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The Storm

Along Newshore, the Young Sea

Mara hunkered down in the field by the beach, amongst the rows of hardy leather-leaf, where she pulled her hood close against the drizzle and rising wind. Twelve years old, she worked to harvest the crop. The knee-high plants – ready or not – needed to be pulled free, leaf, stem, tuber and all. Her mother and younger brother were also toiled. 

They knew this would be their last chance to bring the crop in before the storm hit.

She focused on her work yet tried to shield herself from the worst of the weather and sea spray, but there was no way to keep dry. Still, that was the least of her worries. What mattered was the leather-leaf plants. Anything they could not harvest by nightfall would almost certainly be lost to the storm.

If they could not get enough of the crop in before the furious heart of the tempest hit, they would not only have nothing to replant next spring but little to eat over winter.

The wind howled as it charged in off the sea. 

Mara kept her back to the rising gale, knowing the same foul weather would be raging all along the coast. She knew all their neighbours’ farms would face the same waves, whipped up on a surging swell. The body of the storm, a dark wall of billowing clouds to the east, occasionally lit by lightning, was yet to hit.

The foaming waves had already eaten the beach and swamped the sea wall to take their field’s first terrace. That had drowned a third of the family’s crop. Their neighbours, all in similar long and narrow plots that also stepped up the climbing slope, faced the same fate.

She hoped her uncle and aunty further along the coast would be safe. 

When the storm had passed, and the sea retreated, it was unlikely that even the salt-tolerant leather-leaf would grow here again. The threat was not just the salt but the Dragon Tide’s constantly rising sea level. Storm season just accelerated the process.

The world had too much water, with more each year, and was destined to drown.

From where she knelt in the mud, Mara reached for the next plant in her row to harvest, wrapping her hands around the base of its wooden stem. She straightened up from her knees and slowly leaned back as her father had long ago shown her. To do so, letting her weight and the motion do the work, she levered the plant free of the sodden soil.

Mara gave it a shake to remove the worst of the dirt and then dropped the plant, with its thick and wide leaves, dangling tuber, and trailing roots, into her basket before she turned to look out to sea.

Black clouds roiled tall, showing off the heart of the storm that would soon hit. Distant lightning flashed, but the sound of thunder was lost to the wind. Amongst the sea spray and drizzle, fatter drops also now fell, but the tempest’s heaviest rain would not reach them until well after sunset. That meant they did not have long left to work.

Her brother, Tark, was in the row beside her. Just a young boy, he struggled to pull some of the bigger plants free, but he did not complain. 

Their mother just kept working. She was doing the next row on, pulling leather-leaf while also taking it, in turn, to check on the rising seas, her children’s progress, and pulling every third plant in her ten-year-old son’s row out herself so he could keep up with them.

With winter nearing, they had all expected the storms to arrive soon, but they had hoped to have another few weeks. Especially as they were down three sets of hands for harvest this year. Hands that should have been back at least two weeks ago.

Mara glanced up the slope, past the next terrace, and beyond their small farmhouse. The western sky was mostly overcast yet held some daylight where the half-hidden sun headed for the horizon. To glimpse the day’s golden hue was uplifting, but she did not see what she had hoped.

Her father returning with her two older siblings.

Saddened, Mara whispered a prayer to the fire god, “Alinta, please bring my father, brother and sister home!” 

She had no idea why the other half of the family had not returned but knew they were desperately needed. Without them, the crop was not only in danger but also the farm, which meant the family’s chances of surviving the coming winter.

The wind blustered harder, the howling becoming a ragged roar. The gale grabbed foam from the crashing waves on the lowest terrace to plaster it up the field over the family like snow. 

Their mother pulled up another leather-leaf plant and dropped it into her basket. She stood up and cried out to her children, “That will do!”

Tark was already leaning back to free his next plant but struggled against its roots. The soil lifted but was not giving way. Foam blasted past him, some catching on his clothes and hood, but he stubbornly ignored it as he tried to complete his labour.

Mara could hear him growling at the leather-leaf as he pulled harder.

Their mother strode across, lifting a hand to shield her eyes from the growing blizzard of foam that flew past. She went to Tark, stepped behind him, and then put a well-practised hand on his shoulder to firmly pull him back and add to his weight.

The crashing waves sounded closer.

Tark’s leather-leaf came free, although half of it was smothered in foam.

A heavy spray of salt water surged up and hit them cold and hard, drawing cries of surprise from all of them. 

Mara turned to look, realising that it had not been rain.

As she did, foaming water surged in around where she knelt. 

The rising sea, not satisfied with the lower terrace, had rushed into the one where they worked.

Out to sea, the water churned in a heaving mess of cresting waves, spray and foam. Over the chaos descended a deepening veil of pounding rain. She could not see anything else, not even the distant line of the tower islands. 

The storm’s full fury would not hit until tonight, but she could see why her mother had decided it was time to take shelter.

Nearby, Tark added his last leather-leaf to his basket and picked up his gear. Their mother had already gone to collect her own harvest. Mara reached for her basket and got up, sloshing around in the mud and retreating wave. The water would not be gone for long; already, another wave thunderously crashed on the submerged lower terrace.

Her mother called, “Come, time to go!”

Mara nodded and followed as the next wave surged in. 

The three of them took the stone stairs up to the final terrace and then headed through the leather-leaf and back to the farmhouse above.

Behind them, wave after wave crashed over the first terrace and then surged into the second to pound what was left. Seafoam already smothered the highest part of the crop.

As they retreated, they wondered if they would lose that to the storm, too.

The wind howled as the rain started to pelt on Mara’s back with big, fat drops. As they hurried, she heard her
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