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An Empty Road

Along Newshore of the Young Sea

Lucia and Dela sat out the front of the farmhouse as the sun set in the west, colouring the scattered clouds streaked across the sky. They were both quiet as they contemplated the empty road in front of them, and that their husbands had gone and followed. As they did, each with a mug of herbal tea in hand, they could see the last signs of the day’s work ending on the other farms that sided the road and covered the slope, carpeting the subtle rise with their terraced fields. 

Dela said, “They should reach The Crossroads tomorrow night.”

“Yes, and then Risdon in three days.”

Dela did not say anything for a moment, but then spoke with a tremor in her voice, “Thank you so much for sharing your home.”

Lucia turned to her. “You would do the same for us.” She then took a sip of her tea and added, “Besides, let us put all our hopes and thanks into Ruck and Tanner keeping safe and returning with Kalia and Spader.”

Dela briskly nodded, her worries showing. 

*
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On the other side of the farmhouse, down the slope at the bottom of the two terraced fields, Mara and Tark sat with Calo and Fae. They were lined up along the top of the wall above the new beach the storm had left. The two sets of siblings, a pair of thirteen years olds and younger tens, looked out to sea. They all had hand lines cast out into the water, seeing if they could catch anything in the slowly fading daylight.

Quietly, they talked as they fished. 

Tark pointed at the shallows, where low waves rolled in. “That was where we found it. A gold wire studded with tiny diamonds, and it all woven through silk. The silk broke up in the water as Father pulled it free. He said it came from an old drowned merchant’s townhouse.”

Mara quietly chuckled. “Tark, he said it might have. We can’t really know, especially when some of the neighbouring farms fell into the sea during the storm. It’s more likely it came from around here than a three-hundred-year-old merchant’s home.”

Tark shrugged but was annoyed to be corrected.

Fae sat next to Tark, listening while she watched her line. The sun sunk behind the farmhouse at their backs while the moon rose out to sea in front of them.

Calo checked his line as he said, “Our father pulled a small chest from the shallows once. It held a little gold, and had washed up after a storm.”

Fae grinned at the memory.

Mara asked, “What happened to it? Did you lose it when the farmhouse collapsed?”

“We don’t have the chest, but I know they have the coins that were there. We will use it to help claim new land and set up a new farm.”

Tark sighed, “I don’t like the talk about the Highlands. It’s supposed to be cold up there.”

Mara said, “Yes, but it’s far away from the Dragon Tide and the sea. We will never have to worry about the rising waters again.”

Tark was about to answer when a loud splash sounded from out in front of them.

They all froze, looking out, clutching their fishing lines.

After a long moment, Calo asked, “Did anyone get a bite?”

Fae was shaking her head.

Tark said, “No.”

Mara asked, “Did anyone see that?”

“See what?” Calo queried.

“Out by the tower isle. I saw a dark shape. I guess it looked like a big fish that had jumped out of the water.”

They all gazed out to search the waters around the small rocky isle.

Calo said, “I can see a big circle of ripples, but nothing else. Did you say you saw a fish?”

“Yeah, well, I saw some movement. I guess it looked like it jumped out of the water right by the tower’s shore. It was just a flash. It looked like a shadow. I don’t really know what I saw.”

Calo stood up and looked out, seeking any fresh sign of the fish or whatever it was. As he did, he started to bring in his line. After a moment, he said, “Let’s head in. There are no fish out there that we want to catch, and it’s getting cold.”

The temperature was dropping. The weak breeze had also faded to nothing. 

No one argued with Calo. Instead, they got up and brought in their own lines. 

Mara said, “There will be fog tonight.”

Calo kept his eyes on the sea, as did Fae. He said, “All the more reason to get inside. We can come back at sunrise and try our luck again.”

Fae was looking out at the tower when she said, “That ruin is creepy.”

Tark laughed. “Before I was born, Kalia and Spader used to be able to wade out to it. When they were little, the water around it only came up to their bellies, and our father would take them there.”

They all looked at the ruin and small rocky isle it sat upon. It was in silhouette now, with the moon to the side. A moment later, a dark shape flashed from the rocks of the island into the sea. There was another big splash.

Fae screamed.

Calo cursed, “Back to the farmhouse!” He and Fae began running along the terrace wall and then raced up the path.

Mara and Tark hurriedly followed, but both of them also tried to see what they could of what had disturbed the water, yet there was nothing but ripples.
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Steen

The Blackened Peaks

Steen and his guards looked down the mountain slope and watched the carts burn. The bone collectors were dead and scattered. The trail was a mess of tumbled rock, broken bodies and smouldering ruin. 

Some of the bone collectors, along with one of their carts, had left the trail and rolled down the mountainside. They had been forced off by the rain of rocks the guards had sent down. The panic in their efforts to dodge the rocks and the flaring blaze consuming the lead cart fuelled by Steen’s magic had doomed them. 

For Master Steen, the attack had not just been successful but immensely satisfying. He had long studied the ways of dracomancy, but rarely had time to apply his dark knowledge as the potions were all toxic in their own ways. On top of that, the destruction of the bone collectors would ensure whoever they worked for, would not be quick to send another effort to pilfer one of the last and hardest bone mines. 

No! The treasure of Dracua Carnu was his!

Many of the more easily plundered dragon graveyards had already been emptied of their bones. That meant that those in the business of supplying firestarters had to look to the most inaccessible dragon peaks. 

Steen liked it that way.

The path here was ominous, as it was where the curse of the Dragon Tide had been called down. People considered it haunted. 

Besides, the limited nature of the supply of dragon bones, scales, talons, teeth, and eggshells pushed the price up. And that enriched him.

Stot spoke up and said, “Master, we’ve seen one cart and at least four of their people tumble down the slope. I would suggest that we go after them to make sure they are dead.”

Steen pursed his lips. It would be best if none returned to wherever they were supposed to deliver their haul. The question of what had happened to them and the mystery of their fates would discourage others. “The cart that went over was burning, as was at least one of the collectors. I imagine the others will have broken bones. Take Grindly down and dispatch any survivors you find. Bae and I will return to the camp and send Spader back into the Graves for one last haul.”

Stot nodded.

Master Steen continued, “When you are done, come back to the Sky Cave and post a watch. We’ll get some rest overnight and then head off at dawn. On the way, we can check over their carts for any worthwhile salvage.”

Stot dipped his head and turned to the other guards, who were both admiring their ruinous handiwork down the mountainside. “Bae, go with Master Steen. Grindly, we’ll take the trail down and ensure no one survived.”

Steen turned from the slope and looked along the trail and the ledge outside the Sky Cave. He had expected to see Spader slumped somewhere, sleeping off the effects of
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