high-born. A young page followed a few paces behind, looking uncomfortable on his donkey.

When he was but a stone’s throw from the tower’s substantial main door, the tall man stopped and doffed his broad-brimmed hat to survey the residence, revealing a flash of his bald head, a beak-like nose, and his ashen skin. Pulling off his riding gloves, finger by finger, he arched his back to study the drab walls dotted with ragged patches of moss and fern. Aideen noticed the man’s formal cassock was rumpled and covered with dust. 

The vicar adjusted his position on his mount, curled his upper lip and whined, “Humph. There’s a sad spectacle. I don’t see a great hall, or moat, or any outbuildings at all. That four-day ride from the coast made this saddle intolerable. My ass has never been so sore.” He slid from his mount with a grunt and spat on the ground. “There had better be a hot bath waiting within and an ample bowl of herring bits.”

One of the vicar’s white silk gloves slipped unnoticed from his grasp and in the same instant was trampled into the sod by the twitchy palfrey. The young lad behind him gasped but spoke not a word.

Aideen raced around and down four flights of steps. By the time she reached the ground, stray wisps of her long hair had escaped her wimple. When she swung the heavy door open, Vicar Maurice was standing there, glowering.

With a sincere smile, she bade him enter. “Welcome to your new residence, m’lord.”

* * *

Standing quite tall himself, the vicar’s discomfort of facing a servant woman of the same height as him was obvious. To make the confrontation worse, she looked disheveled. For a long moment the two stood in silence, her smile and intent green eyes challenging his indignant scowl.

“I am Reverend Father Maurice, your new vicar. See to my mount and have a bowl of pickled herring brought to me in the bath, a piping hot bath, mind. While I’m soaking, have this cassock restored to a respectable state.”

Aideen stood still, waiting for a polite salutation. The new vicar was unmoved.

“What? You might be an Irish peasant, but I have been advised you understand several languages, including concise directives delivered in your king’s own tongue.”

Not knowing what else to say, she replied in flawless English, “Is it scadán you’d be wanting, m’lord? It’s the name by which we all know that particular species here in County Kerry.” 

Maurice jutted his lower jaw, scarlet seeped into his pale cheeks and his eyes slitted.

“HERRR-RING. And henceforth, you serfs will call the damned food by its proper name so we all understand. Now, in the king’s own tongue, fetch me some herring bits and a flagon of warmed mead while you’re at it.” He barged by her into the vestibule.

For a moment she stared at the space where he had been standing, resolving to someday tell him the indifference shown by the Norman overlords to the population who spoke the Gaelic was galling. Then an urge struck her. She turned and in a voice a little too shrill, called after him. “Sir, I know you are to be the rightful lord of this manor, but it doesn’t mean you’re the second coming of Saint Patrick himself. Since you are now in Ireland, you should know that Saint Patrick called it what all the good people here call it. In the Gaelic, it’s scadán, not herring.”

Accompanying her independent streak, Aideen possessed the good sense to stop before she went too far, although she feared this was perhaps more than a step too far.

The new vicar cocked an eyebrow and flipped her a dismissive hand gesture. Aideen suspected he had perfected such reactions from years of coping with unenthusiastic servants. Hoping to punctuate her frustration, she stomped her foot on the slate floor. The thick rawhide sole of her boot made no sound.

To do the man’s bidding, the mistress of the manor trudged down the narrow, winding steps leading to the strongroom, now used as a root cellar. She muttered to the cold, damp walls, “No wonder they call these high-born clerics the ‘black robes’. It’s more to do with their black hearts, I’ll venture.”

With a jar of pickled herring in one hand and a jug of honey mead in the other, she retraced her steps. Before she opened the door to the master’s bed chamber, she pulled the cork out of the jug of mead to spit into it. When she marched across to the copper bath tub and held the tray out for the naked man, she pasted a smile on her face and said, “Your herring m’lord, along with a flagon of mead.”

* * *

Aideen spent a sleepless night sharing Lil’s straw mat on the kitchen’s slate floor beside the door to the root cellar. She planned to rise well before dawn, but discovered Vicar Maurice had risen before her. “Summon the staff to assemble in the vestibule,” he commanded, when they met in the kitchen.

With everyone in the tiny room, he clasped his hands behind his back and began. “As your current mistress has already learned, I am lord of this manor, plus all its livestock, including you serfs. Indeed, I have been granted leave to exercise the full governing authority of a bishop. As lord of this fief, you all live on these lands at my pleasure.” He paused at that point and avoided eye contact before beginning again. 

