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Chapter 1: Pathway to Perfidy
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Kill one man you are a murderer, kill a million and you are a conqueror. —Jean Rostand

Roger Martel despised the dry sand that squished into his sandals with every stride. The persistent granules mired his feet and impeded his ability to run. Had it not been for the unpredictable, boggy salt marshes forcing Roger toward the beach, he would have turned back inland to seek firmer, higher ground, any vantage point where he might stand and defend himself against the pursuing Danes.

A Carolingian knight was meant to ride a mighty courser, to confront his foe with lance and sword, not to flee horseless from the enemy. But Charlemagne was two years dead, and his son, the debonair Louis the Pious, presided over a fracturing empire. 

Roger broke stride when he topped a high swell of the windblown dune and glimpsed the sea beyond the flat beach. The wind shifted and brought the smell and promise of a storm. From the darkened beach, the tangy odor of dead fish assaulted his nose. He paused and forced a deep breath in an effort to clear his head.

Before dawn that morning, several hundred Danes had emerged from the grassy fen near his campground and wedged themselves between his small scouting party and their hobbled horses. Of the twenty-seven knights in that elite scara, only the few knights driven into the nearby marsh by the impact of initial charge by the Danes had escaped the slaughter. A thrown battle axe had shattered Roger’s shield in the running encounter that followed, but as always, he clung to his sword and followed Drogo, even when the old knight led him and Pepin south away from the bodies of their comrades, deep into the marsh, and then circled to this coastal plain. 

Throughout the afternoon, they had alternately jogged and walked, successfully avoiding contact with Danes. Now, storm clouds built higher and hid the sun beyond the restless sea.

On Roger’s right, closer to the surf, Drogo steadily sloshed through a wave dying on the shore. Roger plunged down the front side of the dune and onto the shore. He took another deep breath of salt-spray air, rested his hand on his sword hilt, and slowed to a walk.

“Let’s face them here, Drogo, atop these dunes,” he yelled over the sound of waves. “Eventually, they will catch us. Let us choose a place to our advantage.”

“Do not let guilt or weariness make your decisions.” Jogging away from the next incoming wave, Drogo closed the distance between them. 

Wider of shoulder but a palm-width shorter than Roger, the grizzled knight was old for a warrior. Rumors claimed he neared forty years of age and had fought against the Avars alongside Charles the Great in 796 AD. Roger did not doubt these stories. Drogo had been his friend and teacher from the time that Roger enlisted in the Emperor Charlemagne’s service seven years ago, and the man was an expert at the business of soldiering. Roger remembered neither of his parents, but he hoped that his father was a man like Drogo du Burgundy.

The old knight slowed to a walk where the sand lost its glisten and trudged through the dry sand to where Roger stood. The chainmail across Drogo’s chest needed repair from a recent blow, but whatever had struck the old warrior had not penetrated his armor. However, Drogo favored his side, and Roger wondered whether the man suffered from cracked ribs. 

Roger’s only wound was a deep gash in his left forearm where the battle axe had shattered his shield. The throbbing wound oozed and needed to be sutured, but that would have to wait.

“How can you run in this damned mush, Roger?” Drogo kicked up a spray of dry sand for emphasis. “The waves pack the sand hard near the surf.”

Despite himself, Roger glanced at the sea but ignored the implication that he should move closer to the water. “Running from the enemy should not be easy.” 

A gust of damp wind reminded him that a storm gathered offshore. The stormy seas evoked childhood nightmares that he quickly subdued. Given a choice, Roger hesitated to approach even a becalmed ocean. 

Making a fist with his thumb atop, he extended his sword arm towards the west and measured. Three fists above the watery horizon, the sun poked a pale glow through the edge of the gathering storm clouds. Three hours to sunset. Night would not arrive soon enough to hide them from the Norsemen.

A yell followed by the dull thump of sandals on wet sand alerted him. Expecting pursuit, Roger spun with his sword half-drawn. 

Fifty yards north, two of their scara brotherhood emerged from a reedy marsh that protruded into the dunes. They struggled onto the beach past a large log that had been cast ashore during some previous storm. Drogo waved at them, scratched beneath his beard, and waited until they were closer before he directed them to continue south along the shore.

“No others?” Bregga asked when he jogged closer, sword in hand. The point of his blood stained blade was broken. His shield hung across his back. Dried blood encrusted his left ear. “I thought Pepin escaped with you.”  

Pepin was the young bowman who had accompanied the expedition as a hunter. Not a knight, neither sword nor armor encumbered him, but he was deadly accurate with a bow and could run from dawn until dusk.

Karl lagged ten yards behind Bregga. Karl was much older than Bregga, but Roger did not believe that the stumbling warrior was as old as Drogo. Karl gasped for air and looked exhausted. A gash on his shoulder oozed blood, and a slash across his leg bled more freely. He wore no chainmail—either he had not time to don his armor during the attack, or else he had discarded the forty pounds of steel while crossing the marsh.

“Pepin’s ahead, he’s already rounded the bend.” Drogo pointed toward a sandstone outcrop whose beachside edge had been undercut by years of wave erosion. “The boy scampers like a hare, so I sent him to scout for fresh water. Are any more of our scara behind you?”

“Not alive,” Bregga said. “Damn Sir Laurent for his stupidity.” 

“He died bravely.” Roger bit his lip in regret. Sir Guillame de Provence had charged Roger to watch after his only son, Laurent. Roger was unaccustomed to failure.

Only four knights left from the scara? Four knights and one bowman? Laurent had led twenty-seven elite knights and one archer to scout the Danes. Now, five men survived. 

Laurent had refused to heed Roger’s advice as a matter of obstinate pride. Drogo had also tried to dissuade the young nobleman from camping at an indefensible site so narrow of solid land that the horses had to be hobbled a hundred yards away, but the young knight brimmed with arrogant inexperience. Roger did not blame Drogo for acceding to Laurent’s authority. Discipline above all else was their motto: discipline required to maintain a standing army. 

Each soldier had done his best to follow the litany of senseless orders and survive the young man’s incompetence. Not that Laurent was alone in making bad decisions. The entire incursion against the Danes in the north had been a disaster, another in a series of missteps by Louis the Pious. Louis’s two brothers died shortly before 812 leaving Louis as sole Emperor of the Carolingian Empire after Charlemagne died in 814.

“Signs of pursuit?” Drogo exhaled deeply as if he would purge himself of fatigue.

“I only caught glimpses of a few Danes in the fen,” Bregga said. “None were on horseback, but once they clear the salt marsh, they may outdistance us. This is their territory and they know it well. My God, Roger, what are you wearing?”

Roger glanced down. “Chainmail, like you.”

