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----- Part I -----

The Book of the Volvelle


800AD

 


Volvelle. Her name whispered under frozen
breath by war-weary merchants arriving in the port of Hel. She, the
seer of stars, She, who read the solar disks and understood the
needle twisting demoniacally in the water. Volvelle. The navigator
of fleets, the seer of stars. Some said She was an angel, some
muttered, 'witch' behind calloused hands. She did not know what she
was, only that she was, and always was.

She practiced Her craft while glittering
stars rose like snowflakes through the clouds, while far below in
the port ship-sails billowed and groaned against bristly ropes.

Her little cabin on the hill overlooked the
port of Hel and all the merchant ships, those that returned from
yearly trade-routes packed to their brims with metals and seeds and
passengers keen to see new lands, or those that limped into port
with battered sails and dead among them. Those that never returned,
She saw them too, lying beneath the waves of the ocean mother.

Down the hill at the dock a young and
inexperienced captain was trying to win the trading race to Bergen
by taking his vessel out to sea under the heavy cloak of darkness.
The arrogance of him! Without a volvelle on board to read the stars
he was doomed, and his crew with him. The stars changed, the stars
were unreliable in their arched and deceptive volition. The stars
obeyed no man, though if one gave them enough time they may
graciously reveal their hidden form and rhythm.

No captain would dare sail true without the
Sun's arc to guide him, but She knew the secret of the night – why
some stars moved against the others and some stayed fast in the
sky, She knew the secret of the Pole Star and the Southern Cross
and the Five who moved. Time had given Her a way to map the stars.
Over centuries the celestial sparks had relented to Her watchful
gaze and shyly given up their secrets.

Now She twisted Her body to seduce inner
power from unknown recesses within a mind She was afraid to explore
fully lest She be overcome, consumed by the power of Her own
thoughts. Her mind was alive, and She an observer to the act of Her
own life. She could feel the gods of the haefons pull at Her from
far above, each on their own path around the sun. The Moon
strongly, and further away another hidden moon twirling selfishly
alone. Her favorite, lovely Freja shining with pale light, dancing
across the sky in the pattern of flower petals freshly bloomed
under moonlight.

Freja, the light, the love, the morning star
and the evening star.

Freja was unlike other blossoms in the sky –
she danced with life, revealing her contrary motion to Katherin
through the ages. How beautiful Freja's dance! Her oldest
friend!

Now She explored Her inner space, the
frightful space. Like the moon tempts the ocean with dark promises
She knew She would always be drawn to the depths of the unknown, to
the unfathomable quiet chaos within Her soul.

Seven years coaxing one spell from the
aether, every night at seventh bell, but what was time when time
had, until now, no effect on Her? The wrinkle crawling under Her
eye made nest and in a moment of revelation she understood the cost
of magic, and why He avoided magic all these centuries. Why He
always ran away. Why He left her.

Every spell has a cost.


800AD – The Sun King

Katherin pinched out the candle and from the
window seat watched the quiet town below fall asleep. Only the
baker was still working, carrying loaves from the table outside his
shop, the grocer next door wishing him good night with a touch to
his kapel before putting the shutter to the window. Illuminated by
moonlight she cast her farsight to the ship until it appeared dimly
lit through the haze. From afar she watched the crew manhandle
barrels of dried fruits on deck and roll them below, chests of
salted fish and herbs to preserve them. The captain tripping over
rigging in the dark and looking around thinking no one had seen his
misstep.

She packed two light Smokkr, simple dresses
onto which she had sewn hemp aprons to keep them clean while
performing surgery, and two Bjolnr knives she hid in a secret
pocket in her undergarments. Reaching under the bed she felt behind
her kist for the secret nail, that she pulled to one side. A drawer
whispered open and from it she drew the priceless brass disks of
the moon and the sun, a silver-tipped gnomon carved from Lignum
Vitae by Oksallskor herself, and four detailed charts of the Baltic
coastlines. She gathered her things and walked briskly to the
stable, pausing only to grab a handful of Coriander leaves from the
garden.

"Smiech," she clucked and waved the leaves
enticingly. Maucek rawled at her from his usual spot on Smiech's
back, licking his paws while Smiech chewed on a dash of oats.
Wherever you saw Smiech, be sure Maucek was nearby, and if one was
desperate to find Maucek one had only to look for Smiech. Maucek
jumped from Smiech's back and landed deftly on Katherin's
shoulders, purring against her skin in greeting before jumping down
and scurrying off to find some entertaining breakfast morsel
scampering among the rafters. Smiech gave up on the dry oats and
tongued the tangy coriander leaves.

She clucked Smiech forward and rode down the
path in the waxing moonlight, weaving through town until she
arrived at the open and barren field before the harbor. The
nightbirds sang to her as she passed and the crickets momentarily
silenced their mating calls so she could hear the birds more
clearly.

An old woman named Liva nodded as she passed
and Katherin nodded her return. The old woman remembered when she
was a little girl and the volvelle had healed her broken arm after
falling in the well at Cesar Król's farm. The volvelle told no one
Liva had been stealing apples, nor did she ask for Liva to stop
playing there, or to be careful when she played, but Liva had never
stolen another apple or entered Cesar's farm without asking
first.

Liva's arm twitched at the scar. She plucked
a white lily from the vase in the windowsill and half-ran in the
way old people do back to the volvelle on her pony. "My lady," she
said and reached up a withered hand to give the volvelle the
flower.

Katherin's warm smile reflected in the
lamplight as she took the blossom and clutched it to her breast.
She edged Smiech onward and the old woman watched them pass,
wondering about the mysteries of time.

They arrived at the dock and she dismounted
Smiech, who patted the earth with his unshod hooves before trotting
back the way they had traveled.

A deckhand clambered against the side of the
schooner by a rope, swinging left to right with tar brush in hand
to aim the last stroke of the ship's new name – Sun King – on the
wooden hull, though the paint dripped more in the water than on the
hull.

She waved at him. "Boy!" she called.

The deckhand stopped his swinging game.
"Uh?"

"Who captains this dragon?"

"Karlssonn," the boy cried back before
dropping down to the dock with a plod of hide-covered feet.

"I do not know him. A Pomeranian?"

The boy shrugged and picked his nose.

"Go and fetch him, quick sticks." She patted
his arm and he smiled nervously and obeyed, running up the
gangplank with a low bandy-legged posture like a bonobo ape.
Several torches were strung up against the ship's railings,
shielded so their light would not reach the prying eyes of the
town.

"Who asks and what business is yours?" the
captain shouted from the upper deck while another inexpert deckhand
fumbled with the rigging behind him.

"I am a navigator, kapitan, come to guide
your Sun King." Katherin chose her words carefully lest he rabbit
and call her gypsy. "I have medical knowledge of sickness and
injury, and can tell you that wet-eared deckhand has strung the
mainsail in reverse. One strong gust and you will likely lose an
arm, or worse."

"Don't interfere where you're not welcome,
old hag," he shouted.

"Hag?" Katherin let fall her flowery
headscarf so that her dark hair shone in the dawn light and what
the captain thought was an old woman with a crooked nose was
revealed a maiden in the blossom of youth. "I am but twenty rok
this year." In appearance at least. The captain did not need to
know her true age, nor anything else about her to that matter, for
there were those who despised a volvelle for no reason than to be
cruel. Such was the way of the world.