“Riding into your isolated hamlet yesterday, I noticed the village has but one public house on the high street. In the market square, there is little on offer and only a sprinkling of tradesmen’s workshops. Without a daily market, where do the fishermen sell their catch? May the Lord forgive us, there’s not as much as a properly consecrated cathedral. Nonetheless, if I ignore your God-forsaken dusty roads and abundant boglands, I see opportunity here.”

After another pause, he waved one arm in the direction of Dingle and continued, “You do have a serviceable harbor. Scholars at both Oxford and the Université de Paris have studied the oceans and agree that the moderating temperatures of our generation have favored the sea, noting it has clearly warmed in this enduring period of most favorable weather. We must redouble our efforts to harvest and market the bounty coming from the sea around us. Of course, customs duties will be applied to all trade goods entering the port. A special levy will be collected on incoming loads of fish, as well. Should my fishermen land seafood caught by their own hands, only then will they be deemed exempt.”

To Aideen, it was clear Vicar Maurice had rehearsed his presentation to the staff and planned to carry out his functions with a particular zeal the former master never mustered. “You watch,” she whispered to Lil. “He’ll be sure to slash the crofters’ share of the bean harvests, not to mention add extra tolls on the farm animals sold locally, all to fill his own purse.”

Vicar Maurice noticed Aideen whispering to the cook and glared straight at her. “As for you, I was informed you fell heir to a goodly number of arpents of your parents’ peat bog along the shore at Beenbawn. Our Norman law stipulates you may retain your entitlement until the sea rises and erodes its toll from the shoreline, or until you stop paying me the rent of one shilling.”

“I’ll pay you no rent,” Aideen blurted out. “My domestic services here over the past many years have always been considered fair exchange.”

“As of today, your services are no longer required. You are dismissed from all duties. As vicar, village magistrate, and your landlord, I shall insist upon the one-shilling annual fee. Fortunate for you, you may cut and deliver bricks of dried peat as required to keep this drafty edifice warm.”

He scanned the rest of the staff. “You all will now understand, living in a prosperous countryside is not without cost. There is one last thing. My recent experience with your Irish mead reminds me of drool. We shall bring in foreign-produced wines or sherry for my personal provisions. For all other incoming beverages, taxes shall be applied.”

Aideen turned to her friend and said loudly. “There, you see. Our little community will become his private milk cow. Feather his own nest with your effort, he will. Next, he’ll be expecting an elevation to sainthood.”

She hugged Lil, stepped to the heavy oaken door, and walked out.

* * *

In her twenty-five years, she’d never pondered her future. Now she wondered if she had a future at all. Stomping her foot on a silk glove packed into the muddy path, she clenched her fists and promised to herself, “I’ll make my own future and a better one for my people. There’s nothing to be done about this troublesome priest, but I’ll stand up for the good folks in Dingle — as soon as I find a piece of solid ground to stand upon.”

Her own words struck her like a bad smell. She had no place to go. The only thing she could claim as hers was the vast peat bog near the harbor entrance that her father had left her. Without as much as a glance behind, she harnessed a mule and cart from the loafing shed and headed down the rutted track in the direction of Beenbawn.
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Beenbawn, at the harbor entrance

A low sea cliff jutted bravely out over the shoreline. Aideen walked to the brink and stopped to listen to the surf as it rolled billows of fluffy spume high onto the sandy beach. Two dirty-white gulls screeched as they wheeled overhead, hoping for a scrap or two from a small fishing boat entering the harbor. No other boats could be seen coming or going, no ocean traders slipped by on the pewter-gray surface that stretched to the distant horizon.

When a huge wave collapsed on the sand below, she leaned over the edge and a cloud of foam and spray wafted up to her face. Since her father first carried her high on his shoulders along these shores, she had always enjoyed the taste of salt as she counted the breakers crashing at the base of cliffs. “Never worry about the surf, my dear. It’s the one power on our earth that takes away but seems to always give back.” He had been older than most men when he married, but often claimed, “She keeps me young, so I’ll always be watching my daughter grow.”

Her mind drifted back to those carefree days when, if her father was busy with the peat moss, she roamed the shoreline and fragrant hayfields hand in hand with her cousin Bessie. As waifs, their world stood still while they chased butterflies and lost themselves in the blooming heather. The beach, the village common, and the farmers’ fields provided no end of adventure for the two girls.