“Aye, but I’ve got on my trousers. Do you enjoy running around in those blue underpants?”

Roger shrugged. “Colorful pants is a fashion choice.”

“I understand.” Bregga forced a smile. “In his haste, Karl could not find both shoes, but we could not tarry if we wished to live.” 

Slanting towards the harder sand on the beach, Bregga jogged south. Karl limped after him, one foot sandaled, the other bare and bleeding.

“You heard the man,” Drogo said. “Remember that discipline separates us from the barbarians. Do as commanded, Roger, move to the packed sand, and run for your life. We cannot afford for you to delay us.”

Roger nodded but followed Drogo only until the damp sand hardened beneath his feet. The old knight jogged ahead, his shoes splashing through each wave that extended inland. Roger could not force himself to run that close to the shoreline. Most of the sea birds had already fled ahead of the storm. The waves waxed larger, and the wind blew foam from whitecaps further out to sea. The ocean was a different beast than a lake or river, and Roger trusted no prowling creature grown so large, especially when enraged by a storm.

Ignoring the intimidation of the approaching gale, he numbed his uneasiness with the rhythm of his run. What chance did they have? Cut off from the main army in an unfamiliar land, only a miracle could save them from the pursuing Danes. 

Despite the religious tales told him over the years, miracles were never part of Roger’s expectations—life had taught him to do the best with what he had, not hope that divine intervention or good fortune would provide a reprieve. Perhaps the Norsemen were right to keep their gods more human-like, more understandable, more willing to use their power on humans for good or ill. 

Power. 

A powerful sorcerer might quell the coming storm and save them from the Danes. Immediately, Roger regretted his blasphemy. Who was more powerful than Charles the Great? Yet Charlemagne would never tolerate heathen sorcerers while he conquered the barbarians and spread Christianity ... but Charlemagne was dead and that released Roger from his oath of fealty. Instead, the debonair Louis the Pious drove the empire toward ruin by parceling out pieces of the empire among his quarrelsome sons. Roger felt no loyalty to any of them.

Roger had never sworn fealty to Louis, never joined the choruses of long live the new emperor after Charlemagne’s death. Did Laurent’s death also release him from his obligation to Guillame?

Despite the fatigue settling like lead into his legs, he smiled and decided he had a better idea—something he owed himself on this, the last day of his life. 

He swore loyalty to himself:

I am finished with Kings and Emperors and Would-be Lairds. With God as my witness, I pledge allegiance to myself, and promise on my sacred honor that henceforth my life shall be my own for so long as I live. 

Not much of an oath because he did not expect to survive the day. As an afterthought he added: And once I depart this world, then ... well, then God and I shall discuss the merits of princes and peasants, and we shall negotiate.... 

He stumbled when his sandal caught the sand. Recovering his balance with a quick hand to the beach, he almost repented his irreverence. 

Drogo veered from the beach and climbed to the top of an eroded dune. Roger paused at the base to wait for him, but Drogo waved at him to continue down the shoreline. 

Searching for their pursuers, the old knight stared north. After a moment, he nodded and plunged down the backside of the dune. Using long strides diagonal to the slope, he zigzagged his way through the sea couch grass growing on the leeward side of the dune. Following the contour at the base to a low spot in the dune, he trotted back to the shoreline.

Roger slowed until Drogo caught up with him.

“Maybe fifteen minutes back,” Drogo said between deep breaths. “I counted seven warriors ... emerging from the marsh, with perhaps two dozen ... more straggling further behind.”

“Perhaps if we defend the high ground—”

“Never fight a pitched battle, Roger. Never voluntarily engage an enemy unless you expect to win.”

“I understand the strategy, but we can only retreat for so long. We have no place left to go.”

“And fight? With what? My God, Roger, have you gone daft? We have no horses. When the battle is lost, you don’t martyr yourself. Even Charlemagne didn’t win every battle, nor did he die in those he lost. Outside of Charlemagne, you’re the tallest man I’ve ever met, and the strongest swordsman I ever trained. Don’t take leave of your senses just because we were routed. Despite your strength, you cannot hope to win this fight. The lead seven Norsemen need only delay us until the rest arrive. Then they can kill us or capture us as they please. Have you never heard of the blood-eagle sacrifice? Believe me, you don’t want to be captured by the Danes.”

“Surely, the blood-eagle stories aren’t true.” Roger had heard the rumors. An eagle shape carved into your bare back, and then your ribs cleaved from your spine to draw out your living lungs, so that the enemy could watch them flutter like wings while you died.

“Do you want to find out if the stories are true?”

“Hurry!” someone shouted. Yelling and waving from the south, Pepin ran towards them. His bow swung from his left shoulder, and his quiver of arrows jostled against his back. “See what I found.”

“Where are Bregga and Karl?” Roger asked.

“Dragging it to the sea.” Pepin slowed to a stop a few yards away. “The shore turns marshy ahead. We’ll need everyone to get it into the surf.”

“Are you saying there’s a boat, boy?” Hope returned to Drogo’s face.

Roger stopped running. A boat? He glanced at the approaching storm. Did Drogo intend to launch a boat into this storm? That was no escape.

“The sails are rotted,” Pepin said. “But Karl said the hole in the side is above the waterline, so she should float. Eight rowing positions but only the steering oar remains. Karl thinks the five of us can get her far enough out to sea to hold off the Danes.”

“If we can get off shore until the sun sets,” Drogo said. “We might live to see the sunrise. Come on.”

Kicking up sand, Drogo raced up the beach past Pepin. Pepin let out a whoop and followed. 

Roger shook his head and resumed a steady jog. God’s body! A boat. What kind of bloody miracle was that?

§§

The sand gave way to low marshland again, and Roger struggled into the fen. Often wading through salt water that surged with the ocean, he pushed through grasses that grew shoulder height. A shout of joy attracted his attention. The broken mast of a boat rose up above the grasses. The mast had not been there a few seconds before. The boat must have lain on its side, and Drogo and the others righted it. He struggled out of the water and up a sandy incline until the grass parted to reveal a tidal pool.

Beached on a sandbar, the boat was wider than Roger’s height and perhaps five times as long. It gracefully curved to high points on either end. Although of Norse design, this karvi was too small to be a dragon boat intended for war, and no distinctive tail or serpent head distinguished bow from stern; neither did round shields hang along the sides of the abandoned boat. Still, like other things that belong to the sea, the sight of the karvi brought trepidation to Roger. 

Pepin, Drogo, and Bregga struggled to dislodge the vessel from its sand trap and maneuver it into the shallow surrounding water of the tidal pool. The storm would lift the tide higher on the beach, but would the sea rise as far as this pool?

On the other end of the sandbar, Karl sat with his head against his knees. His shoulder wound had reopened, and fresh blood streaked his arm.