The captain glanced at the delicate
embroidery of her dress and the silk szalik wrapped primly around
her neck. He turned his head to the sky as if for a sign from the
gods, returning to glance behind him at the mess of rope gathered
around the mainsail post already slipping from its knot. He swiped
at the deckhand who cowered under his blow. "Tie that mainsail down
proper a'fore you earn a lashing." The boy moved quickly to retie
the sail. The captain rested his hands on his hips. "I do not allow
women on my ship. You will distract the men, and they are not city
gentleman such that you are accustomed."

"I shall stay in my cabin until you need me,
though I guard myself well enough. When we stop at Heidabyr I know
a flour merchant will give us three bags of ground wheat for the
price of one, and I will make pierogi stuffed with sausage and
pepper, which I can also get for one kopa below market rate."

The captain shifted his weight uneasily. He
had not eaten a meal in weeks did not contain pickle spice. "You
had better be telling the truth, volvelle, because what happens
with you on the sea is your business."

"It shall be," she replied and deftly walked
up the gangplank to the deck.

He blocked her way with his arms across his
chest. "Do you know the passage through the Balt Mare?"

"And the Dansk Mare. Every sandbank."

"What is the fastest way to Kveir sailing
against the wind fully laden?"

"Kveir?" Katherin hid her smile behind an
embroidered cuff. "Let me think. As Kveir is an inland town I
recommend hiring two elephants at Kvenna and some pack horses for
the men. Carry the boat over the hills of Lithium and back into the
Euphratees before the flood."

"Gah!" the captain moaned to cover his
mistake. "It was but a trick question."

"The answer stands."

The captain was taken aback, for Katherin was
easily the height of a man and not easily swayed. "Je'stem Dolfain
Karlssonn." He held out his hand and she touched it against
hers.

"Je'stem Katherin."

"What manner of name is that? None from this
town I have heard."

"Right you are, for I too have not fallen
from the local tree. My childhood name is Kathe. I am born from the
wayward isles where I wish to return to spend my summer. I spend
some time in the Angles with family, so they prefer Katherin.
Whichever name suits you, Captain Karllsonn. What is the value of a
name anyhow?"

"Where I am from? A man's name is his
fortune. Tell me, volvelle, how many times you have traveled this
route?"

A thousand, more than a thousand, she
thought. Since before the rule of the Thracians and fall of the
Svengar hordes who were really the Svengar settlers,

but the victors had written the history
books. "More than seven times, night and day. Sailing the Balt
under stars is, of course, why I am here, and why you need me."

"I am quite capable of sailing the Balt at
night," the captain sniffed.

"No doubt you were going to adjust the camber
of the middenmast to accommodate the NordValk wind, to save the men
a week of rowing against the current."

"Of course I was." The captain stole a glance
to the slack on the mainstay.

"She's low in the water yet gaff rigged, not
my first choice for heavy haulage."

"It's good enough rigging," the captain
returned volley, "easier to sail against the Mare with a half
complement of ablemen. She'll be less nervous around the sandbanks
at any rate." The ship had been a stroke of luck, the drunken owner
giving it up in a game of cards against a potte of just three gold
coins. Getting out of town before dawn was crucial before the owner
roused from his stupor and rallied his men to undo the contract. A
quick trip up to the Sverige lands to drop off his shipment and
collect a return of pickling spice and sharpened blades and he'd be
set for the summer. A few secluded Mediterranean islands still
carried his memory within some of the more accommodating local
women and he wanted to relive the good times before the bill
collectors caught up.

Katherin glanced up at the flimsy mainsail
patched up in stitches. One surprise storm and they'd be on oars
alone.

The captain guessed her thoughts. "I am
saving weight for the cargo." He waved vaguely to the middle deck
where thirty fat barrels were lashed to one another.

A commotion was breaking out further along in
the town where Baron Kedalstanovic had woken under a table and
found a deck of marked cards clipped to the underside with a
thumbscrew. He yelled for the military men to find his sword, and
the rest of his crew. Leading his men with a lantern held high, the
Baron huffed his way along the wooden boards.

"Unhook the, er, ropes and set sail!"
Karlssonn shouted and the deckhands jumped to the moorings and
unwound the loops of gnarled rope from their posts. The captain ran
to the front of the ship and stood at the prow with his hands on
his hips.

Nothing happened.

"Set sail!" he cried as he watched the dot of
Baron Kedalstanovic grow to become a splinter in his eye.

"There's no wind, captain!" the deckhand
cried.

"Then get the oars. Go and rouse the oarsmen!
By the Sun."

The deckhand ran below decks and was at once
met with raucous shouting and a scuffle. After some argument twenty
men tumbled out from the cabin hatch with bottles in hand and sat
on the chests arrayed along the deck. Each chest both a kist of
their belongings and a seat, and death to the man who stole from
the other. They placed their bottles between their legs and lowered
the oars into the water.

"Push hard left!" the captain shouted. The
crew sat in confusion trying to untangle which left he meant, for
the captain was facing aft and they bowside.

Katherin strode up to the rail. "Starboard
clip, make sweat, half stroke!" she shouted and the men responded
like old pack mules headed to old Knackers'

yard while the deckhands and sailboys jumped
between ropes to configure the sails.

It was quite clear from the proximity of the
Baron's approaching step that the ship would not be remotely out of
range of even a modestly enthusiastic duck.

Katherin breathed in and tasted the air,
searching for life among the night-swirls. A swarm of bees
slumbering in their hive, gnats, mosquitoes, and flies, a flock of
gulls. Meager talent. They woke at the sudden change in air
pressure and beat their wings furiously upon the night. The cost of
magic was lower if she conscripted others to her task, though she
added her own small effort, a tiny force into the light wind enough
to cause a warm pocket of air to slide under the cold air hugging
the sea like a winter blanket. The warm air did what it naturally
did among cold – rise – pushing the surrounding air pockets aside
as it did so. The sails billowed and bit into the breeze while the
buzz of insects washed air overhead and beat around the Baron and
his men. The boat creaked forward and was soon heading out of the
comfortable nest of Hel.

As the Baron arrived at the dock, swatting
aside a flurry of gnats, he watched his fortune sail off into the
night.

"My boat! Come back here at once, you
bustards!" He swiped angrily at a gull pulling tufts from his
gray-white hair. "I've invested a fortune in the anchor alone," he
cried to the man next to him, taking the man's shoulders in shaking
hands. "Myklós! Let me charter your Lagina, my money's good on the
return. We need to make chase!"

"Sail the Balt at night with no wind? Not
aboard my boat, you're daft as a badger," Myklós scoffed, not

about to risk his finely crafted and newly
restored Lagina on some merry chase around the harbor. The sea at
night was no place for a ship by any means.

"How in the Mare's Maiden Name are they
sailing then? No wind my bleeding balls! Come on!"

Myklos sighed at the Baron's red face.
"They'll be tired and grounded soon, mark my word, and we can pick
them up and your boat come morn."

"Coward!" the Baron shouted and jumped aboard
Myklós' vessel. He waited for the deckhands to raise the jib but
they were reluctant to follow his orders against Myklós. Despite
the Baron being the owner of the largest farm in Hel and thus the
richest among them, Myklós was known to cut the eyes from any man
who crossed him severely.

