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        They tell us the past was simple.

        That’s a lie we tell ourselves so we can sleep.

        Before laws, before mercy, before crimes were given names, there were bargains made with blood and dependence.

        Goods moved. Bodies vanished. Rituals solved what questions could not. And power learned to hide its hands.

        We descend from more than people. We descend from patterns of obligation, silence, and reward.

        Some were fed to the earth. Some were traded. Some were taught to obey and call it balance. No records remain. Only shapes, wounds, and fears repeated for eons.

        This isn’t history.

        It’s your inheritance.

        Do not look away.
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      Brevnar pushed through the high reeds of the bog.

      “That’s a soft spot,” he said. “Be careful.”

      Three of his children trudged the waters with him. Two daughters were behind him. His son was ahead, just out of sight.

      They waded into the dark water that pooled around their bare legs. As they went, they checked the snares set the day before. They pressed farther than usual. Trying to find rabbits they’d never been able to reach during previous attempts. But Brevnar didn’t like being out this far. The high reeds. The deep water.

      “Let’s stop,” he told his closest daughter. Then he raised his voice. He shouted toward the swaying reeds in front of him. “Son, wait. We should go back.”

      All three children groaned.

      “Did we put snares this far out?”

      The boy said, “Up ahead. I think over there.”

      Brevnar frowned. He couldn’t see where the boy was pointing. But he knew the boy was right. There was in fact one more snare to check. He wished there wasn’t.

      The water felt cold at his knees. But warm down around his ankles, warm around the muck and the long dead moss.

      A rabbit didn’t seem worth the risk. Then again, this wasn’t just about a rabbit, was it?

      He heard the excitement in his son’s footsteps, his splashes, the shake of the tall reeds that kept the boy out of sight. For his son, Holt, this was absolutely about more than just a rabbit.

      “We should turn back.”

      The reeds were too high this far out. There were reasons other villagers didn’t hunt here. Too hazardous. Too close to the forbidden places. And yet hat’s why they hoped to find game. This far away from the village, small animals might venture along the water’s edge, themselves hiding from larger predators that would never risk the waters.

      However, if the children drifted a little, he could lose sight of them. Even when they stayed close, he struggled to see anything at all. Especially Holt. Pressing them farther. Taking risks. His son.

      All about, small islands of spongy ground broke the water, just enough to make the bog seem passable. But mostly it was water. Dark water. Murky and full of spongeweed and branches from small, sickly trees. His children could swim. But in this place, among tangled roots and grasping plants, even a strong swimmer could go under. However, it wasn’t the plants that troubled him most. Nor the animals. It wasn’t the water either.

      “Come on, father,” his son cried. “Catch up!”

      Brevnar was trying. No doubt about it.

      He heard a splash behind him. He turned to see  his daughter up to her chest. He reached for her. She pulled away from him. She leaned on the land and pulled herself upon it. Her tunic dark from the bog water. The tips of her hair dripping.

      “I’m okay.”

      “Careful.”

      “I am.”

      His chest was thumping.

      “Are you coming?” the boy called.

      “Wait for me. I’m coming.”

      He wanted to tell the girls to turn back. But he paused to think about that, to have a look around and see how far they’d come by now, how small his girls looked among those tall reeds towering above them, the murk far below them. He thought about how that would mean them two walking to the village without him. The chance of getting lost. Or worse.

      The seer lived out here. Somewhere beyond the safe pathways built across the water, beyond even where Brevnar had today brought his children, there was a hut. Most villagers had never seen it. Rumors said it was half submerged. Made of stone and plank harvested by the ancestors. Before all the stones sank into the Great Mire. If anyone knew the dangers of this place, it was the wise Water Seer. He rarely spoke of dangerous animals or water. Instead, he spoke of other things. Things beneath the surface. People went missing sometimes. The seer always explained why.

      Brevnar grabbed fistfuls of reed and pulled himself forward. The footing worsened. Out here, the ground betrayed without warning.

      He called to his son.

      “Are you waiting?”

      There was no answer.

      Both of his daughters were inching closer, their eyes scanning the water for the snare. They were careful. Doing their task well.

      “Son!”

      Brevnar stepped forward and plunged nearly waist-deep. By now the cold water had lost its sting. There was simply no way to stay out of it. He kept moving forward.

      “I’m here,” the boy said.

      Brevnar exhaled. He heard the fear in his breath.

      “Maybe we go back.”

      “A little farther.”

      “If there’s no snare, we turn back. Holt, do you hear me?”

      He stopped moving. Stopped breathing. Listening for his son’s reply to come from far ahead. Too far ahead.

      “Yes, father.”

      His daughters were still moving behind him. Swishing in the water. Splashing when they slipped. They were lighter than he was. They could cross the spongy ground more safely.

      Now, he had to drag a leg free from the muck below. It was impossible to see into the water. It was black. It churned with grime. And it was impossible to see beyond the small space around him. One moment he could sense the direction of the village. A moment later he was walled-in by the high-reaching reeds and their miserable shadows, denied even the sun to fetch his bearings.

      “Son?”

      The water was warmer far below the surface. He hated that more than anything. It was time to tell his son to stop. He turned to his daughters. Even they’d stopped smiling long ago.

      “You girls stay here.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t talk back. Stay together.”

      Why was the boy pushing ahead?

      Because he was like Brevnar himself. If the boy found the snare, if there was a rabbit, he could claim it.

      Brevnar slipped again. Hot anger shot through his teeth as his leg plunged into the mire. His heart hammered with the hate he suddenly felt for this place. Where the seer warned them not to go. He hated his own foolishness for allowing this. Yesterday they’d moved through here with ease. Why was the bog making him feel lost today? His ears ringing. His chest desperate for air.