Drogo beckoned Roger to join the push. Roger tightened his lips in determination and joined them. His friends needed his help, and he was the strongest among them.

Roger applied his shoulder to the keel. Most of the Norse designs painted on the overlapping planks of the clinker-built hull had faded or peeled. He was surprised when the boat moved at his effort. The karvi was lighter than it looked. With ten men, they might have ported the vessel a short distance. 

“That’s good,” Drogo said. “All together now. Shove.”

The boat slid a leg’s length and hung on some sea grass. 

Pepin ran to the end and tore at the weeds to free the vessel. 

“Try again,” the boy shouted.

The three men pushed. Nothing. Pepin sat on the sand and applied both feet against the bow to turn the vessel from the grass. They pushed again. Slowly, the boat turned and slid. Encouraged by the movement, the three continued their effort. Pepin joined the push, and the front end of the karvi slipped into the foot-deep brine. 

“Keep going,” Drogo commanded.

Once the rear end of the boat entered the water, they retreated to the sandbar to rest. The physical effort cheered Roger, but hacking something with his sword would have cheered him more. At least, moving the boat was something positive after a long day of failures. 

The wind gusted and stirred broad ripples through the sea couch grass. Scattered drops of rain augmented the thickening mist. Heavy with moisture, the sluggish air failed to cool his body.  The pound of surf against the shore rose from beyond the fen, but sitting on the sandbar, Roger could not see the beach beyond the grass.

“How far to the sea?” Roger asked.

“Fifty yards.” Pepin restlessly paced. Where did the boy get his energy?

“The boat should move more easily now that it’s in the water,” Bregga said.

“What’s wrong with Karl?” Roger asked.

“Exhausted,” Drogo said. “He lost a lot of blood. He’s the only one with experience in manning a boat, so I told him to rest until we get the karvi in the water. We’ll need him at his best when the storm arrives.”

“The Danes aren’t far behind.” Roger stood and brushed sand from his bare legs. “Get Karl on board. He can see better from the higher perch. Have him direct us for the best route to the beach.”

“Aye, good idea.” Drogo rose and walked to Karl. “Karl, get aboard the boat to guide us. You can watch for Danes while we push ... Karl?” Drogo leaned over Karl and then straightened. “He’s dead.”

“God’s body,” Bregga screamed. “We are among the cursed.”

“Discipline,” Drogo said. “If not for the storm roar, the Danes could hear that shout a mile away.” 

“Aye,” Bregga said in a quieter tone. “We do what must be done. Pepin, climb aboard and direct us. Keep watch for the Danes.”

“Why me?” the boy asked.

“Because you have a bowman’s eye, and because you are the lightest,” Bregga said. “I’m too tired to push Roger to the sea.”

“Hurry.” Roger applied his shoulder to the stern. The boat hesitated and then moved when Bregga joined his effort. Pepin scampered on board just before Drogo applied his weight next to Roger. 

“Left,” Pepin cried from above. “The distance is ten yards longer, but the tide forms a channel in that direction.”

They adjusted course and picked up speed. After thirty yards, Roger was exhausted, but he continued to push.

A moment later, Bregga gasped. “Rest?”

“Thank God.” Drogo released the boat and massaged his shoulder.

Roger examined the water in the channel. Not deep enough. The keel still dragged bottom.

“Danes,” hissed Pepin. He pointed north. “They left the sea shore and followed our trail into the fen. I don’t think they realize that we started back to the beach.”

“They didn’t see the mast, eh?” Bregga leaned against the hull. “Impatient or stupid, I hope they lose themselves in the salt marsh”

“That’s only the advance party,” Drogo said. “Most of the Norsemen will follow the shoreline. We must get into the sea before they arrive.”

Roger could not echo that sentiment. Facing Danes in honest combat seemed a better alternative than risking a stormy ocean. A cold mist of rain descended. In the distance, lightning repeatedly flickered against the dark sky, followed by a roll of thunder. The Norsemen claimed that Thor rattled the heavens with his hammer. What explanation came from Christianity?

“What’s the name of this Godforsaken sea?” Bregga asked.

“The Wadden Sea,” Drogo said. “Named for the mud flats.”

“Where will it take us?” Bregga asked.

“The sea takes you nowhere,” Roger said. “It’s God’s barrier to remind a man of where he should not go.”

“Time enough to rest in our graves.” Drogo spit on his hands and slapped them against the hull. “Push.”

Beyond the next stand of grass, the boat bucked and pushed back. The keel no longer dragged bottom. Unhindered waves from the sea surged into the low salt marsh. The grass thinned before them. They had a clear path to the sea, and the waves rose with the storm.

Driven ashore by the wind, the mist thickened to a downpour. The roar of surf and wind sounded like a battle cry against the struggling knights.

“More Norsemen!” Pepin shouted, but his voice was fainter as if far away.

Roger drew his sword. “I’ll hold them off while you launch the boat.” The seawater surged from his calf to his waist and then receded. The karvi rose and fell with the surge.

“Don’t be a fool.” Drogo restrained him with a powerful grip. “We move faster if we all push.”

Bregga shouted above the storm. “Hold her steady when a wave comes in and push hard when it goes out.”

Roger glanced over his shoulder. Still two hundred yards up the beach, the Danes charged. Five or six faster men outpaced the others. No discipline. 

“Pepin,” Drogo yelled. “Arrow range. Slow the leaders.”

“I have only four shafts left.” The boy nocked an arrow to his bow and glanced up as if to estimate the wind. He steadied himself against the broken mast and loosed the bolt. Immediately, he grabbed another arrow from his quiver.

Full waves pounded the shore on either side of the boat. The boat surged forward when the wave retreated. Roger lost his grip on the keel and fell face first into the salt water. Spitting out cold salt water, he struggled to recover his footing.

“Bregga,” Drogo said. “Climb aboard while Roger and I steady her.”

“Aye.” Bregga waded deeper into the water, grabbed hold of an oar hole at mid-ship and hauled himself onboard.

“You next,” Drogo said to Roger. “I’ll hold her.”

“Foolish. I’m stronger than you, and I can’t hold this boat alone,” Roger said. “Besides if you get lost, that leaves me in charge. I have no desire to command, and you know I irritate people.”  

“Do you intend to fight the Danes rather than board this boat?”

“Tempting, but I’m not stupid. Let’s hurry. Pepin’s good, but he’s out of arrows.”

“Together then. Once aboard, we have the high ground.” Drogo waded down the right side of the karvi. “Take the other side.”

Roger nodded and worked his way along the left side to the lowest point on the side of the boat. 