Aideen’s father died when she was still young and her mother placed her into service at the tower house without delay. A little more than two years later, her mother died of a broken heart and overwork. Afterwards, Aideen rarely visited Beenbawn. When she was old enough to realize how important the family’s peat bog was for the village however, she encouraged the neighbors to cut bricks of peat to heat their cottages for a small fee. Managing the enterprise reconnected her with the people of Dingle and gave her a small income.

It’s fair for all, she decided. I’ll save the coins in a stocking and only take a few back when I need a little sunshine on a cloudy day.

Bessie, too, had her childhood cut short when her parents noticed her interest in wild flowers and her remarkable talent for making her childhood garden flourish. She was sent to work for a crofter who needed help tending to his crops of barley and hops. After some years, she married the man and the two established a thriving brewhouse in the village.

Both girls followed different paths into adulthood, but their friendship endured, swapping gossip after mass, or sharing a sigh over what might have been.

* * *

When another wave crashed against the shore, Aideen’s reverie was replaced by the memory of a comment Vicar Maurice made. His warning of rising sea levels and storm surges sounded ominous. Most people never heard the scholars’ predictions of sea level rise, but rather than be threatened by the vicar’s words, she remembered how her shore had grown and receded for as long as she had watched it. I’ll make my future right here at the harbor entrance and I’ll adapt, as the shore does, she vowed.

Leaning into the blustery wind with newfound determination, she raised her voice and announced, “Dingle is as near to the fishing grounds as any harbor in Ireland. I know plenty of folks who operate boats in and out of here, yet there’s never been a market for their fish. If I were to build one, sure the fisherman of County Kerry will support me. And I’ll support them. Together we’ll build a substantial wharf and a fish house right here on this prominent spot. It’ll be seen by foreign captains as well, so we’ll attract their large vessels. In turn, we’ll provide our goods in trade for their own.”

The notion of recreating herself roused Aideen. Putting her hands on her hips, again she shouted her promise aloud. “When it comes to fish, I’ll look for plump white codfish to grace the dinner bowls of the folks here in Dingle. I’ll not deal in the Normans’ herring though, for it’s all oil and bones. I will do some trading in the foreign wine the vicar fancies and sherry too, whatever that is. Mind you, I’ll not be paying any taxes if I do bring it in. These will be trades made for the people, not the vicar’s purse, and by the God’s bones, I’ll do it right here under the new man’s nose.”

To build a structure sturdy enough to withstand the unpredictable storm surges, she knew she would need a pair of heavy-duty carpenters, men who could plant deep pilings and frame the decking to support a new storehouse.

Each week they are out here working, she resolved, I’ll pay them a small wage from my savings and guarantee them free fish once we get underway. A few bricks of dried peat could warm up the deal, and maybe a half sack of Dingle beans from the vicar’s root cellar will be on offer too.

The idea of pinching farm produce brought a playful smile to her face, particularly since the rising temperatures of the last generation brought bumper harvests across the land each fall. And she felt no guilt since she had worked side by side with the crofters to harvest the crop last autumn.

With a plan to complete a wharf and storehouse now fixed in her mind, she remembered a more immediate need. She still had no place to stay. Then a notion came to her. I’ll reconnect with Cousin Bess. In return for serving the regulars at her brewhouse, she’ll let me sleep in her loft.

Turning the cart for Bessie’s, she cast a glance back at the cliff. In her mind’s eye, the cove below was filled with a large foreign vessel, several small fishing boats and the sounds of brisk trading. To nobody in particular, she announced, “And out at the far end of the wharf, apart from the main building, I’ll have my men fashion a plain shanty for me where I might rest my head at the end of each day. If Vicar Maurice’s prediction of sea level rise does come to pass and it bubbles right up through the floor, well then it’ll be the water for my weekly rinse-off.”

* * *

Bessie was waiting on her stoop and greeted her cousin with a welcoming hug. “I expected to see you today. It’s my loft you’ll be looking for now. Am I right?” 

Aideen rolled her eyes at how quickly news traveled through the village. “Yes you are and in exchange I’ll be a good help to you around here.”

Bessie was blunt. “You’re always welcome and if the truth be told, I’ll be glad of your help. Managing this place is more than a busy job for me and my man, plus brewing all the ale the folks here can drink. You’ll begin by scouring my cauldrons and the big brew kettle out back, so my mash tastes fresh roasted with each new batch.” She listed off other kitchen duties before she mentioned helping to serve the patrons.

Aideen expected it, but as she entered the back kitchen and brewery shed, piled high with the previous day’s pots that Bessie found too difficult to clean, Aideen felt lower than a scullery wench.