"I'll do it myself!" the Baron shouted but as
he searched for the oars he found them all strangely missing.

***

"Faster!" Captain Karllsonn yelled, and the
men responded, though the schooner picked up only a modest amount
of speed.

Katherin turned her back to the men and spoke
in a low voice. "You'll tire them, and we're traveling against the
current."

"I know how to lead a crew. Stand aside."

Katherin glanced back at the shore where the
Baron's crew were heaving a boat from behind a ruddy earthen wall
in the dock. She gasped. Her far-sight had forsaken her through the
iron-rich earthen wall. "Why didn't you tell me they have a bloody
pentakonter!" She spun around. "Slow ha' stroke, long pull!" she
shouted and the men slowed down their rhythm, dipping their oars
deep into the water. Counter-intuitively the boat surged forward
under the constant, firm pressure of the oarsmen. "Don't clip the
brine on the return, ninth oar!"

"Aye!" the man shouted, but there were
mutterings among the crew about the woman talking over the
captain.

Karlsson raised his spyglass. "Ah, yes, I may
have neglected to mention the other ship in the harbor is a
pentakonter. Never mind, we hid their oars."

Katherin deftly climbed the mainmast to first
boom and peered aft. "Not well enough! They have found them."

As the pentakonter's centipede of oars took
the water Katherin jumped from the boom and ran to the partition
between the aft cabin and the rowing deck. She stood up on the
railing so she could be heard more clearly. Raising her hand to the
side of her mouth she shouted, "I know 'tis not the first woman to
guide your stroke, and will na' be the last, by the Sun, but only
if we make haste. The Baron's ship is soon upon us."

A flicker of a breeze pulled at the ribbons
tied along the mainstay. "Raise the mainsail!" the captain shouted,
and the deckhands jumped from their game of craps to draw the ropes
tight, hauling the striped sail aloft.

"We're almost out of irons into a strong
gust. She'll be on her own pull soon," Katherin shouted above the
wind. "The Balt's fart is stronger than mine, no fear!" A few of
the men laughed against the tension.

The men wedged themselves firmly against the
wooden kist of the man in front and pulled the boat forward with
mighty heaves. Far behind the Sun King the Baron's pentakonter
crested the horizon, its sail taut against the wind, the sleek hull
slicing hard through the water and picking up speed.

Katherin ran aft and judged the distance
before turning back to face the men. "The Baron's but twenty
furlong at our arse and gaining tack. Pull, you fecund sea
dogs!"

The men heaved their weight against the oars
until their hands were red and blistered, but the Baron's narrower
galley was making swift headway against the current. Now they could
make out twenty city guards on board, standing fast against the
deck with swords drawn while the Baron's seasoned military oarsmen
pulled in perfect unison.

"We're too heavy." Katherin wedged her bare
feet against the railing and helped a deckhand pull the mainsail
against the wind.

"Well jump off then!" the captain shouted. A
smattering of agreement sallied from a few of the crew.

"What's in these casks?" Katherin pointed at
the row of cargo lashed together along the centre beam. At once the
men fell silent.

"Now, now, I don't know what you're thinking,
but that's the men's ale."

"There's twenty barrels of dead weight! Throw
it over."

"We can't do that!" The captain knew his crew
would slit his neck soon as go without their fortifications.

Katherin pulled the Bjolnr from the depths of
her dress and cut the rope from around the nearest barrel. She
tipped the barrel to its edge; it bore the insignia of the crown
atop a rampant horse. "We'll pick up more bleeding ale along the
way. For the love of the gods, help me!" She rolled the cask to the
side of the deck but it was too heavy to lift alone. The captain
looked back at the approaching ship, sighed deeply, and motioned
the deckhand to help her.

"This be not natural," the deckhand mumbled
as he slung a stout cask of ale to the brim. "This be not any ale,
Lady, 'tis King's Blood! All our savings we put into it."

"It's you or the barrels, make a choice,"
Katherin said. "The Baron's men are well cocked with swords to
boot."

The barrel landed with a hefty splash and
rolled back in the sea, soon joined by the rest of the barrels.
Some of the men shook their heads in misery as they rowed. Whatever
favor Katherin had curried with the men was heaved overboard with
the barrels.

Eased of its heavy cargo the schooner picked
up speed, the long strokes biting the water with sobering rhythm
and the fresh breeze taking the mainsail more fully.

Still the pentakonter approached under the
constant anger of the Baron's voice, and now the Baron's soldiers
moved aft to raise the ramming prow above the waves, while the
archers clambered to foredeck. The pentakonter shot forward in the
current as it turned.

"They're coming in to ram! All hands hold
fast!" Karllsonn shouted.

The pentakonter tacked through the wind and
picked up more speed.

"Hard a'starboard!" Katherin shouted. She
loosened the jib's clew-line to turn it against the wind, buying
them a smidgen more speed. "Help him!" she pointed at the
tillermann on the helm struggling against the force of the slip
current. Karlssonn and the deckhands grabbed the till and heaved to
one side. The boat leaned heavily and threatened to send the men
overboard. "Hold fast!" Karllsonn yelled. The men wedged their
boots under their kists. "Here they come!"

The pentakonter's ram narrowly missed its
mark and the Baron's ship veered off course as his oarsmen briefly
fouled their stroke and were yelled back to rhythm by Myklós. The
pentakonter, however, now faced the wrong way.

"Portmen, reverse stroke!" Myklós shouted and
the beefy oarsmen on the port side aye'd as one and swung around in
their seats, taking the oars of the man behind, reversing the
stroke on one side of the pentakonter. The water under the warship
churned as it turned in the water and when it was facing the Sun
King once more the oarsmen swiveled back to their original
position.

As the pentakonter veered back for a second
ramming attempt Katherin grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the
boatswain's emergency rations. She tore a strip of embroidery from
her sleeve and thrust it into the bottle, struck a match against
the mast and waited for the pentakonter to near. When she could see
the white of the Baron's sneer she threw the bottle end over end.
It took only a little extra guidance to smash against the crossbeam
of the lower jib and erupt into flame. The flame leaped up the dry
sailcloth and caught the second jib.

"Fire! Fire!" The baron gestured frantically
and in the confusion the archers fired their bows, the arrows
falling short in the waves. "No, you blithering fools!" He pounded
the railing with a meaty fist and pointed at the flames licking up
the jibs in the wind. The Baron's sleek boat lost speed as the men
cut the burning jibs from the mast and pulled them overboard to
douse in the waves. Depleted of one third its wind-power the ship
fell behind, then turned back to the shore, stopping only to pick
up a few barrels of the jettisoned ale and the charred remains of
the jibs.

The oarsmen on the Sun King shouted victory
half-heartedly as two by two traded places across the isle to ease
their discomfort. They laughed among themselves as they recounted
the Baron shouting at the burning jibs.

When the wind took them fully the captain
took the rudder himself and steered them up the channel. "We're
broad reach to the wind! Haul the oars! Take rest!" The men,
dripping with sweat, pulled the oars across the deck while the
sailboys tightened the ropes.

It was not long before mutterings broke among
the men about the ale, and the volvelle.

"Now we t'rest without ale, what be the
bleeding point?" a man lamented.

"We're but two days from port, you will live
without a suck of ale," Katherin replied and at once realized her
mistake.