He grabbed an oar hole and hoisted himself over the gunwale. Just as he rolled into the interior, the boat violently rocked. At the far side rail, Drogo struggled to climb aboard while Bregga clung to his arm.

“Help me haul him in,” Bregga shouted over the wind. 

Roger crawled to the other side, and leaning over the rail, he grabbed Drogo’s other arm. A thrown axe thudded into the side of the boat near Roger’s elbow, and a splinter embedded in his forearm. Ten yards away, the rough surf slowed the charge of four Danes who pursued the boat into the water. A dozen others gathered on the shore beyond the waves reach. Were there no bowmen among this enemy?

A wave struck the boat and turned it sideways to the beach. The karvi plunged shoreward and crushed two Danes before they could escape the surf. Bregga lost his grip on Drogo’s arm, but Roger dragged Drogo on board before the next wave smashed into them. The boat lurched and jerked to a stop, knocking them from their feet. Roger pulled himself up and peered over the gunwale. 

They were beached askew on the sand. 

The Danes cheered and clanged their weapons. More Norsemen arrived from the fen. A few other stragglers jogged up the beach to join the barbarians. Outnumbering the knights five to one, the Danes assembled into a loose semicircle around the stranded boat. Roger could not distinguish their faces through the rain and darkness.

Lightning struck the beach so close that the crash of thunder immediately sounded. An unholy halo glowed around the karvi’s broken mast and yardarm.

Prompted by their leader, the Norsemen thrust swords and axes overhead in rhythm. They joined in chanting. “Odin, Odin, Odin....”

“Give the boy your long knife,” Drogo shouted to Bregga. “He and Roger will defend the left side. You and I will take the right.”

With the boat angled onto the beach, Drogo had assigned Roger to defend the side closest to the sea. Suppressing a smile because he had gotten his wish to fight rather than go to sea, Roger positioned himself at the most likely point of attack and directed Pepin to the rear where the waves still crashed against the hull. The surf pounding the enemy would give the boy some advantage. From his stunned expression, the young archer looked as if he could use the help.

When Pepin did not immediately move, Roger shoved the boy and drew his sword. “To the rear and stand clear of my blade.”

The young bowman nodded and retreated well past the mast to the last oarlock position. He steadied himself against the gunwale and wiped wet hair from his eyes. The knife blade extended clumsily from his right hand. A large wave rocked the boat and doused him with salt water.

The Danes split into three groups. Five men aligned themselves with the pointed bow of the karvi. The strategy puzzled Roger. They carried neither line nor grappling hook. Did they hope to boost someone onto the unguarded high point of the karvi while the others attacked the more vulnerable sides? 

The largest group, perhaps a dozen men, spread out on the leeward side against Drogo and Bregga. The remaining men funneled themselves onto the sand wedge that separated the sea from Roger’s position. Only seven men aligned against his side, but Roger did not expect Pepin to be of much use with only a knife as a weapon and no training in its use.

Once in position, each Dane separated an arm’s length from the man on his right. A rumbling flash of lightning exposed the intensity of their faces. The wind howled so loudly that Roger could not hear the Danish leader shout commands when he raised his axe overhead.

Before the Danes could attack, a massive wave surged against the boat and soaked Roger. The karvi twisted around. The wave tumbled the barbarians confronting Roger on the windward side and drove the dozen Danes on Drogo’s side further up the beach. Roger lost his footing and struggled to hold onto the rail with his free hand. 

The surging water lifted the karvi free of the beach. The boat lurched again and followed the retreating wave into the sea.

Roger whooped and turned to congratulate Pepin, but the boy was not behind him. Roger squeezed past the broken mast and scanned the rear of the boat.

“Where’s Pepin?” Roger yelled.

“The lowered yardarm is loose,” Drogo shouted. “It knocked him over ... Lookout.”

Roger attempted to duck, but he was not fast enough to avoid the return path of the yardarm.

§§

Roger couldn’t open his eyes. Or perhaps his eyes were open, and he was blind. He attempted to raise his hand to his face to no avail: his hand wouldn’t move. 

“... the pocket of rainwater at this end doesn’t taste of brine. Squeeze water from my kerchief into his mouth.”

Water dripped onto Roger’s lips. He longed to lick the moisture but couldn’t. More water dripped to his lips, but this time from much further away.

§§

“Do not remove your chainmail, my friend.”

The voice echoed from a distance as if Roger were in a dark cavern. Was that Drogo’s voice?

“I can swim when we sink.” 

Who was that? Karl? No Karl was dead. Must be Bregga.

“The water is frigid. You won’t last twenty minutes. Better to let your armor take you under quickly.”

“If not for this incessant mist, we might see some sign of land.”

“Does it matter? We have no oars and cannot steer without power. We go wherever we go. Help me bail out the water.”

“The boat cannot stay afloat.”

Boat? A pale memory of a storm flashed through Roger’s mind. Was he in a boat? God, he hated boats. For a moment, he became a boy lying in the bottom of storm-soaked dragon ship. He cried for his mother but knew she lay dead at the foot of the abbey stairs where the Norsemen had struck her down.

“The water level hasn’t changed since last night. Perhaps the leaks have sealed.”

“A boat cannot heal its leaks.”

“Dry wood swells when wet. Oakum in the seams even more ... What? Did Roger groan?”

“I heard nothing. Look at him. Bright red fever in his wound. The man has no color in his face. He’s as good as dead.”

§§

Roger’s head lolled. Had someone lifted his shoulders? He blinked, but only blurring darkness greeted his effort.

“Roger. Roger. I’m sorry. Bregga is gone. Perhaps he drank seawater. Perhaps a wave took him. I fear madness swept him into the sea overnight. I never heard the splash while I slept. My God, I’m groggy. Roger. You were right. We should have faced the Danes on the shore where we knew how to fight. Please, Roger. Answer me. Roger....”

§§

Roger opened his eyes to a flash of red with lingering green tints. The sun glared and forced him to close his eyes. Through closed eyelids, the brightness diminished when a cool shadow passed between him and the sun. Was it a cloud or Drogo? 

Hot. Fever. He burned within. Perhaps the angel of death approached.

He chanced re-opening his eyes. Blurry. Difficult to focus. A brown cloud? No, not a cloud, but round like a sphere and colored tan and gray like a patchwork quilt. Floating overhead. Haloed by sunlight, almost too brilliant to view. A vision like Ezekiel’s or reality?

If reality, then today must be his judgment day, and heaven had sent angels to fetch his soul. 

How could the giant patchwork sphere float in the sky like the sun or moon?

Roger attempted a prayer, but the words wouldn’t form on his cracked lips. His tongue was too thick and dry to speak, and so seeking forgiveness for his many failings, he silently ran through a soldier’s last rite.

When he finished the prayer, he opened his eyes again.