Determined to earn her keep, she knew from roaming the beaches how the aggressive surf would scour hard surfaces, so by using a seawater rub mixed with wood ash, she revived the scullery ware better than Bessie ever had. Nothing else renewed the bond between the two quite so quickly. Very soon after, Aideen was promoted to serving the customers.

When villagers stopped by to check on her, Aideen told them she was quite content. “It’s different from what I was used to, but I enjoy listening to the regulars. There’s one fellow, Paddy, he’s a tree trunk of a man with a soft pink nose set atop a toothy grin. He peddles goods up along the coast of the entire county in a boat he made himself with ox hides. He even rides the River Shannon all the way up to Limerick on the large tides, he does. The best thing about Paddy, though, is that he always seems to have a mug full of gossip to share. There’s no end to the giggles we have over his tales of what those city people are all about.”

Helping at her cousin’s brewhouse made her more determined than ever to get construction of her own enterprise underway. And the brewhouse turned out to be the best place to meet a pair of carpenters willing to undertake her project. She also met a miller who would deliver cartloads of lumber out to Beenbawn. Each agreed their efforts could be paid for with the package of goods she had suggested.

Late one night, in a steady spring rain, she set off with her cart to load out a few sacks of beans. The outside door to the root cellar was shorter than a standard entrance and ill-fitting. When Aideen tried to pry it open, it stuck at first, then creaked once too often on its rusted hinges. The noise stirred Lil from her light sleep, and with a cleaver in her hand, she slipped down the winding back steps to fend off whomever was taking their supplies. Finding that it was her best friend, Lil stayed to help Aideen load the goods she needed. “You’ll be wanting this too,” Lil said. She bent low to step through the doorway and spread a greased canvas over the payload to protect it from the rain.

* * *

At the day’s first light, Aideen slogged along the muddy cart path and out to the shore. The usual Irish mist still blanketed the shoreline, but the salty air had the tang she enjoyed since the first time she strolled out along the cliff hand in hand with her father. The tide was as low as she had ever seen it and long brown fronds of seaweed swished around the timbers. Her two heavy-duty carpenters were already onsite, sloshing knee deep in the surf, inserting wooden stanchions between hefty boulders. Several stanchions stood braced and ready to be connected with fresh-hewn planks laid over the top. Aideen pulled off her wimple, corralled an armful of her woolen frock and hopped up on a pile of boards, tracking mud across the new decking.

“Fine work, men,” she said as a curtain of hair cascaded across her face. “This mooring is as broad as I’ll need. And sturdy enough too for any fishing boat there is, plus all the goods they’re willing to bring me.” She did a step dance and declared, “I am impressed how you made it extend out to where the water is deep. Now those deep-sea fishing vessels will find us a safe haven, the only one along this whole shore.”

“What are you expecting in here, mistress?” one of the workmen teased, “the royal barge?”

“I hope not. The English king would not be welcome in this part of Ireland. Foreign merchants and Spanish fishing vessels do pass by out there, though. On occasion, we see Norse fishermen from the Faroe Islands. I’m hoping some of them will come ashore with their cargo. If the new vicar is correct, they may take away a load of Dingle’s handcrafts too.”

“Do you mean a windjammer as tall as the one there?” The other worker asked, stretching his arm and pointing beyond the mouth of Dingle Bay. Through the rising wisps of sea smoke, they could make out the silhouette of a sleek caravel in full sail. The ship was a fair piece out, but to Aideen, it looked to be heading straight in.

“Captain,” she shouted and waved her wimple as high as she could. “We are right here, waiting for you at the entrance to Dingle’s fine harbor. Come alongside, and if you have some fresh seafood in your hold, we would be pleased to make you an offer. Anything but scadán. This storehouse will serve any vessel that brings in the cod and salmon our people fancy, but as little as possible of the Normans’ scadán.” She kept waving and watching until the vessel grew smaller and smaller, not headed in at all.

“You might think me a fool right now, but there will be others just like them,” she assured the carpenters, mostly to convince herself. “And when they do stop by, they’ll learn how a regular visit here to offload their fish and buy our wares will benefit us all.”
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Aarhus, Denmark

“Our church needs you, Niels, my boy. I need you.” Bishop Olsen reached up and gripped the lad’s shoulder. As he spoke, his manicured fingers dug in deeply. “And think of your parents. How proud will they be when you enter the seminary?”

