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An Unpleasant Find

Along Newshore of the Young Sea

Calo and Tark rowed under the afternoon sun as Fae and Mara also sat in the boat, them making their way out to the island from the beach. The ruined tower rose into the blue sky over the low swell. All of them, except Mara, were excited.

Mara looked over the side of the boat, noting that the water only grew deeper, the seabed below a mostly barren place of sand and occasional rocks. She saw a long shadow, which, she figured, was the remains of an old terrace wall. It might have also been part of a lost building.

Meanwhile, they approached the rocky islet the old tower was perched upon 

Fae was excited, moving forward as far as she could, hanging over the front of the boat.

Calo was behind her, rowing with an oar on his side of the boat. He was watching her but also fascinated by the tower as they closed on the ruin.

Tark sat beside Fae on the other side of the boat. The ten-year-old got in two eager strokes to every one Calo did, but fortunately, the fourteen-year-old’s were twice as strong.

Mara tried to relax, watching the water, but she could not help but feel that she would not be comfortable until she got back to shore.

The tower did not have much of its original height left, and the island was just the top of a small hill yet to succumb to the Dragon Tide. In places, there were only a few paces of land between the ruin’s stone and where the waves broke on the islet’s rocky shore.

Fae said, “Maybe there will be salvage?”

Tark cried out, “I hope so! I want to find gold!”

Calo laughed. 

Mara sat tight and waited for their adventure to be over.

She looked over the boat’s side again and saw the seafloor rising as they closed on the isle. Beneath them lay the slope of the hill the Dragon tide had drowned.

If she had not been so tense, it would have been fascinating.

Then, with only a dozen paces left to go, Fae screwed up her nose and asked, “What is that smell?”

Tark said, “That’s foul! It’s like rotting fish!”

Calo kept rowing, but his gaze narrowed as he looked over what he could see of the island. “Something’s dead there. It’s probably just fish washed up on the shore.”

The stink came strong and thick to Mara. After a moment, she said, “Maybe we should go back.”

Calo turned to her, his brow furrowed as he considered her words. “It’s probably just something that’s washed up on the beach during the storm, something that’s been lying to ripen and rot for the last few days under the sun.”

She knew he was most likely right.

Fae and Tark’s excitement faded. Nonetheless, their boat was heading for a small sandy landing. 

And then, after just a few heartbeats, the boat reached the shore. 

Fae and Tark jumped out. Calo followed and pulled the boat up so it would not drift away. He then held out a hand to Mara, who was still sitting there. “Come on, let’s have a quick look and then go back to the farm.”

Mara took his offered hand, stood up, and then stepped onto the beach. As she did, he looked into her eyes. She was surprised by the thoughtfulness of his words and the change in his manner. 

Quietly, she said, “Do you think this is dangerous?”

He shook his head as Fae and Tark took a worn path up to the entry of the ruined tower. “No, something’s dead on the island, but it’s probably just fish or a seal. Let’s have a look and then go.”

She gave a nod and then turned to follow Fae and Tark.

The smell only got stronger. There was nothing obvious on the shore responsible for it.

Mara called out, “Be careful.”

Fae and Tark had already reached the ancient doorway and disappeared inside.

A moment later, Fae screamed.

*
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Only two levels of the tower’s wall were standing. Anything above that had collapsed, mostly falling into the structure, although a good-sized spill of stone lay scattered down one side of the island and into the shallows.

Mara ran up the path to the doorway, racing after hearing Fae scream. 

Calo was right behind her. 

She hurried through the entry and into a round room full of rubble that was open to the sky. Rising stairs climbed around the wall, heading for the level that had been above. The floor for that was long gone, even if the stairs continued along what remained of the broken wall. 

Fae and Tark stood near the base of the stairs. The rubble from above lay there, filling half of the room. Tark was in front of Fae, looking at something crushed under the fallen stones. 

The stench of death grew stronger. 

Despite the stink, Mara went forward and asked, “What is it?”

Fae just nodded but stared at what Tark was reaching forward to touch.

Mara could see something. A grey and white body. The spoiling thing half crushed under a great spill of rubble that looked to have come down in the recent storm. The body stank not just of death but also spoiled fish.

Calo followed Mara, seeing that there was no immediate threat.

Fae stood frozen.

Mara and Calo reached them just as Tark was about to touch the body.

Mara hissed, “Tark! Leave it!”

Her younger brother stopped and then pulled his hand back. “It’s not going to hurt us, it’s dead!”

She stared at it, her mind fixing on the word it. 

Calo cursed beside her.

The body was not human but similar in form. While the lower part and torso were crushed under the fallen stones, one arm and its head were free. The muscled arm was grey and white, as well as finned, and its head was not that of a man but of a toothed greyhead.

Fae began to shiver. 

Calo put a hand to her shoulder and said, “We need to go.”

Tark said, “Why, it’s dead?”

Mara felt deeply unsettled by what she saw. She did not know why as she had never heard of such a creature, something that looked like a cross between a toothed greyhead shark and a muscular man. She could not help but think of her dream of something large in the water, attacking her from the shallows, and also of the strange horns she had heard last night. 

Calo was pulling his little sister back now.

Tark began to talk, trying to convince them to stay.

Mara would not have it. She hissed, “Tark, let’s go!” And then she lunged forward, grabbed his arm, and pulled him away.

In moments, they were out of the ruined tower. A few more, and they were on the beach as Calo pushed the boat off the shore and urged them all to board. And then they were on their way, Mara and Calo with oars each, while Fae trembled in the front and Tark stared back at the broken tower.
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Leaving The High Pass

The Blackened Peaks

Stot drove the cart out of the high pass to take a winding road down between the range’s lesser peaks. Along the way, a great river roared beside them, the water raging white and furious. The flow was from the Dragon Tide, one of many rivers that came down off the mountain. All but one of the flows sought the foothills, carving through them before eventually joining together in the lowlands. 

The river that did not visit the lowlands mercifully flowed north. There, the water, hemmed in by the Blackened Peaks, the Highlands, and the Snowy Ranges, had spent three hundred years flooding and freezing across the endless Grey Tundra.

The drumming chorus from the river of the high pass was a constant roar. The great rush of water was known as the Dragon’s Flow, but in the lowlands, after it combined with most of the others at Black Lake, the great rush of water was simply called The Flood until it reached the Young Sea.

Steen put his hand into his shirt and touched the silver charm hanging around his neck. Concentrating, he repeated some arcane words and sensed what he could of the other paired charms. There were two behind him. 

He could feel them. They were still behind him and his guards, back under the mountain’s peak. 

After hearing Bae attacked, Steen had assumed that his escaped slaves had suffered the same fate. That meant he did
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