Suspended in a basket beneath the floating, patchwork globe, a white-haired man intently peered at Roger while his swarthy companion lowered a grappling hook. Was that Drogo standing at the bow waiting to receive the line? Hmm, a line. Not exactly how Roger had expected to be lifted for the resurrection. His ascension into heaven looked rather makeshift, but perhaps he deserved no better. Drogo struggled to anchor the grapple to the karvi, but the line tightened with a sharp gust of wind, hooked Drogo under the arm, and hauled the screaming man from the boat.

The brisk wind continued to fan Roger’s face, and he closed his eyes. The few remaining sail tatters flapped and popped at the steady breeze. Perhaps it was better that he sleep until the appointed time for his judgment. 

Did Drogo die too, and now the angels took him to heaven ahead of Roger? Farewell, then good knight and God speed.

Curious that the angels don’t have wings.
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Chapter 2: The Sea Witch
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Roger felt naked when he awoke. No chainmail, no undergarments, not even a blanket covering him for warmth. He couldn’t see that he wore nothing—because it was so dark he couldn’t see anything—but his hand to his chest and run down his body to his thigh confirmed that he was naked. Certainly, he was not clothed in the glory he expected in the afterlife, and he felt exhausted with aching muscles as if he had just emerged from a great battle. 

Maybe the Norsemen were right regarding the afterlife. He hadn’t died in a battle, so Valhalla was not his reward. He suppressed his heretical musings, and contemplated the situation.

The room was too dark to distinguish the walls, but its dank, musty smell suggested an enclosure with poor ventilation. He had not expected a laird’s manor as his reward in paradise, but this was worse than his military quarters. Was Charlemagne more generous than God?

Pain in his left arm rewarded his first movement. Dizziness made his eyes flick around, and he squeezed them shut. He wanted to vomit, but apparently his stomach was too empty.

What were the Christian alternatives to heaven? The crucible of cleansing fire and the dark place of eternal punishment. Two different destinations or the same?

He raised a hand to his face. Tender. Scorched. Dried blisters covered the left side of his face, and the softest probe stung the right side. His face was hot to his touch. Did he have a fever? Perhaps holy fire had already cleansed him.

He stank. The smell of stale sweat, urine, and excrement permeated the black gloom. On what did he lie? A straw pallet? Well, this straw had absorbed all it could. His groin, thighs and hips burned from contact with the raw sewage.

Even a dog knew better than to lie in its own shit. Roger attempted to roll aside, but pain shot through his left arm.

Roger tried to sit up, but his head ached, and weakness whelmed his will. He sagged back into the nasty straw. How had he come to such a place?

He remembered the flight from the Norsemen, the boat, and the angels of death coming to bear him to heaven.

Angels of death? Was he dead? Didn’t death take away the pain? He could not remember dying, but the resurrection was very vivid. Two angels hung from a sphere and dangled a grappling hook to draw him up to ... No, that couldn’t be right. 

Angels have wings. The old man in the basket had no wings. Surely, the old man was not God. He and that black man were not angels sent to lift him to heaven but must instead be instruments of the devil come to cast him into the fires of hell, come to condemn him to this dark place of pain and punishment. He had been damned and could not remember the terms of his judgment. Was he to be purged by St. Augustine’s cleansing flames until he was fit for glory, or was he already condemned to the everlasting outer darkness?

A woman’s voice penetrated the darkness. When had she arrived?

“Can you nae stay awake?” she asked. “I need your help to freshen the straw.”

What a strange accent. Not impossible to understand, but requiring effort and attention. Foreign, but strangely familiar.

Roger reassessed his condition. This place was neither heaven nor hell. Perhaps an interim location where he awaited final judgment? If he were in hell, then there should be naught to drink. 

“I thirst.” He determined to test the woman and his position in this place, but a drink would be good too.

“Aye. I doubt it not.”  A shadow separated from the darkness and moved toward him. “Trickling water down your gullet while you were unconscious was nae easy.”

“Give me to drink.”

“First help with the straw.” The shadow knelt and placed one small hand at Roger’s shoulder and the other on his naked thigh. “I can no longer bear your stench.”

“What shall I do?”

“Roll to your left when I push. Fresh straw awaits you there, and then I can remove this filth. Now, roll.”

She pushed, and Roger rolled as best he could. The floor was uneven and rocky. The pain in his left arm lanced through him, but he continued to roll over at her push until he rested on his back again but this time atop fresh straw. The dry bedding comforted him.

Was there a hint of distant light visible from his new location? The shadow that was the woman stood and wiped her hands on her skirt—that much he could tell when she moved past the pale glow. He must be in a cave.

“I will get you a cup, and then I will rake out the old straw. Water heats on the fire outside the cave. Once the water is hot, I will bathe you whether you stay awake or not.”

“Something to eat?” Roger was not sure whether the emptiness in his stomach was from hunger or nausea.

“We shall see. Broth perhaps, if you stay awake.” 

She disappeared into the shadows and departed into the distant light. Moments later, she returned and guided a cup into his hands. 

“Wine?”

“Water,” she said. “Sip it. I do not want vomit on this clean straw.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Ma’am?” She sounded taken aback as if no one had ever formally addressed her.

While Roger sipped from the cup, a scraping sound suggested she raked away the contaminated straw. From her voice, she was a grown woman, not a girl, but Roger could not gauge her age. The darkness hid whether she clung to youth, inhabited her middle years or hovered near old age. He did not expect that she could be very old. At near forty, Drogo was ancient for a knight, but in truth, few common folk lived many years beyond that age. True to her word, she returned from disposing of the straw with a sloshing pot that smelled of herbs and hot mineral water. 

Her eyes must have been better than Roger’s, for she never once stumbled in the darkness. Perhaps familiarity with the cave granted her more freedom than vision alone.

She knelt beside him and sponged his face. He winced when the coarse cloth rag scoured his burns. She lightened her touch in response. What had burned him? More likely the sun than a cleansing fire.

“You may feel chilled after a warm bath. I’ll get you a clean blanket when I’m finished.”

“What’s your name?”

“Greta.”

“Thank you, Greta.”

She said nothing, but continued her ministrations. While washing his face, she hummed and mumbled to herself. Her voice, the smell of sweet herbs on the sponge, and the warm water soothed him. He fell asleep before she finished his neck.

§§

Roger rolled onto his right side and pushed himself up onto his knees. His left arm quivered at the effort.

“You have a fever in your arm.” Greta said. “Lie down. I will apply a fresh plaster of poultice.”

“I need to pee, and I’m tired of peeing on myself.”

“We’re both tired of you doing that.” She gripped his arm with both hands. “Can you stand? Perhaps you should sit up first.”