For Niels, a tall, tousle-haired boy growing up in Aarhus, Denmark’s largest town, life had been easy. The idea of entering the priesthood had never crossed his mind, not once in eighteen years. But what the hand of a bishop compels, a mere altar boy cannot deny.

After a year of learning to read Latin and celebrate the church’s liturgy, then another year studying the lives of the disciples and the works of church scholars, Niels was assigned to the bishop as his curate. “Our numbers are swelling too quickly for us to manage. I need you to ensure the faithful obey the many rules prescribed by Rome. The ones you should now know so well.”

When Niels was ordained, Olsen gave him new instructions. “Go forth now and be a fisher of men and keep an ear out for local gossip. As a bishop, I need to know what goes on in the diocese. You’re to be my eyes and ears”

Niels knew exactly where to start. The biggest news in town was the arrival of a whole crew of Vikings. They had contracted with the local boat yard to build them a new longboat.

Niels always considered Vikings to be a scourge, the worst test the church yet faced. He set off to get more facts from the master shipwright. I must learn more of the rogues’ intentions and prepare our defenses, he pledged.

Approaching the gates, the sweet smell of hand-hewn oak timbers hung lightly in the air. Inside, wood chips flew in all directions. Niels could hear the pinging of rivet hammers as boat builders hurried to complete the large vessel. Seeing the priest arrive, the yard’s master hurried over, bowed and tipped his felt cap.

“What brings you to our busy workplace, Father? Have you been wondering how my men and I are doing?”

“In truth, I was wondering what your men are doing.” Niels pointed with grave concern to the tall longboat on a cradle at the water’s edge. “That’s a Viking’s longboat. Are you supporting a pack of those despicable raiders in pursuit of ill-gotten booty?”

“Nay, nay, not at all. This vessel will soon be headed across to the far Norse colonies. My clients are from Norway and they may have once been thieves, but they plan to hunt walrus or trade farm implements to the settlers in Iceland who have already done the hunting for their ivory tusks.”

The master shipwright explained it had been ordered, but not yet paid for. “The men want a wider, deeper vessel so they might load it with trade goods and travel the open ocean safely,” he offered in his defense. “As I understand it, they will return and sell the ivory to carvers back here ... the carvers who furnish your church with prayer beads and statuettes. Wouldn’t a reliable stream of rosaries be a good thing for your parish?” The master shipwright stood with a self-satisfied expression, expecting words of gratitude from the priest.

Niels was not sure any plans involving Vikings would be good for his parish. He wrung his hands in foreboding and set off for the cathedral. “I must speak with Bishop Olsen and seek his advice.”

* * *

Niels found the bishop sound asleep in the chancery office, slouched in his favorite chair with his arms folded across his stomach. A missal lay open on his chest. The sound of Niel’s hurried footfalls awakened the little man who looked up and cleared his throat. Niels didn’t wait for permission to speak.

“There are Vikings in town, Your Grace. They’re having a new longboat constructed for some special voyage. When it is finished, they plan to sail to the ice floes and secure a deal with the hunters of walrus ivory. When they do, they could wrestle control of the whole of the church’s ivory supplies, driving the price up for us. And worse, imagine if they restrict the ivory for rosary beads and the many carved icons so important to our new parishioners? It’s no better than raiding defenseless nunneries for their silverware.”

“Yes, yes. The issue of walrus tusks is a concern and I do fear for the supply of ivory, Father, but of greater concern for us is the availability of fish and whale meat. Rome has issued a new list of Fast Days. Heaven knows the calendar grows ever more peppered with them. We all must choose fish on Fast Days, but our fishermen say their favored seafoods are becoming scarce. The church scholars tell us it’s all due to rising sea temperatures — rising for a generation they have, and the fish have gone in search of cooler sea currents. If you couple this predicament with the many new converts the church is attracting, you will understand my real concern. What will the growing congregation eat if we cannot find the disappearing bounty from the sea?”

“Could this be connected to the pleasant weather the church scholars have recorded over the recent generation?” Niels asked.

“According to those scholars, yes. Warmer weather means warmer seawater. As a potential solution, I’m reminded of our Norse sagas. They speak of abundant codfish beyond the ice-bound colonies you say these Vikings plan to visit. It is reported there is a place called Vinland with fish so numerous we all could be fed. Since these Vikings plan to visit the northern settlements in pursuit of ivory, I propose you confront them directly, and explain how our parishioners need seafood more than the church needs ivory. Tell them our treasury will pay a premium for a load of dried fish from those far-off lands.”