"Tha' be our pensions in them barrels," he
swore under his breath and leaned against the brim to ponder the
loss of his life's savings. The other men sat solemnly on their
chests watching the water slip by, the sails held firm by the
Balt's wind, colder and firmer with each mijl traveled. Though the
men were stoic, Katherin shivered in the cooler wind.

The captain disappeared into his cabin and
returned rolling a modest barrel. "Alright men, 'tis meager peace
offering from my private supply. Whiskey will have to do." He
guided a deckhand to roll the barrel to the main deck. The deckhand
tapped a hammer against the lid three times and the lid rolled
over.

A brief joy surfaced among the men and they
quickly opened their kists to retrieve their flagons, fashioned
from hoof or horn or hardwood. Katherin glanced inside some of the
wooden chests – a mess of clothes, a dirty plate, a knife or two,
and what little money they had left after investing in the stock of
the wayward King's Blood. Some had mementos from home – a bundle of
dried flowers or a lock of hair, a doll of their child made by
their wife, something to remind them they were married when they
arrived at foreign ports. They each dunked their cups into the
barrel and drank deeply before topping up.

Karlssonn glared at Katherin while he spoke
to the men. "Save some for the morrow, 'tis all we have now."

While the ship sailed, Katherin talked with
each man until she had learned the names of the entire crew. There
was no greater key to friendship than a man's name, and sewn into
conversation it quickly endeared most of them to her.

Holg the Butcher whose father had been a
butcher before him. Big Jan, a round but muscular man with a bushy
red beard and a hearty laugh. Pitr the Farmer whose farm had fallen
to ruin after the drought and he had failed to stockpile enough
seed, and no money or credit to his name. Tostig Siggursson was the
most experienced of the oarsmen from a long line of seafarers.
Yaroslav the Younger rowed alongside Yaroslav the Elder, identical
in every way except for twenty years of age. Feliks and Feodor were
best friends scant twelve years old, just looking for adventure and
time away from home; despite having little sailing experience they
were set to rigging and hoisting sails.

Katherin recognized the boys from the village
– she had been midwife to both their mothers. Waldemar the Silent
true to his name. And Oleg, the bitter man with nothing good to say
about anything had hands long calloused from years at sea and arms
covered in scars and tattoos.

Through the night the men took turns napping
or sailing under the volvelle's watchful gaze. As the dawn sun rose
at their backs the men sat easily and chatted about home, with the
exception of a few who still muttered between themselves about the
loss of the ale or the arrogance of the volvelle and the changing
world that allowed a woman aboard a man's vessel.

As the sun broke the horizon the constant
breeze melted away.

"There goes the wind," Pitr said as the
mainsail luffed impotently against the mast. He wiped the last drop
of whiskey from his chin and slurped his fingers. He was not keen
to start rowing again with blistered hands.

Katherin patted his shoulder. "Round the horn
waits the next Mare. She'll give us all a good blow to Daniar where
a Danish tart will do the same."

Some of the men laughed and picked up the
oars once again. Katherin noticed smudges of dried blood on a few
of the oars where blisters had broken. She left the deck to
retrieve her bag of medicine from the hold, then tied cloths to the
oars to ease their pain. More than one man pulled the cloth from
his oar; rowing was mans work and blood part of the job.

As the men rowed she stopped by them one by
one and applied liniment and boiled bandages. They would not be in
a good mood for long once the meager sampling of whiskey ran dry
and already their mood depleted the further they rowed from
home.

"Do you men know The Chariot?"

"Ah, for fecksakes, not chanties," Oleg
muttered; a few shook their heads, but most ignored her.

"I heard it in a tavern in Eyrie one night.
'Tis a round goes like this, follow me now. The stout among you,
that's you six with the pork bellies, you sing like this," she
cleared her voice and sang in a surprisingly low pitch, "And we'll
rolllllll... And we'll rolllllll..."

The larger men grumbled at the prospect of
singing this early in the morning.

"Come on," the captain insisted from his
seat, his boots resting on the railing. "'Tis a grand tune."

"You know it?" Katherin asked.

"I am traveled, you know."

"The lanky among you," Katherin said, raising
her gnomon stick as if to smack each one across the knuckles, "all
you wily bean sprouts and asparagus, you sing like this – the ol'
chariot along... the ol' chariot along..."

It took several hours to teach the men the
song, but eventually they picked up the harmony and even the most
tone-deaf among them were able to hold a note, more or less. By
mid-day they had mastered the chanty and the mijl flew by as they
entertained themselves making up new verses, each oarsmen taking
his turn to add a new line.

 


O it be a'right if t'wind wa' in our
sails

It be a'right if t' wind wa' in our sails

O it be a'right if t' wind wa' in our
sails

and we'll all hang on behind.

 


And we'll roll the old chariot along

We'll roll the old chariot along

Roll the old chariot along

and we'll all hang on behind.

 


O it be a'right if we make it round t'
horn,

It be a'right if we make it round t' horn

O it be a'right if we make it round t'
horn,

and we'll all hang on behind.

 


When Oleg's turn came he added –

 


A drop of the King's Blood wouldn't do us any
harm

Oh, a drop of the King's Blood wouldn't do us
any harm

a drop of the King's Blood wouldn't do us any
harm

and we'll all hang from behind.

 


– and the
men returned to their solemn mood.

"After we exit the Vulgo passage, we can sail
up De Belt and around the Rack," said Karlssonn.

"Aye, if you add three days of hard rowing,"
Katherin replied, "which I don't reckon your men can take by the
state of them. Why not take the Sund instead?"

"Thralls up and down that coast, I know it
certainly when I sailed down as a boy. It's mistful and dark. We're
sure to be sunk."

"Not if we sail at night."

"At night? Navigating the Baltic sandbanks
under stars is one thing, but there is not a man on earth can sail
the rocks of the Sund at night!"

"Aye, there isn't. Do I look like a man to
you?"

Jan was a thickset man rowing fifth oar. He
spoke up for the first time, "You better bloody know what you are
doing, volvelle, for if you waver but one turn I ken we be sittin'
on our coffins."

Katherin eyed the blood on his hands where he
had pulled more than his weight without complaining. He also
carried a reed flute in his kist and had played a few notes along
with their songs in lieu of singing. She looked over at the reedy
deckhand manning the rudder. "Aye. We'll need a stronger man on
till who can also read the waves, the waters'll fight us like
bitter wives at the turn. Will you take the till?"

"Aye, if the captain orders it." Jan glanced
up at Karllsonn. The captain nodded and left the deck for his
cabin.

"Jan the tillermann, never thought I'd see
the day," a man not much older than twenty sneered with the misery
of the world in his bones.

"And remind me your name and trade?" Katherin
asked, for it was clear from his spindly arms he was new to
rowing.

"Holg. I was butcher in Hel afore the tax man
came calling at our shop."

"Eager to get away. I understand."

There were general murmurs and a few swear
words at the cursed enemy of the people.

"Holg the Butcher, have you sailed the
Lund-Horn a'fore?"

"Aye, once as a deckhand ten rok back. And it
was kindle to nightmare, even by day. To sail the Sund through
night's mist is a devil's errand."

"Never fear, Holg, I ken the banks and the
isles of Copperhaven like me own arse, though we'll need eyes on
either side when the Valk takes us. How's your sight then,
Butcher?"