“How far to the wall?” Roger knew she was too small a woman to help him stand.

“Three or four strides.”

“I can crawl that far and raise myself against the wall.”

“Would you pee against the wall? I have no fresh straw to absorb it.” She did not mention that the cave already smelled like a barnyard.

“Not if you have a pot.”

She laughed, a lilting sound like small bells ringing in church. Roger liked her laugh. It comforted him.

“I’ll get the pot while you crawl.” She blended into the darkness.

“Thank you, Greta,” Roger called after her.

By the time he reached the wall, his strength waned, and he had difficulty raising himself. With quivering legs, he extended himself to his full height, and then leaned his head against his right arm which he braced against the cavern wall.

Greta rested her hand against the middle of his naked back. “Where do you want the pot? It’s a sturdy pot. You can squat over it, if you feel too weak to stand.”

“No. Standing is better than squatting. Put it against the wall in front of me.”

She reached around him and set the pot down. “Can you see it?”

“In this darkness? No. Have you a candle with you?”

“Nae. Perhaps I see better in the dark than you. Listen for the sound.”

“I’ll make do.” He adjusted the stream until he heard water against hardened clay rather than stone.

“Careful,” she said. “You’re splattering all over the place. Shall I help you aim that thing?”

“If you do, I’m not sure it will work properly.”

“I’ll leave you to it then.” She retreated to drier ground. “Let me know when you are ready to lie down.”

When Roger finished, he was exhausted, too tired to immediately crawl back to his straw pallet. He leaned back against the wall in an attempt to gather strength.

“Tell me again how to say your name,” Greta said.

“Roger.”

“Ro-gah.”

“No. Roger.”

“That’s what I said. Rogue.”

“Good enough.” Roger moved the warmed pot aside and lowered himself to a sitting position against the wall. “Greta, how did I get here?”

“By boat. The sea lies but a few hundred yards beyond this cave, but your boat beached two miles north of here. ‘Twas a ship from the north. At first, I feared you were a Norseman, but then I saw your sword and armor. Frankish?”

“Aye. Carolingian. Charlemagne’s Empire.”

“Ah, yes. I have heard of Charles the Great, friend of Eardwulf, King of Northumbria.”

“Charlemagne is dead. Emperor Louis sent us north to measure the strength of the Danes. A miscalculation. We escaped the Norsemen using one of their boats.”

“We?”

“Yes, four others ... no, three others were with me. Were there no other men on the boat? I remember Drogo speaking to me while I was ill, the rest is confused.”

“You were alone when I found you, nor were there any corpses. The boat lacked a sail and oars. You must have drifted for days.”

“I remember the boat. But if the other men were not there, how did you get me from the boat into this cave. You’re not a big woman, Greta. Alone, you couldn’t roll me far enough to change the straw I slept on. If Drogo and Bregga did not finish the journey with me, how did you get me to this cave?”

“I walked to the village and found two men to move you.”

“How far to the village?”

“Five miles south. Not far.”

“And they came five miles to help me, a stranger? Or were they your friends, helping you?”

“Not my friends. None in the village befriend me, but the men came because they wanted the boat. I threatened to burn it before they could find it if they didn’t help, and I would not tell them its location until they promised to carry you to my cave. They would have killed you as a Dane had I not told them you were my cousin from the island of Medcaut and the victim of a Norse attack. Lots of herbs in Medcaut, so they believed me. We made a bargain—a fair trade, I thought—but they also took your armor and weapons despite my protest. Others might be less friendly concerning your arrival, so a day later, I told them you died.”

“Where are my clothes?”

“What they left you is fit only for rags, else they would have taken those too. I may be able to patch together something for you to wear, but I will have to trade for more cloth from the village. To deal with the village, I trade herbs because they give away nothing and otherwise keep their distance. When they trade with me, they have no enthusiasm, but trade they do because I know herbs and remedies better than anyone else hereabouts.”

“And you?” Roger asked.

“Me?”

“Why did you do all this for me? Good Samaritan? Christian duty?”

“Like those from the village, I exchange this for that. I care for you now so that you can repay me later.”

“How? If you need a strong arm, you must wait until I recover. I have nothing else, not even clothes.”

“Clothes are just in my way while you recover. It’s trouble enough removing soiled straw without having to dress and undress you. While you sleep each day, I gather medicinal herbs. Soon, I’ll have enough to trade for cloth, and then I’ll finish your tunic. By then, you should be well enough that you can wash yourself. As for payment, I will add the clothes to your accounting. Do not worry, you will not leave naked.”

“What would be a fair price for my life?”

She did not answer.

After the silence grew too heavy, Roger called her name. “Greta?”

“Yes, Rogue.”

“I’m naked as a newborn.” He wished he could see her face, her eyes. He didn’t know how much longer he could abide the darkness. He needed light. “I have no means to pay you, and should I die, you will have no recompense for all your effort.”

“Then don’t die. So long as you live, you have the means to repay me. When the time is ripe, I trust you will not withhold from me what is just. One life repays another. Now, let me help you back to your pallet.”

Roger hesitated when she wedged her way under his arm to offer support. A life for a life? Had someone wronged her? Did she expect him to murder for her? Surely there were courts and justice in this foreign land. He was a soldier who had fought for God, Emperor, and Country. He had fought and killed to defend himself, but he had never plotted to kill a man for vengeance. 

§§

Roger turned left at the second sharp bend in the passage, and harsh light filtered through the cave entrance. With his hand against the wall, he took short steps to be sure he didn’t falter so close to his goal: escape from darkness.

When he emerged from the cave, Roger squinted and averted his eyes. The morning sun had already ascended five fists above the sea, and its light was too bright, too painful for him to take in the landscape. Holding the blanket close around his shoulders, he let go the rocky cave entrance and blundered a few steps onto the steep path leading to the beach. The path was well-worn and smooth, winding among a dozen storm-warped oaks along the rocky hillside down to the treeless, sandy beach. He was too far from the beach to hear crashing waves against the shore, but he didn’t mind—smelling the salt mist was more than enough.

He paused under the shade of the nearest oak to absorb the landscape. From this distance, the ocean appeared calm and resolute, able to carve away the shore, but willing to bide its time in doing so.

Greta claimed that a village perched on an estuary five miles south of here, however a small brook cascaded fresh water from the escarpment to the sea only a few hundred yards north. Roger hesitated. The thought of immersing himself in fresh water, however cold, appealed to him—but if he lacked the strength to trek a few hundred yards down to the beach, then how much more difficult would it be to climb back up to the cave entrance much less to traverse the steeper path to the top of the escarpment?