“But Vikings are self-admitted thieves, Your Grace, not fishermen who can be trusted to respond to the needs of the church.”

“Then you must do what it takes to convince them.”

* * *

The master shipwright paced his boatyard as his craftsmen put finishing touches on the longboat, but froze in his leather boots when Arne and Stok Gunnarsson — the leaders of the Viking crew and the ones who commissioned the construction, appeared at the gates. Both brothers were burly, green-eyed brutes with straggly blond hair. They were, in fact, twins, but few would guess it due to one obvious difference. Stok lost his left leg below the knee after it got infected when a monk attacked him with a meat fork during a raid on an unexpectedly well-defended cloister in Ulster.

Arne led the way, wearing a frayed wool tunic with smatterings of someone else’s blood. Stok hobbled along, dressed in clothes similar to his brother, but a step behind because his makeshift leg forced him to maneuver awkwardly around the construction debris.

Arne marched straight over to the longboat still sitting high and dry on the cradle. He snarled at the master shipwright. “Did you start working only when you saw us walking in? How long does it take you pigs’ arses to finish banging together a longboat?” He wrapped his fingers around the handle of his ax and kicked at an ox hide pail of iron rivets, each one longer than a carpenter’s middle finger and filed sharp. The pail’s contents rained down on the workers.

“We’ve got better things to do than pick our snouts waiting for you to finish work. If all the glaciers are melted by the time you’re done, we'll miss the walrus hunt. Then we’ll have no tusks to sell to the church and no silver to pay for your work. Do you know what we’ll do then? We’ll row right back here and make you pick up every last one of those rivets and eat them.” The carpenters recoiled in fear.

“No need to worry,” explained the master shipwright. “We’re waiting for the high water needed to launch. I expect it at midday, two days from today. And if you look over there,” he pointed to an apprentice working next to the cradle. “The lad is building a sturdy dory to ride along with you on your important voyage.”

Arne and Stok looked at each other. Neither could think how they might use the dory, but Stok elbowed his brother and pointed to the longboat’s prow. “Look Arne, there! Those carvers are installing the dragon’s head.” To Arne, it did look quite menacing, and he relented.

“That dragon’s head will warn each one of those walruses they should be terrified of who’s aboard this new boat. Two more days is fair then, Master Shipwright. Your carpenters will be spared our sharp blades.”

To celebrate Arne’s change of mood, Stok suggested they head down to the docks. “There’s sure to be several alehouses down at the harbor. We’ll find some fresh ale and a pretty bar wench to keep us occupied for the two days until launch.”

At the gate, Arne turned back for one last look at the longboat on the cradle, mumbling numbers. “I told them to make it wider than our old boat because I’m thinking of all the space we’ll need to stash walrus tusks below the decks. Stok, how much profit do you think we’ll make with this new one?”

Stok eagerly joined in. “That’s easy. We’ll collect all the tusks there are in return for a load of simple farming tools.” His voice grew louder. “After we’ve captured the entire herd, the business of church ivory will be ours. Since we’ll be the ones shearing the whole flock of sheep, we’ll be the ones raising the price for the wool as high as we want.”

* * *

Niels lingered outside the boatyard gates until the brothers walked out. “What is this talk of sheep shearing I’m hearing?” The question was delivered as a challenge. The brothers halted in their tracks.

“I am Father Niels — the one who guides the flocks in this parish. And if it’s walrus you mean, not sheep, I am still the one to do the guiding.”

Both brothers stood staring, without reaction. Niels faced Arne directly, thinking he looked the more powerful of the pair. Nervous, but striving to maintain an air of authority, he continued, “I was hoping to run into you men. I’m headed to the parsonage next to the new cathedral. Perhaps you two will join me?”

Arne scoffed at the priest’s self-important manner but nodded. “I guess nothing happens in Aarhus without the church knowing, but since we do plan to sell to you, lead the way.”

“I guess the bar wench will have to wait,” Stok mumbled.

The trio walked side-by-side-by-side through the narrow alleyways. Local peasants were shuffled aside. At the parsonage stoop, Niels pushed the door open and invited the two to step in.

Arne waited for his eyes to grow accustomed to the dim, candle-lit antechamber. Still standing at the stoop, he grumbled to Stok, “This place stinks of incense and worse ... old men.”

Niels darted around the room, snuffing out the smoldering incense. He grabbed his clothing off the one bench in the room and invited his guests to sit.