"As good as the best. Raised on beef steak
and King's Ale we was, not fed on gristle and watery garbage
they're pumping from the taps this day."

"Aye, you have the eyes of a hawk, I see it
now. We'll need them."

The men were struggling with the oars, the
current fought them at every stroke and the deckhands had pulled
the sails almost hove-to just to keep the boat on coarse.

"Raise all oars!" Katherin shouted.

The captain immediately emerged from his
cabin where he had been studying the volvelle's plotting charts and
formulae. "Why are we stopping?" Karllsonn looked around for sign
of thralls. "We're in the middle of bloody nowhere."

"We can't make good speed. We wait for the
current to change, and save our arms and some time to boot."

"Our drift is only four knots, we can correct
on tack and make good time against the tide."

"That's so sweet you are trying, captain, but
no, that will take us right into the mainland by sixty mijl."

Karllsonn raised his hand at her sarcasm and
slapped Katherin across her cheek. The last thing he expected was
the return punch through his jaw that sent him staggering back to
land on his backside. The deck was suddenly quiet.

In the distance thunder rolled and a hot wind
touched Karllsonn's collar. Katherin sidestepped around the captain
like a wild animal with her fists raised, daring him to move. She
touched the trickle of blood running from her nose. "You get only
one of those in your lifetime, Captain, and that were your
last."

Karllsonn probed his tender jaw. His face
flushed as he picked himself up and strode from the deck, slamming
his cabin door behind him, leaving Katherin to command the deck.
The rest of the crew said nothing.

"Time for a lunch break, I think," Katherin
said. "Feckless wind's abandoned us."

The men said nothing about the altercation,
for they knew the unwritten laws of the sea. They stopped near a
sandbank and dropped anchor to take a swim and wash their clothes.
The snow covered mountains to the North sent a wave of cold air off
the sea, though the waves were calm and the current mild. They lit
a fire in the stern brazier and cooked their food in a stout pot –
Borussaian potato roots and a scant offering of pickled mutton and
salted fish, with a few fillets of cod freshly caught and gutted by
Feliks and Feodor.

Katherin retrieved a box from her bag
decorated with lacquered wood inlayed with plants and fruits. "Some
treasure of the lands." She opened the box and picked some herbs
from the wooden compartments, adding a pinch of galingale ginger
and long-pepper to the pot.

"Aye don't like all them nonsense in the
food, spoils the taste o' the fat!" Oleg cried through missing
teeth.

"Ah, give it a try, you old scallop," Jan
Tillermann laughed, "wet your tongue lest it dries up and the
missus gives you the boot and all." The men laughed.

"Not too spicy," said Katherin, nodding at
Oleg, "just enough to take the turn off."

"I likes a bit o' turn on the meat, makes me
head spin."

"You'll get the rot, never you mind," said
Katherin.

"Aye, seen many a man on their arse from
spoiled meat," Holg added.

"'Cause ye sold it 'em!" Oleg shouted and the
crew bellowed with laughter.

"Hay, now, I do not sell dog food!" Holg
raised his fist.

"Only 'cause ye too slow to catch 'em! Rat
and cat be more yer game!"

Holg leaped to his feet and pulled up his
sleeves. "Perhaps it's time you learned how I tenderize steak,
Oleg, and knock the final tooth from your grin." A few men stepped
between Holg and Oleg to diffuse their anger. Jan held a beefy arm
across Holg's chest and patted him on the back. "Careful now or the
volvelle will deck you and all!"

A few men broke into unrestrained
laughter.

"Now, now, men, all's good in the pot, and
here we are." Katherin unfastened the top layer from the spice rack
and from the bottom of the box pulled a small sack of salt. She
sprinkled a little into the pot, not a regular salt, but a
crystalline sedative. It would be enough to calm their bubbling
rage. The last thing she wanted was to be trapped on a boat with
twenty five angry men.

The men settled to their kists and after the
food simmered the men's stomachs were rumbling from the scent
wafting over the deck. She served each of them a sloshing cup of
stew and a stiff rusk to dunk in the gravy. There was no complaint,
which among sailors was a great compliment.

"Where's captain?" Jan asked.

"He'll be along soon," Katherin said, "he
just had to wipe behind his ears."

As if on cue the captain emerged from the
cabin and sniffed the aroma of the stew and grilled meat coming
from the brazier. He sat with the men and avoided eye contact with
Katherin.

It didn't take long for the men to empty the
pot. They wiped their plates with their tongues and packed away the
supper before preparing to sail the remains of the day.

While they had been sitting a dense and cold
mist had settled in over the ocean. This was the Sund-mist, thick
and hearty like soup wherein hid deceptive shadows. It was as the
sun was setting they heard the horn, and it sent a chill down their
spines, for here was a sound men heard but once in a lifetime and
few living to tell the tale.

"Thralls!" Karlssonn gasped and leaped to his
feet. "Man the oars!" he shouted. The men return to their kists and
pushed the oars through.

"I told you we was doomed this way," Holg
shouted.

"Quiet!" Karlssonn hissed. "We'll aim for the
nearest Zealand town what's military guarded."

"There's a town a hard row straight North up
near Uddevallae," Katherin said.

"Are you certain, volvelle?" Karlssonn asked.
"For those brigands sound fearful close."

"Aye, captain," she said quietly. "There's a
small village what harbors sailors from the thrall barbarians."

In the distance the horn blew out once more
across the sea, long and forlorn, calling, daring any ships to
respond. They all knew it was a trap, the thrall horn was the tale
of taverns up and down the coasts and told to scare the children
and keep them quiet, yet it was the adults who locked their doors
against the tales.

Katherin walked abeam of the oarsmen and
whispered. "If I touch your shoulder pull your oars up one half
arm, we'll make less rhythm to our sound." As she selected the men
with the noisiest oars they pulled up their stroke and the sound of
the oars hitting the water was transformed from a steady splash to
a continuous slosh of water easily mistaken for a jutting rock.

Katherin leaned forward on the bowsprit
jutting from the bow and peered through the mist with her lantern
shielded, trying to discern the rocks beneath the surface. The
water was pale and shallow, dense with jutting banks and seaweed to
catch on the oars. She could feel the sharp edges of coral near the
surface that could cut a man's limbs in two, shallow sandbanks to
trap the keel. The shallows also drew sea snakes to swarm in pools
of trapped flounder and herring. She looked back at Jan Tillermann
and waved him to steer port-ward. If she held her arm out straight
Jan Tillermann yawed sharply, and if she shook her hand lightly he
but touched the rudder. They rowed silently for another hour
through the shallows when a light breeze took the sail and they
could make good time toward land.

"If the gods have mercy the thralls did not
hear but their own horn," Karllsonn whispered.

"Let us be certain before we sail on," she
whispered back.

Katherin cast her sight outward through the
mist and found a jetty of rocks. She guided the boat until they
came within sight of the shore, held up both hands and opened them
like a book to signal the men to lift their oars. The deckhands
hauled the mainsail to counter the pull of the other sails and the
boat hove to.

"We should drop anchor," Karllsonn
whispered.

"Nay, captain. We can't drop anchor lest it
snags on us eager to flee. This configuration will hold us fixed
enough. Watch."