With his eyes better adjusted to the sun, he shielded them by placing his hand to his forehead. He couldn’t see the bottom of the fresh water waterfall from here, only the crude roof of a hut a quarter mile up the beach. Smoke rose from near the hut suggesting someone cooked or boiled water because with a summer breeze from the southwest, the pleasant day demanded no fire to provide warmth. 

Whoever cooked at the hut was not Greta. She had walked to the village to trade for cloth. With her gone, Roger had taken the opportunity to slip from the dark confines of the cave into the light. No, that cottage was home to someone else. Strange. Greta had given the impression that except for her no one lived within miles of the cave, yet here was someone a short walk away.

Roger hesitated. A short walk? Only a quarter mile. Well, probably not today. Not until he recovered more strength. 

He examined the wound on his left arm. Much of the hard red swelling had passed, but the wound never properly closed. When it finally healed, the scar would be large. He gently traced the protruding edges of the ragged wound. Stitching would do little good now, but whatever Greta put in her poultices had absorbed most of the fever from his arm. The wound now looked like it might heal, rather than fester and mortify.

The blow to his head was a different matter. The skin had quickly healed, and Roger no longer detected tenderness when he touched his scalp. However, he had trouble staying alert, and sometimes he felt dizzy or confused.  Drogo once suffered a heavy blow to the head, and it had taken months for all his symptoms to abate. Roger had seen a few men who never came back to themselves after severe head trauma. He had heard rumors that a man with such injuries might have a hole scraped into their skulls to drain the toxic humors from his brain, but that had to be done soon after the injury to help. Too much time had passed for Roger. Any remaining bad humors in his head must seek their own release.

A passing touch of lightheadedness clouded his vision. Unable to see clearly, he patiently waited until the dizziness abated. Enough for today. The path was steep and rocky. He had no desire to fall among the stones. Time to return to his bed.

With clearer eyes, he took small steps back into the cave. Although the waiting darkness suggested rest, he yearned to spend more time in the sunlight. Surely, he could only get better with exercise in the warmth of sun rather than linger in the chill of the cave’s darkness. 

Tonight, he would suggest to Greta that he take an outing tomorrow. She need not know that he had wandered from the cave today. She would only grouch. Roger liked her much better when she laughed.

§§

Roger licked the last of the porridge from the bowl. Was that a bit of fish in the flavor? He would love to have some whole chunks of fresh meat, but Greta was no hunter and had nothing to barter for meat. He suspected that she sometimes netted fish or found mussels on the beach. She often included herbs and roots in her cooking, but seldom meat except to flavor.

He belched his appreciation of the meal. “You haven’t said much tonight.” He wished he could read her face in the darkness. What did she look like?

“You’ve been sitting up long enough.” Her voice quavered. She sounded hesitant, almost unsure of herself. “Lie down on your pallet.”

“I feel much stronger, today.”

“I know, but lie down.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Roger wasn’t tired of arguing yet, but so far she had not agreed to take him on a walk outside the cave tomorrow, and so he sought to win her permission with cooperation. He lay back on the straw bedding. “Did you get what you needed in the village?”

“Yes. Now, I have enough cloth to finish your tunic.”

“No trousers?”

“I am no great seamstress. The tunic will be long enough for modesty’s sake. Give me your blanket. Time for a bath.”

“I had a bath two days ago. Besides, I’m well enough to bath myself.” He refrained from saying how he yearned to immerse himself in a giant tank of warm water until only his face protruded above the surface.

“Enough. I’ll bath you daily if it pleases me. Besides, the woman who traded me the cloth gave me a small ball of soap for a few extra herbs—a more pleasant smell than you. The water is already heating outside the cave.”

“How will a bath—”

“Don’t argue. I want to discuss how you are to repay me. You should be relaxed to hear what I want.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He rolled up the blanket to make a pillow, which he stuffed beneath his head. How would he refuse her if she demanded that he murder? “Bathe away.”

“Let me get the hot water. Try relaxing while you wait. The evening out is pleasant.”

“Speaking of evenings out—”

“Hush.”

She returned a few minutes later, carefully placing the pot of hot water near Roger. The sound of water splashing accompanied the blossoming smell of harsh soap. Deft hands rubbed the soapy mixture onto his neck and chest.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Another pot of clean water heats to rinse away the soap. After that, I have fresh straw for the bed.”

She shifted attention from his stomach to his calves and worked her way up his thighs. That was different. Usually, she simply worked top to bottom from his face down to his feet. 

Her hand brushed against his bollocks and paused. Then rather than wash, she fondled them before griping his tarse. When she had washed his privates before, she was all business, but now she shyly explored him.

Was this what she wanted in payment? Payment? Why he would gladly gift her this moment and happily remain in her debt. He worried whether he had the stamina to completely provide for her wishes.

She pulled back. Perhaps he was mistaken. Then, he heard the rustle of her dress being pulled over her head. In a moment, she was back at his groin with more determination. Roger’s tarse grew with his enthusiasm. 

“Yes, yes,” she whispered and stroked him when he responded. “‘Tis a fine weapon you have.”

She straddled his thighs and her flesh melded to his. Indeed, she was naked. Her hands busied themselves at his groin.

Roger reached to caress her breast, but in the darkness, found her arm instead. He ran his hand down her arm before she could draw back.

“No,” she commanded. “Don’t touch me. Lie still. Let me do this.”

Too late. He had already touched her, and her skin felt dry and scaly, like a lizard’s. Who was this woman? What did she hide from him in the darkness? A chill surged through him. She moved to straddle his hips and attempted to guide his tarse into her, but his desire had already wilted. Suddenly, he felt drained, exhausted, and very weary.

She persisted rubbing against him groin to groin, but soon, she gave up and dismounted him. 

He was not sure what to say, but he couldn’t bring himself to an apology. “Are you upset?”

“Well,” she said. “That was unexpected, like pushing a rope uphill. Perhaps, I didn’t do it right.”

“Your arm....”

“Nae worry. Things will go better tomorrow.” She stood and slipped into her dress. “Get some rest. I’ll bring your meal before noon.”

She left the cave without further comment.

§§

Someone stumbled entering the cave. Greta never stumbled in the dark.

Old habits emerged, adrenalin surged, and Roger rolled off the straw onto sounder footing. “Who’s there?” He clasped a loose rock and immediately crept several paces to his right.

“I brought your breakfast.”

A pleasant voice, almost childish, perhaps a young girl. Roger listened to be sure the girl was alone.

“It’s so dark in here,” the girl said. “Would you rather eat outside?”

“Outside?” It could be an ambush ... but outside. The adrenalin faded, and although Roger felt suddenly weaker, his legs didn’t quiver. “Yes. Please. Outside would be good.”

He dropped the rock, felt around on the straw for his blanket, and wrapped it around his waist. When would he get something to wear?