“There is a colossal task confronting our church, my men. We are bursting with new converts and Rome insists they all must respect meat-free days. Our problem is the supply of fish is unable to meet the congregation’s need.” Arne’s expression revealed he had no idea why anybody would recognize ‘meat-free’ days.

Niels explained. “We Christians must choose fish or whale on Fast Days, but the fishermen say these days they see far less cod. Church scholars say the reason is the temperature. You are men of the sea. You must have noticed how the waters around us are warmer now.”

Stok squirmed on the hard bench like a little boy. “How would we know? We stay on top of the water, not in it.” He cackled at his own joke. “And last I checked, it’s still awful cold.”

“Yes, yes, it may be cold to the touch, but mark my words, the sea is growing less cold as time goes by. The codfish, we are told, have moved off.”

Arne gave an impatient flick of his hand. “So, what’s in this for us?”

“There is something for you, Arne. Indeed there is. I am told you plan to sail north in search of walrus. Our parishioners might welcome the ivory you seek to bring us, but they are desperate for fish. Now, my bishop has studied our earliest Norse sagas. They indicate there are great schools of codfish beyond the ice-bound settlements you plan to visit. Somewhere beyond Greenland there is a place called Vinland, with fish so numerous we might all be fed. I propose you go there with your new boat to find those great fish.”

Arne flashed a not-so-subtle look of disinterest. Stok squirmed again on the hard bench and asked, “Why do you think we would want to go beyond Greenland?”

“If you retrieve a full load of dried fish for us from that far-off land, our parish will buy it from you ... at a premium.”

Stok turned to his brother. “Maybe the churchman has something here.”

Arne glared at Stok. “I don’t think so. No churchman is going to turn me into some wet-arse fisherman.”

Niels guessed Arne hadn’t planned to go as far as Greenland, but he needed these fearless seafarers and Bishop Olsen’s dictate echoed in Niels’ ear: Then you must do what it takes to convince them.

He also knew better than to think self-admitted sinners could be trusted to achieve a righteous end. However, there was nobody else capable of crossing to Vinland and returning with the bounty of an undiscovered fishery. He had to gamble.

“The master shipwright whom you have engaged is a faithful parishioner. He informs me you have yet to settle on a price for your new vessel. If you guarantee us three full loads of fish, the parish will advance the entire cost of outfitting your new vessel. Once you have completed your third voyage and Vinland’s bounty fills our food bowls, your debt will be forgiven.”

The offer was met with silence. Niels accepted it may have come as a complete surprise to the brothers, not to mention it was beyond his authority to propose, but he knew it was too valuable for them to ignore. He felt his heart pulsating as he waited. At last, he noticed a slight twinkle in Stok’s eyes, followed by an ever-so-slight nod of Arne’s head.

Niels drew a long breath before blurting out, “Fine. It’s settled then. I was counting on you to become a part of the solution to our problem. Once you have opened the door to Vinland’s bounty, nobody will go wanting during the forty days of Lent, nor the many other holy days.”

* * *

The brothers stepped out into the alley, and Stok gripped his mouth with both hands, suppressing a belly laugh until he heard the parsonage door close behind them. At the click of the latch, he couldn’t hold it back any longer. The snort that erupted from his nose covered the front of his blouse with yellowish phlegm, making him laugh harder.

“With our knowledge of the sea, making a profit with our free longboat will be easy.” He elbowed Arne in the side.

“And what if there are huge schools of codfish beyond Greenland, like the man says? We’ll trade a boat full of supplies to the settlers and load their fish aboard for the new converts to obey the meat-free rules. And don’t forget, we’ll still carry a load of ivory tusks under the deck.”

* * *

Bishop Olsen paced the floor of the office. “I suppose in your mind you did the right thing, but God knows how long you will be gone. I’ll miss you.”

“Your Grace?”

“Well, Father, we can’t have those men up and sail away without you. You’ll be our assurance they will come back with a return on our investment. No need to prepare too much. I’m sure they’ll share all their provisions onboard.”

“I’m to go with the longboat to Vinland?”

“You made the agreement with the Viking brothers, and you will see it through to its end — the arrival of the goods, so as to speak. And who knows if there are peoples living in Vinland? Skræling is the name given to the heathens who are reported to live in the forest. You’ll be able to confirm their existence and be the church’s ambassador for them, delivering their first introduction to the Good Word.”

“Are you officially assigning me this duty?”