      “Holt, where are you?”

      His foot was stuck now. Deep in the thick, sucking soil. He felt his sandal rip away, but he no longer cared. He couldn’t see his daughters now either.

      “No,” he muttered. “Not this.”

      With effort, he tore his leg free. On hands and knees, he lunged forward.

      “Sara? Teva?”

      They called from different directions.

      “We’re here, father!”

      They should’ve stayed together.

      “Son?”

      Nothing. The rustle of reeds. A peeping bird far away. He called again. He stood tall on the land as best as he could. He peered through the tips of the yellow reeds. Searching for any movement. Listening for water. He shouted to the girls.

      “Stay where you are.”

      Then he charged forward. But the bog would not let him run. How long since he’d heard Holt’s voice? How long since he’d heard his progress?

      Brevnar crashed through the reeds, heedless of the noise he made. He shouted his son’s name again and again. Maybe the boy was trapped under water, himself trying to call out.

      The reeds blocked out any sense of direction. He spun, and when he stopped, the world continued to spin around him. He could no longer tell which direction he’d come through. He splashed into the water, this time on purpose, pushed through the towering stalks, came to an opening, turned again. Nothing.

      Why wasn’t Holt answering?

      Brevnar took a large breath and held it. Forced himself onward. Any direction. He imagined Holt holding his breath too. Under the water. The rotten reeds around his legs. Twisting his arms. Pulling him farther and farther down into the darkness. Almost immediately his chest burned, and he could no longer hold the air in.

      He collapsed to his knees, gasping.

      “Holt!” he cried.

      Nothing.

      Why did he bring them this far?

      Far away, he heard his daughters calling too.

      “Holt! Holt!”

      Only his pulse answered, roaring in his throat.

      “Father, look!”

      He couldn’t see her. But it was Sara. Then he saw the smoke.

      He lurched toward the rising ribbon of white smoke. He slipped and fell, coating himself in muck as he pulled himself along. On his hands and knees. The grime ran from his lips. Finally he tumbled into an opening in the reeds. At the base of a rising tower of white smoke, a small fire burned the reeds. Next to the burning reeds, flames danced upon the water itself. Bubbles rising all around.

      The water burns!

      At the edge of the fire lay the snare. A rabbit. Unmoving. Strangled in the cord. Next to that, footprints pressed into the wet ground. Small ones. Larger ones too. Finally, Brevnar saw Holt’s sandal. Blackened with water. Half in a rippling puddle.

      “Holt!”

      There was no one there. Nothing but the sandal and the dead rabbit. And the flickering, rising flame atop the shimmering bog water. Gods, what sign was this?

      A spirit was here. Or had been.

      But Holt was not.

      It was happening. All over again. But this time to his own son.

      The horror of it compressed Brevnar’s chest and he cried out. He shrank away and scrambled from the bubbling water and the smoke and the sandal and the open eyes of the strangled animal. Then reeds crackled as the flame spread and he dragged himself away. But before Brevnar could crawl far, he smelled the stink of the burning fur.
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      All Stone wanted to do was trade.

      “Where are these from?” the chieftain asked.

      Stone had his wares spread out on a hide between them. He sat on the ground. The chieftain sat across from him on a small stool. Except that here in the chieftain’s longhouse, the trade wasn’t going well.

      Stone picked up a hefty axe head. He handed it to the chieftain.

      “I found stones like these far west of your village.”

      “You chipped them?” the chieftain asked.

      “Yes. I finished all of them.”

      The chieftain turned the axe head in his hand and felt  its weight and tested the edge. But his eyes kept drifting to a small opening in the wall. He’d been peeking toward the bright sunlight since the trade began.

      “How far west?”

      “I’ve been traveling for over a year. A little longer.”

      “From the west?”

      Stone lifted several more pieces. “Good axe heads here. These for knives. These for skinning and scraping.”

      “We have a stone worker.”

      “I understand.”

      “We have good stones here.”

      “Not like this.”

      The chieftain looked back at the axe head in his hand as if for the first time.

      “I also have a few finer pieces. For gifts. For trading with nearby villages. Or for yourself.”

      He unfolded a smaller wrap of hide and revealed a long obsidian dagger, its antler handle wrapped neatly in cord and sealed with pitch. The chieftain’s gaze settled. Finally Stone had his attention.

      However, the longhouse door opens and an attendant to the chieftain leaned inside.

      “The seer is here.”

      The chieftain grunted. He looked at the axe head. Then at Stone.

      “These are good,” he said. “Later, you tell me what you want. Maybe we trade then. Let the Water Seer in.”

      Stone sighed. He began packing up his wares, but the chieftain reached out a hand.

      “Wait.”

      This longhouse was smaller than many Stone had seen. Dark. Only a few narrow openings let in the glare of day and the heavy, damp smells of the surrounding bog. Just outside the door, there was a lonely goat tied to a post. Inside, skins hung on the walls. Well-crafted things. Horns. Trinkets. Small game drying overhead. A few more attendants were inside as well. One of them stoking a fire. Another listening carefully to everything.

      Another man entered. A wash of yellow light and blue sky behind him. He closed the draping hides and turned to the chieftain and bowed low. He wore layered leathers and furs. A tight skin cap hugged his head. Charms hung from his neck and wrists, clacking softly as he approached.

      “High Thane Harvald.”

      The chieftain nodded. “Water Seer.”

      The seer opened a small satchel on his waist and wet his fingers. He sprinkled water on the chieftain and muttered. He sprinkled the attendants and repeated the blessing. Then he turned toward Stone but stopped when there was no recognition between them. Then he closed the satchel and lowered himself and
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