When he approached the front of the cave, the light through the entrance outlined the figure of the girl. She wore a straight tan dress with only small breast buds disturbing the drape of the cloth from her shoulders—not quite a woman, thin but becoming womanly, and only an inch taller than Greta. Blinking against the morning sun, Roger followed her into the open.

“Just porridge and radishes.” The girl twisted a lock of her dark brown hair as if she were self-conscious. “You need to shave.”

“I keep my hair cut short.” Roger stroked his head. “Every man needs to grow a beard at some time in his life. This is my time. Who are you?”

“Mary. I live with Greta in the hut just up the beach.”

“Are you Greta’s daughter?”

“No.” Mary giggled. “I’m thirteen, and Greta is only nineteen. She took me in when my mother died while my father was gone for the war. That was two years ago. I think my father died in the war, but I’m not sure. I’ll leave your meal atop this rock.”

“Thank you. I am sorry about your mother and father.”

Greta was only nineteen? Roger had thought her older, at least his own age. Attempting to remain properly covered by the blanket, he settled between a knee-high dead juniper protruding from a crevice and the rock hosting the bowl of porridge. Barley again, but it smelled of herbs and roots.

“You’re the biggest man I’ve ever seen,” Mary said. “None in the village are even close. Are you a giant?”

“No. Others are taller than me, but not many. I’ve never seen a real giant.” 

Roger tasted the porridge. Good. The seasonings and roots that Greta blended into the thick porridge improved the flavor.

“Greta said you are strong enough to stay outside today, but she wants me to look out for you.”

“Where is Greta?”

“She’s collecting herbs to dry.”

“So, am I your job for today?”

“Partly. Further up the beach, a large bed of blue mussels lies just below the high tide line. The tide is going out, so I’ll collect a bucket for supper tonight. Uh, I guess you can come with me if you feel strong enough.”

Roger shoveled in the last few bites of porridge. “Today, milady, I feel strong enough to slay a hundred mussels. Lead on.”

When he stood too quickly, dizziness swirled his senses. He extended his hands, blundered into a nearby shrub, and waited for the vertigo to pass.

“Oh.” Mary said while his sight returned. “You lost your blanket.”

Chagrinned by his nakedness, Roger recovered the blanket from where it had caught on a juniper branch and rewrapped himself. “Do you have a cord I can use as a belt?”

“No.... Uh,” Mary hesitated as if she were not sure what to say. “Except for your forearms and neck, your skin is much fairer than mine. No shade trees grow near the mussel bed. 

“Tell me your concern outright, girl. I’m no good with female subtleties.”

“Your face will sunburn again without some protection. Your chest and back will fare even worse. Even a short time without your blanket in the summer sun could produce severe burns in tender places.” 

“You’re right. I’ve already exposed too much skin today. You gather the mussels. I’ll just walk down the path and then back. Spending the day in the shade of one of these oaks is a treat after almost a week in that cave.”

“Ten days, but you may not remember the first few.” The girl smiled and started down the path. “I will see you again in the afternoon.”

§§

Greta returned well after sunset. She invited Roger to eat a late supper out of the cave. Mary did not join them.

The moon had yet to rise, and darkness obscured Greta’s features. She sat quietly, watching the stars without comment until he finished eating. The dark contour of her face pleased Roger.

“That was a good stew, Greta,” he said. “Not much meat in a mussel, but very tasty. I like your porridge, but frankly, the meat is a welcome change.”

“The Church does not recognize mussels as meat. The broth includes onions, parsnips, and cabbage, plus assorted herbs.” 

“Where did you learn about herbs?”

“My mother taught me when I was a girl. Since she died—seven, no I guess it’s now eight years ago—I’ve learned more on my own, although I’ve poisoned myself several times attempting to find new remedies. Don’t believe anyone who tells you that if you see a deer eat something, then you can eat it too.”

“Remedies?”

“Medicines for illness. Herb teas for comfort and meditation. Roots and grasses for purgatives. Poultices. I’ve discovered many uses for sea plants and animals.”

“Careful. Some folk believe that brewing such potions is a step away from witchcraft.”

“The village people call me the sea witch except when they need my herbs, and then I’m the healer. I used to mind the hypocrisy, but I don’t anymore.”

“Surely, the church would not allow—”

“The old priest asked me not to attend church, if that is what you mean. A few times each year, he comes by to talk. Always polite and friendly, he claims to want to reassure people that I haven’t gone completely wicked, but I suspect he reassures only himself. Here. Try this tea. Very relaxing.”

“Thank you.” Roger sipped hot brew from the cup. “Hmm. Quite good.”

“You impressed Mary, today,” Greta said. “She thinks you are a red-haired giant and quite handsome.”

“Losing my blanket in her presence may have undone all that. Each day, I feel better, but if I am to be up and around, I need some trousers. The blanket offers little security.”

“Drink your tea. I told you that the best I can sew is a tunic. Tonight, I’ll finish it.”

“In the dark?” He yawned. Overhead the stars glittered, and a falling star streaked towards the horizon. Was it the evening or the tea that soothed his worries?

“I keep a few candles in my hut to use when necessary. Clothes for you are now necessary. If you’re sleepy, spread your blanket here beneath the stars. You need not sleep in the cave tonight.”

Her words seemed distant, far away. “Tonight?” He leaned towards her to better hear.

“Yes. Tonight.” 

She undid his blanket from his waist and spread it behind him. Her soft hand pushed him down onto the thin cushion.

Was the moon up? Not yet. He could see her outline, but her features vanished in a diaphanous haze of softly glowing stars. She was a lovely spirit as tenuous as a fairy. Smelling of hazel and rosemary, she floated above him without wings.

Greta stood and slipped from her dress. Thus undraped, her form brightened. Whence came the moonlight to caress her naked skin? Not from the heavens, but from a pale mist surrounding her. She kneeled and bent over him. Her breasts, pendant with promises, brushed his bare chest. As in a dream, he reached for them, but she pushed aside his hand. He did not persist, could not resist, for he was helpless and hers to command.

Her hand ran along the inside of his thigh, and he pulsed in rising excitement. She grasped his tarse to encourage him, and he gasped in pleasure.

“Yes,” she said when she straddled him. “This is as it should be. Now, my fine knight, become the powerful courser for me so that I might ride your unsheathed weapon.”

Like an accomplished equestrian, she rocked her hips against him until he could no longer distinguish where he ended and she began. Roger struggled for the words he wanted to speak, the emotion he wanted to shout, but passion swept him into the sea witch’s spell, and thus struck mute, he followed her into the maelstrom.

§§

The next morning, Roger awoke confused and halfway off his blanket. The previous night seemed too vivid to be a dream, and
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