“Think of it not as a duty, my son, but as a personal quest, your first opportunity to spread the Word to a new world.”
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Aideen’s new dock, Dingle

Morning after morning, before Bessie’s brewhouse opened for the day, Aideen trekked through the drizzle to the work site on the shore. It seemed there was no end to the cartloads of materials, tools and refreshments the workmen asked her for. She could see progress each time, board by board, but more than once Aideen sat herself down on a pile of lumber and asked, “When will it be finished? All these hefty joists, the milled siding and these long deck timbers I’m forever delivering are forming up into a substantial warehouse on stilts, but it’s taking an eternity, and my funds are becoming as scarce as the vicar’s patience.”

Her neighbors working in Beenbawn’s now blossoming fields watched her making the frequent trips back and forth and christened her well-tramped cart path ‘Fishwife’s Way.’ Fortunately for Aideen, it wasn’t long before several of them took time from their crops to join her workers, volunteering whatever skills they possessed, be they swinging an adze or bending a back. The sight of her storehouse growing day by day brought her some relief, but she had yet to see any foreign vessels. Doubt plagued her. “Will the efforts of so many ever produce even the minimum reward?”

As soon the structure was roof-tight, she scrubbed Bessie’s brew kettle for the last time, collected her few belongings from her cousin’s loft and led her mule cart back down ‘Fishwife’s Way’ to fashion a home for herself. “The space at the outer end of my wharf is where I’ll fall asleep from now on, comforted by the surf lapping against the pilings.” She met the builders and asked, “Could you stay a day or two longer and knock together a tiny garret for me, perhaps with two openings on the corner facing out to sea? I want a westerly view to watch the setting of the sun and perchance to see a passing vessel or two.” She imagined herself standing there, tall foreign caravels carefully beating to windward and one or two coming toward her to unload the fish she would market to the people of Dingle.

The first thing she did in her new space was spread a reed mat in one corner for her muddy boots. In another corner she set up a brazier. “At least the vicar can’t take away the heat I get from the bricks gathered on my own father’s land. And I’ll charge him plenty for the bricks he needs to heat his drafty tower.”

To add a final touch of herself to the space, Aideen stretched a colorful patchwork coverlet on the wall next to where her couch-bed would be.

It was given to me by my mother as a baby, but it’s no touch of femininity for this place of serious business, she lied to herself. It’s there in case I need to run outside in a hurry to flag down the captain of an approaching vessel.

* * *

Twice during her first night alone in the storehouse, Aideen jumped up from a restless sleep to check for passing boats. The first time, the moonless night was as black as her bricks of peat, and she chided herself for bothering. The next time she checked, it was still too dark to see anything, but she had been unable to go back to sleep since she first got up, so she stayed up waiting for daylight.

When the early morning sun did rise above the Dingle hills behind her, it illuminated the seascape more brilliantly than she had imagined. Slanting rays of sunlight beamed directly onto the sea surface in front of her, making the water twinkle.

“If I am ever to see a passing fisherman, this will be the time.”

She scarcely moved from her vantage point until she did spot a vessel, then another. Neither noticed her new construction, though. Aideen realized the morning sun was shining directly into each of the captains’ view. For any fishermen to notice her fine new warehouse at the mouth of Dingle Harbor, she would have to wait until after high noon when the sun crossed the sky to shine back on her shore.

After midday, a caravel did cross the horizon near her shore. Aideen untied her wimple as she had done before and waved it as enthusiastically as she could. “It sees us,” she shouted to her workmen. “It’s turning for here.”

When the captain brought his vessel within hailing distance, he called out in Spanish, over the waves, “Tiennes algún problema señora?”

Aideen turned to her workmen. “It’s not the Gaelic he’s speaking, nor English, not even Norse. I could understand some of those. I have no idea what he is saying, so how should I respond?”

“He wanted to know why you waved at him in,” chided one carpenter. “But since you don’t speak his language, I doubt there is anything you could say to him anyway.”

“You’re right. I do hope he noticed this sturdy dockage you have prepared, though. Perhaps he’ll spread the word of what we have here and, if he’s not too mad, he might return when we are in business.” She smiled as broadly as she could and waved the fisherman on by. “This reminds me I should get supplies ready to offer them, too.”

* * *

Before the workmen finished, Aideen asked them to board up a rough part of the rafters for what she casually called ‘drool’. She wasn’t ready to explain what it was to be for or why she picked such an awkward location. She wasn’t sure she would ever need it, either, but for the moment, it was enough to have a secure space set aside.

Late one afternoon, a weathered-looking vessel appeared. The man at the helm seemed to be maneuvering his big ship carefully, as if looking for the best
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