As the boat slowed the deckhands
counter-positioned the sails to push the wind against each other.
The boat turned slowly back and forth, stopped travel under the
tension of the wind alternately pushing and pulling the sails.

Katherin
consulted her maps, trying to find landmarks, but the maps of the
region showed only the jagged face of rock, not the
details.

"Where is this haven of yours?" Karllsonn
hissed. "We are sitting here like ducks on the hunt."

"I need to consult another map." Katherin
left the captain's bridge and closed the door to her cabin, leaving
the men on board wondering why she had disappeared.

Despite the sails hove-to, the boat was
drifting slightly. Karllsonn knocked softly on her door.
"Volvelle." He tried the door and was immediately met with
returning pressure.

"Stay out!" Katherin hissed.

The captain returned to his men, ears pricked
for the thrall horn.

Eventually Katherin emerged from her cabin
and returned to deck. She pointed to two hills in the distance, one
smaller than the other. "We sail Nor'East, the port is not far. One
and a half sands off the mark but hard to see. The thralls will be
coming from Saltholm or Copenhaven and following the Balt current
to Bergen, they don't like to wander from their routes, too many
kingsmen near the shore."

The men quietly dropped oars and the
deckhands returned the sails to catch the wind. Katherin took more
brass disks from her bag and placed them on the spindle, then
carefully measured a cup of fine sand and poured it in the top of a
thin funnel. The sand trickled out the bottom into a tall cup, the
sides notched at regular intervals to mark time. Karllsonn held a
spindle of rope tied to a small bailing bucket above the water. The
knots on the rope were spaced evenly along the course. He threw the
bailer into the water and at once the spindle unwound as the rope
was pulled behind the boat. He tapped Katherin on the back at each
knot sliding through his fingers. Every time the sand timer was
refilled he murmured, 'twelve knots', or 'eleven knots' and
Katherin nodded and adjusted the rotation of the disks and touched
the rudder for Jan to hold firm in place.

They sailed on and it was not long after the
cup ran through they came to a long stretch of tall and murky
cliffs.

"Lower the mains'l," Katherin whispered to
the deckhands. "By my dead reckoning we are close." She raised her
gnomon staff and sighting along the length at the glowing disk of
the moon through the mist, measured off three pegs and turned the
inner disk to match.

Now the cliffs were visible through the mist,
edges hard like knives. The deckhands released the halyards to
bring down the sail and the boat slowed in the water. The crew
waited in silence, their ears pricked against the wind. In the
distance the horn sounded once more, the slosh of the waves broken
by the rhythm of distant oars striking water with great strength
and the drunken laughter of men. The thralls were hunting.

Katherin cast forward to the thrallboat but
the iron in the cliffs blocked her far-sight. She closed her eyes
and concentrated, recalling the rhythm of all the boats she had
sailed before. "Fifty men, by the sound. She's armored and heavy,
thank the gods, we can outrun them at a pinch if they aren't thrice
rigged."

"Where is this Uddevallae?" Karllsonn
whispered.

"In front of us."

"I see nothing but rock."

"Aye. Firm pull, all men."

"Nay! Hold fast."

The men waited.

"For'ard, or we're all chum a'fore the day's
out." Katherin turned her back on Karllsonn.

"We can't get any closer, we'll be crashed
against the cliffs!" Karllsonn hissed. He leaned in to Katherin's
ear, his face reddening. "It is really quite important the men have
one captain or they begin to second guess the leadership and thus
themselves."

Katherin raised her mouth to his ear in
return. "This is not about your desire for recognition from other
men, captain Karllsonn, this is about getting out of sight of those
damn thralls!"

"Do not raise your voice to me!" Karlssonn
hissed. "I will cast you from the deck, and good riddance!"

Katherin took a deep breath and walked to the
port side. She spoke quietly but plainly. "Forward. Have faith. We
are sailing true." She raised the staff. "If there is any error in
my calculations you can have me flogged for insubordination, but
you will not have me on the plank for looking out for the lives of
innocent men and correcting a simple and honest mistake."

"Was you who brought us here, volvelle, lest
you forget."

"And I who will get us through."

The captain closed his eyes for a second. He
did not know these cliffs at all. He acceded, motioning the men
forward with a gesture of his hand.

The men had their backs turned and could not
see how close the cliffs had come. They rowed on blindly. Their
hands and arms were tired and sore, they needed rest. As they
passed the largest cliff they entered a corridor walled with jagged
rock. They rowed onward until the hint of a bay appeared, dark and
granite like the cliffs and easily missed in the swirls of fine
rain. Katherin waved at Jan to bring them hard starboard and they
broke from the corridor and entered the bay. At once the roll of
the sea was calm and as the mist broke they spied a small village
nestled on the hill near the beach, shielded entirely by the
forested cliffs and jutting rocks. Some huts were built almost on
top of the water, raised by stilts, and the ship sailed past the
curious inhabitants peering from their windows at the large ship
navigating the narrow channels.

The channels were a maze of rock that split
and joined so abruptly that even smaller fishing boats might
hesitate to pass through, and it took all of Katherin's farsight to
peer into the water. Sweat dripped from her brow.

"Uddevallae," Katherin announced. "Quiet now,
we don't want to draw the thralls to this haven."

The men stood up and looked around at the
rocks, ominous outcroppings rising like blades through the mist as
the boat glided forward on the calm water of the bay with little
more than a sail's-width to spare.

"One knot further we'd be chum," Oleg
whispered.

"Aye," Jan replied. "Yet here we are."


155BCE – He

The seas near the land the tribe called The
Faraway Island rolled and cascaded onto the white-sand beach where
He was fishing. The tribal elders said this was the place the gods
were born. They could feel the presence of the gods when they ate
fruit together under the Lignum Vitae trees and sang together and
beat the drums and danced, this place of joy where life stretched
on forever. Every night the sparks rose from the fire and joined
their siblings in the endless sky to become eternal in the night.
All sins of the day were thrown into the fire with their words, all
grievances forgiven around the cracking flames, all arguments of
love and land settled by the elders so that none went to sleep with
a heavy heart. If one had a good heart, the elders said, one's
spirit would lift like sparks up to the sky, but if one had a dark
heart, one was destined to remain lost among ashes.

In the morning, like He always did, He came
to throw His spear into the water and soon the giant woven leaf,
the one She had woven for Him, was rich with spluttering fish,
clams, and a fat, greasy octopus.

She watched the flex of His arm as it threw
the spear, watched His muscles ripple when He moved and watched His
legs tilt and balance on the rocks to recover. His long dark hair
fell over his tanned shoulders and billowed in the cool breeze.

He, the first man.

He looked over to Her with bright eyes and
waved, a giant cod flapping on His spear tip. He opened and closed
His mouth and flapped His arms in mimicry of His catch. Kathe
always laughed at his antics, especially when He pretended to fall
from the rocks only to catch Himself at the last moment.

His manners were tinged with strangeness and
always had been. While She had adapted easily to the ever-changing
ways of the tribe He had resisted, and why not? There was nothing
He feared in the world.

Birds filled the skies and poured their own
way into the water, diving and surfacing to His delight. They
joined the other birds and flew across the green and bountiful
lands they called home, gliding on the warm air above the hot
springs where the tribe liked to bathe when the warm weather turned
to snow.

