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A Long Night

Along Newshore of the Young Sea

Ruck and Lucia shared their evening meal with Tanner and Dela, listening to their friends speak of their struggle to save their farm against the storm. While they talked, Mara and Tark ate with Tanner and Dela’s children, Calo and Fae. The children were around the same age and had always been close. 

Over the years, the families had often helped each other and always stayed in touch, but this was different. This time, when the food and talk were done, Tanner and Dela would not be taking their children to return to their own farm.

Once Tanner and Dela had finished talking about what had happened to their farm, Ruck spoke up, “Lucia and I want you to know you may stay here for as long as you need. You could claim new land to farm in three or four days upslope, but raising a fence and a roof will take longer, especially in winter. If you need to stay here until then, know that you will be welcome.”

Tanner and Dela were both grateful for the offer. 

With a tear in his eye, Tanner said, “We will help right your farm first. Then, when we have secured new land for our family to work, we will move on once we have a roof up to shelter under.”

Lucia insisted, “There is no rush, especially through winter.”  

Eventually, talk of the storm turned to other heartbreak as Ruck and Lucia shared their grim news of Kalia and Spader. 

Dela was horrified.

Tanner was appalled. He better understood the gravity of the news. In years past, he and Ruck had often seen slave caravans on the road and passed slave markets. He knew how grim such a fate could be and hard to escape. There was cruelty to be found in the transport of slaves and at market, but more so with their owners, especially in the great labouring projects being worked around Stonehaven to keep the rising sea at bay.

Before Tanner and Dela could ask anything, Ruck said, “I will be going after them. If necessary, I will track them down and buy them back from their new owners.”

Tanner had a steely look in his eyes as he observed, “If you can find them.”

Ruck agreed with a nod. “I have some information and a trail.”

“When will you leave?”

“There is still a little work to do on the farm, and I must prepare, so probably the day after tomorrow.”

Tanner asked, “Are you going with anyone?”

“By myself.”

His friend shook his head. “No, you’re not. The roads aren’t safe. I will accompany you. The two of us will be no army, but at least that means we can have a watch if we’re camping in the wilds and have each other’s backs anywhere else.”

Ruck glanced at Lucia and then back at his friend. “You already have too much to worry about after losing your family’s farm.”

Tanner would not be refused. “Ruck, you have offered my family shelter. The least I can do is help bring your own back together.”

Lucia spoke up, “Two of you on the road will be better than one. The rest of us here can look after the farm. Perhaps, while you are on the road, you can look for better land, higher up and further from the sea.”

Ruck accepted Tanner’s offer with a grateful nod. “The higher you go, the thinner the soil and the more rock and stone. That doesn’t mean there is no good land, but it is different, as is the weather.”

Lucia looked at Dela and said, “The two of us grew up farming here by the coast. We can learn how to work new soils and plant new crops if need be.”

Dela agreed. “Especially if we can find fair soils high enough that we do not have to move our farm again because of the rising sea. I watched my parents do it when I was a child and we have to do it now, but I do not want to do it again before my time is done.”

Beside her, Tanner nodded. Farming was hard work, let alone establishing a new farm. 

Listening, Ruck did not doubt Lucia felt the same way. His wife’s family had farmed by the rising waters of the Young Sea for generations, establishing new farms every time the Dragon Tide drowned their fields. Over the centuries, the family had constantly needed to adapt their crops and techniques with each move higher.

Tanner said, “We can look upslope, but also further afield. The Highlands is a sprawling plateau, and much of it is thin-soiled and bleak, but there are also high vales. I have had twenty years of farming the Newshore and as long facing the winter storms that come off the Young Sea. A plot in the Highlands would mean we and our children would never have to worry about the Dragon Tide again.”

Ruck said, “Tanner and I will learn what we can of any free land as we track down Kalia and Spader. Perhaps we will find something with promise.”

Dela and Lucia both agreed.

Tanner rose from the table as he said, “Yes! But for now, let us look at what gear we have for the road. Let’s see if we can organise ourselves enough to head off tomorrow. Every day counts. Dela and my children can help with any work that still needs to be done to the farmhouse or fields.”
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Hunting The Bone Collectors

The Blackened Peaks

The chill wind blustered around the heights of the mountain as sunset neared. The breeze wailed where it caught on the rocks below the snowline, but the sound surrounding the trail to the Sky Cave was mostly lost to the song of running water. 

And there was a lot of water. 

Here, by way of every crack, tunnel and cavern that led to one of the nursery chambers at the mountain’s heart, was where the Dragon Tide began.

Master Steen, his guards, and Spader cautiously emerged from the Sky Cave’s entrance. 

Stot pointed down the trail to where the last of the bone collectors’ heavy carts was about to disappear around the side of a ridge. A moment later, with it gone, the way was clear.

All around them were the various trickles, streams and waterfalls that were the beginning of the Dragon Tide’s never-ending flow. 

Each trickle did not seem like much by itself, but over three hundred years, across a million channels, the water had worn the huge mountain’s stone as the flow worked its way down the peaks’ flanks to meet others. They combined on the way, gathering yet more volume and power, forming much larger torrents, and building into a great roaring chorus.

Much lower, half a dozen different rivers eventually met to create a great flood of swift white water that roared off between the lesser mountains and then onto the foothills. From there, the Dragon Tide flowed through the lowlands to the sea, where it sought to drown the world.

Master Steen observed, “The bone collectors are taking the switchback trail.” 

There was only one way wide enough for their heavy carts from this height. 

Stot quietly chuckled, a dark look on his face. “They will eventually pass back below us, not too far down the slope.”

Steen wore a grim smile. “Yes, we don’t have to chase them, as they will return to us. This also gives us options for dealing with them.”

The guards looked intrigued at the possibilities. 

As the sun touched the horizon, Steen turned to Spader and said, “Go to my cart and fetch my pack. You must also bring a big piece of dragon shell and some small bone fragments.”

Spader asked, “What are you going to do?”

Steen smirked, “Burn the bastards. Now go and get what I need. Be quick!”

*
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Spader ran through the Sky Cave to its back. While heading for the cart, he also planned to check on Kalia, but was mindful he needed to be quick. He did not want to risk Master Steen’s wrath. Not today.

To his surprise, as he approached the gloomy depths of the cave, he could see his sister awake and sitting up. “Kalia!”

She looked past him, checking to see if he had been followed or was being watched. Satisfied that he was alone, she hissed, “We need to escape. How far away are
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