He liked to arrange His catch neatly on the
woven leaf and He could easily spend a morning cleaning his spear
and gutting the fish, washing and trimming them and returning the
fishes to the leaf, each scale replaced by a fine cut in the flesh.
A design that caught the flames of the fire and somehow made the
flavor better.

He had all the time in the world and moved
with slow determination. When He was bored He made circles and
squares from the pieces of chaotic nature, leaves and seeds fallen
from the trees or blown into the village became marvelous patterns
under His hand. From tree branches He built twisting rings big
enough for them to sit under, and formed them into shelter as He
had done... forever. He had taught them, and they had lived through
the drought and the storms, and now they were growing old but not
He and not She.

Kathe pulled the deerskin from Her waist and
lay naked on the dark rocks, enjoying the Autumn sun's soft hand on
Her skin and the gentle breeze through Her dark hair. She felt at
first a tickling on Her shoulder and jumped up in surprise when She
felt the tentacle clutch at Her face.

"Get it off!" She shouted, and He pulled at
the octopus with a laugh, closing Her eyes when She felt the
suckers pop off one by one.

"You told me you liked octopus," He said. He
who was the oldest among them but still little more than a boy in
every other way.

"Pffft," Kathe said and punched at the boy's
chest. He clutched at his heart and staggered from side to side,
pretending to be hurt. They both giggled.

The boy climbed down next to Her and thrust
the butt of his spear into the ground. Kathe marveled at the ornate
spear-tip He had made from shimmering metal.

"Dzida!" He said, inventing a new word. He
sliced the tentacles into pieces with His knife. Like the spear He
had fashioned the handle out of whalebone, and beat out the blade
from the opalescent metal He found buried in the hills near the
dense forest of Lignum Vitae trees.

"Kathe," He said to the sky.

"What is it, boy?" Kathe said, stroking the
heavy hair on his neck to make Him twist his head this way and
that.

"You are a girl, young, like Wa, but you are
old, like Ma. I have the same gift, but Lo does not. Isn't that
strange? I remember the beginning. Do you?"

"Perhaps I do, sometimes. Our tribe lives
long and the cup of my head does not hold the water of memory as
long."

"Long? Some of us have seen more winters than
the great mountain Toba."

"Some. And it looks like you will too. You
were the first in the tribe but now my father leads us because you
are still a boy and filled with boyish things and like to run away
and go on adventures. Why can you not contain your boyish thoughts
and become a man like Ba?"

"You mean me to lie around in my hut all day
drinking pivo?"

"No, you fool. You have more knowledge of the
hills than my father, and you are a better hunter too!"

"I am the best hunter!" He beamed. "Do you
want to see how I killed the whale?"

"Ba says you found it on the beach," She
teased.

"Uh uh." The boy bit his knife between his
teeth and raised his hand. At once the sand around them rippled and
formed the visage of a boy on a canoe.

He threw his knife into the moving sand. "I
sailed out into the deep. You know I can make my bo travel faster
than all others. So much faster."

"Stop," Kathe said and covered Her eyes with
Her hands. She spread Her fingers apart and peered through at the
boy.

"When I saw the whale I took my dzida in my
right hand and straddled the bo. Carefully now, I told myself! I
made the tip of the dzida burn with heat as I threw it. It struck
the whale in the head." The sand around them rippled and folded to
show the story unfolding, moving in sand like the charcoal drawings
of children made real.

"Stop," Kathe said again and laughed at His
wide eyes retelling the same story over and over through thousands
of years. Every time He told Her the story it grew in the telling.
The small whale in the first story now a giant toothy beast half
the size of the island. Every time He told the story He found a new
way to make Her laugh.

"Then I tied the whale to the boat and
churned the water into mist as I brought it to shore. It was so
difficult!" The sand around them rose and fell to show Kathe the
waves, tickling Her feet as it passed.

"Stop it! You are wasting your magic just to
make me laugh."

"You can not waste magic, Kathe. Magic is the
air, the water, the blood of every living thing. Magic is eternal.
Like the Sun."

"No, boy. Magic has a time. It is like the
Lignum fruit, falling to earth with the seasons and quickly eaten
by the greedy. Can you not see how you grew older after killing the
whale? It was magic did that. The magic took trade for what it gave
you."

"I saw myself grow up, yes, because I became
a man that day."

"You are no man, stupid boy! Do not use your
magic for silly things just to impress me. You do not have to
impress me. Save it for something important lest you give it all to
impress the sun."

The boy's tears made His eyes glisten. "I
need to catch more fish. Here's your octopus."

Kathe looked down and saw He had cut the
tentacles into delicate rings and laid them out in a neat spiral on
the leaf next to Her.

"Eat it quickly before it smells." He stood
up and resumed spear fishing from the rocks, at first sulking at
her rebuke, but soon the irresistible urge to make Her laugh took
Him and He pretended a small fish was biting His nose.

"Ha!" She shouted above the crashing waves.
"Look!" Kathe pointed toward the deep sea. Hyro followed the
direction of her hand and saw the giant bo, counting ten white
sails marked with crosses of red paint.

Hyro's grin faded. "Go call your father," He
shouted, "quickly." He threw the fish onto the sand and ran to the
edge of the rocks to get a clearer view.

Kathe wrapped the deerskin back around Her
waist and jumped from the warm rock, ran up the path past the other
children to her family's wooden hut. She found Her father dozing in
the shade in his usual place, clearly having drunk too much pivo.
His gray hair and belly showed he had lived a good life, longer
than most, but shorter than some.

"Da!" She shook Her father and he grumbled.
"Da, da!"

The man wiped his stubble and grudgingly
stood up. He grabbed his spear leaning against the outside wall of
the wooden hut. "What is it, Ka?"

"There is a dragon, big as a cloud. Come
look."

"Fetch your brother." Kathe's father was
suddenly alert.

Kathe ran to the neighbor's hut and found Her
brother lying in an identical manner to her father, an empty pivo
gourd tipped over next to his head. Two women from the tribe slept
curled up next to him. He rumbled from his sleep as She shook his
shoulders.

"What do you want, Ka?" he groaned.

"Ba! There is a dragon. Come look. Da said."
Her brother grumbled more protest but picked up his spear and
trotted to join Kathe's father walking down the path with Kathe
trailing behind. She caught up with them, pulling her deerskin up
to cover her chest – she knew some of the traders from foreign
lands didn't like to see a young woman's body, a strange custom
considering how many bags of salt and nutmeg they offered to look
at it when they were out of sight of the others. There were thin
dark-blue marks growing on her skin that frightened her, lines and
squiggly shapes, and she could not remember exactly when they
started appearing, but every time she dreamed of far lands they
seemed to grow, and each time farmen would stare at the lines and
mutter in their strange tongue and give her a bag of nutmeng.

Kathe and her father and brother arrived at
the beach in time to see a smaller bo carrying several neatly
dressed oarsmen who steered inexpertly through the waves.

In the distance the large dragon anchored
itself in the water. Deck hands brought down the billowing white
sails to stop the anchor rope dragging against the pull of wind.
More farmen dressed like gulls on the deck in tight white trousers
and red jackets waited for commands.

Kathe cast her sight forward and counted a
hundred farmen on the deck of the giant dragon bo. The dragon was
built wrong, its nature too symmetrical for such a large thing,
made from the inside spine out to the wooden hull. That was an
unnatural way to build a craft. Why remove all nature from the
cant? A bo should move with character, be individual in the way it
swam, or what was the value of it?

The craft approaching them was a smaller bo,
a child of the dragon in the sea. The captain stood at the bow
while he waited for the farmen to haul the craft ashore. He stepped
off onto the sand while behind him another farman, with hair like
pepper moss, tentatively climbed the brim of the bo. The pepperman
was tall and thin, his clothes black as night and his expression to
match. Here was a man who knew no joy in his life.

Hyro jumped from the rocks and stayed close
to Kathe and her father and brother.

"These farmen must be rich," Kathe said to
her father, "they bring iron rods to exchange for our gold and
trees."

The oarsmen wore bright red uniforms fettled
with white cloth, polished belts and silver buckles decorated their
waists; their shoes shone like smooth wet rocks against the damp
sand. It was clear these farmen were not the lifelong sailors of
the sea that sometimes visited the island. Sometimes farmen arrived
who were lost in a storm or were intrepid adventurers. The tribe
had received many visitors. These farmen in the neat clothes moved
with a common purpose like army ants.

"Hel-lo," Kathe's father said in their
language, raising his spear in greeting. Her father's back was
covered in dense hair from a thousand years ago before they made
clothes to wear. Her father aged slowly, while Her mother was long
withered and dead and Her sisters born from the other mothers
buried with them under the Lignum Vitae trees, so that their blood
could enrich the soil.

The farmen in the boat had hair only on the
top of their heads, which was a symptom of a primitive species. The
pepperman dressed in black finally climbed indelicately out the
boat and stood next to the captain. He leaned in to the captain's
marble-skinned face and said invisible words in his ear.

Hyro shifted the spear in His hands and
peered into the boat to look for gifts. He liked nutmeg and the
cloves which He boiled with sweet green shoots of lemongrass. It
was not often He ate, but when He did He ate only the rarest fruit
and the tastiest spices.

"Lower your spears," the pepperman said in
the tribe's language and reached down to wipe the beach sand from
his shiny boots with a fine cloth. Kathe's father struck his spear
in the ground and her brother did the same, a sign of peace, but
also keeping their weapons within reach. Sometimes visitors had the
strange idea to take what they wanted instead of offering trade,
but they soon discovered the tribal warriors were immune to the
cuts of spears and were dispatched back to the ocean with only
enough cargo to return home.

Hyro stood defiantly with the older boys,
holding His spear casually across His chest. His nostrils flared at
the concentrated scent of roses weeping from the captain's chest
and face, and underneath it a hard pivo scent that made his eyes
water.

The captain pulled a piece of parchment from
his coat and read aloud while the pepperman repeated the words in
the tribe's language. "By order of the King of the Angles we claim
this land according the Law of Nations. You are hereby ordered to
hand over all stores of gold and copper to the King's army,"
pepperman waved at his people, "that is us. Surrender your lands
and animals to His Majesty the King as taxes owed or face
punishment."

"No." Kathe's father said, instantly
recognizing the ways of the fox and the rat in the man. "I don't
know this King Astaxes, and I don't want to know him."

"I'm sorry, what did you say?" The pepperman
said, gaping at the hunters. Here was a man not accustomed to
belligerence.

"We don't agree. Go away. Everything you see
here is ours. From those mountains in the distance, to the forests
across the river. The rest belongs to the Sun father."

The pepperman laughed and the captain joined
him. "My God, look at all those Lignum Vitae," he said to the
captain's ear. "Enough to build a fleet hard as iron."

"They are our trees, feck off." Kathe's
father had learned more than a few words from passing sailors.

The pepperman turned to the men behind him.
"That is where you are mistaken, sauvage. All trees in the world
belong to the King." He placed his hand on the shoulder of an
oarsman. "Private Sorval, we need to make an example of these
demon-worshippers so as to avoid any future problem. Shoot this
man."

Kathe did not know exactly what 'shoot' meant
but as the man raised his metal stick she felt something within it
move, click. The metal stick which was a hollow rod blocked and
blurred her inner sight and she had no power over the little pellet
waiting patiently at the end. The pipe reeked of sulfur and spent
fire. A volcano within a stick. She screamed out, "No!" and her
mind, looking forward, sensed a metal twig move within the stick. A
stick inside a stick.

A crack of thunder boomed through the hills.
The children in the tribe screamed and scattered. Kathe gasped as
her father collapsed on the beach, a hole in his head gushing
blood.

"Da! Da!" Kathe screamed and fell to her
knees next to him. Her brother raised his spear and threw it at the
man who held the metal stick, but her brother's drunkenly aimed
spear missed the target and the spear fell impotently to the sand.
A new explosion cracked like lightning from another man's stick and
her brother's chest erupted with blood.

They are using magic! she thought. "Ha!" She
shouted. She looked around for Hyro but He had disappeared into the
aether, only a vague puff of steam rising in His wake.

The captain followed her gaze. "Where did the
skinny ape go?"

"Vanished into the air, sir! Just like that!"
One of the men mimed an opening fist, "I swear it, sir, saw it with
my own eyes."

One of the other men nodded in agreement. "A
demon imp, sir!"

"Looks like you were correct about the
ungodly sauvages," the captain said. He turned to three of the
uniformed men standing to one side. "Well? Find him! I want all of
them rounded up and brought before me."

Three men in red uniforms ran toward the
trees.

"Bring the girl. Don't kill her yet."

Kathe lay sobbing over Her father's body, Her
thoughts whirling as She tried to understand what had happened. Her
father had survived the tiger who gored his flesh, fallen down
innumerable cliffs until he was bent out of shape but still stood
up hours later with his bones repaired. The magic sticks had
snuffed him out in a moment. She could no longer feel his eternal
life in the world no matter how she clutched for him. She looked
forward and saw nothing but a tangle of events like spider-webs,
looked back and heard only the cracks of lightning from the sticks
as farmen walked among them with their terrible magic. The
redfarmen grabbed Her by Her hair and dragged Her writhing like a
wounded boar to the shore where the dragon's bo waited.

*

High in the trees Hyro sat on His haunches
and peered out at the scene below. The men had magic, and there
were too many of them for Him to defeat. He had never a reason to
fight. Why fight when He could just wait for the other person to
get old and die? When He could run away in an instant? Kathe shared
His gift. She could wait too, until the farmen grew old and died,
but She did not have his talent of vanishing and unvanishing. He
turned away and jumped to the next tree, letting out a forlorn
screech from his lungs that billowed through the forest.

*

As the farmen approached, Kathe grabbed His
forgotten spear and called the wind. It was only a heady breeze,
but it was enough to swirl up sand and push the men away. They
stepped back, gasping like fishes at her apparent strength, and if
they believed She was strong that was in Her favor. She stepped up
onto the rock where He had been playing and looked around for Him
but saw only one of His catch slapping its tail in the rock pool.
Two men clambered after Her but She danced backward over the rocks
out of their reach, waving His spear at them – Her feet knew every
outcrop, every bump and cockle of the island. Higher and higher
they danced on the rocks until She was at the edge of the tallest
cliff on the island. As they raised their iron rods She stepped
backward and fell into empty air.

*

On the beach the men in uniforms ran through
the village
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