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-

Tea

Along Newshore of the Young Sea

As the night drew on, Tark and Mara went back to bed. They were comforted that at least their father was home, even if their siblings had not returned with him. The easing wail of the storm’s winds helped them sleep. It seemed the worst had passed.

Ruck sat at the table with Lucia, both of them nursing mugs of herbal tea. He was exhausted but finally warm and dry. With the children now slumbering, their parents’ conversation took a sombre turn. 

He spoke in a voice softened by sadness and weakened by fatigue, “I do not know what to say, as the truth seems too grim.”

Lucia reached across and put her hands in his own. “Ruck, tell me what you know. Where are Spader and Kalia, and tell me nothing but the truth.”

He would not hide what he knew now that the children were asleep. “My brother is dead. That is what I know for certain.”

Lucia gasped to hear it but tried to quieten herself, not wanting to wake Tark and Mara. After a moment, she asked, “Tover? Do you know what happened?”

Ruck nodded. “Tover was killed by someone he owed money to, someone important. It seems he owed too much coin and was never going to be able to repay it all.”

She was stunned to hear it. “He was wealthy!” She stopped herself, and then said, “Well, compared to us, at least! He had a home in Risdon above his workshop. What happened to him and our children?”

He slowly shook his head. “What he did not drink away, he gambled, and then he borrowed deeply and drank and gambled still more.”

Lucia found it hard to fathom, but she could not doubt her husband. 

Ruck continued, “He had always liked to bet and drink. When he lost his wife, he seemed to lose himself to his vices.”

She asked, “And what of Spader and Kalia? What happened to them?”

“I spent my time in Risdon asking anyone I could about what had befallen Tover. Most of his neighbours shied away, too scared to say. His home was empty but ransacked, as had been his workshop.” He paused for a moment to take a sip of his tea and then said, “Finally, one of his neighbours, an older woman, Canna, took pity on me and told me what she knew.”

“What did she say?”

“She said the man Tover owed money to had come with others to demand payment. She said it was not the first time they had visited, telling me they had been at the house only a few days before I had arrived with our children. She told me Kalia and Spader never got to start their apprenticeships.”

Lucia sighed, lifting a hand in horror to her mouth. “You delivered them to him three seasons ago! Spader should have been learning his craft as a blacksmith with your brother’s friend and Kalia on her way to becoming a silversmith in Tover’s own workshop!”

Ruck continued, “Old Canna said that when the men came back seeking payment the final time, Tover offered to clear his debt by selling our children. Being next door, she overheard the whole thing.”

Lucia could not help but cry out. She stifled her grief, but it had been loud enough that both of them turned to check to see if the children had stirred.

Neither Tark or Mara moved.

Seeing she had not disturbed them, Lucia asked, “But you said Tover was killed, so what happened?”

“Old Canna said the men had shown interest in the deal but still wanted what coin they could get from Tover and to take his tools and stocks from his workshop. Tover had argued with them, saying our children were enough. In the end, the men grew tired of my brother’s haggling and took Spader and Kalia anyway before cutting Tover’s throat.”

Lucia choked at the last part. With tears in her eyes, she asked, “If Spader and Kalia have been taken into slavery, I hate to think what they have been made to do...” her words then trailed off before she gathered the courage to voice her greatest fear, “...or if they still live!”

Ruck nodded, squeezing her hands. “Lucia, my dear wife, I have more. I have been told they are alive.”

His words reassured her, but they only bore new questions. 

She asked, “Where are they? What are they doing? Can we get them back?”

Ruck was pleased to see he had given his wife hope, although he knew the effort required to get Spader and Kalia back would be testing. Clearing his throat, he said, “Let us set the farm right tomorrow. Once we have fixed what the storm has done to our fields and roof, we will fetch them.”

“So, you know where they are?”

“I know who they have been sold to.”

“Who?”

“A slaver who leads regular caravans between Risdon and Stonehaven, by way of Barterington and the high vales of the Blackened Peaks.”

She had heard of those places, although the mention of the Blackened Peaks sent a shiver down her spine.

He then said, “We will find him.”

She agreed, and then asked, “How can we free them?”

“The slaver will have many guards, so we will probably have to buy them.”

“Buy them? We are farmers! How can we afford to buy them back, even if they are our own?”

“I spent the last ten days walking along the Stone Road thinking about it.”

“And?”

He gave a guarded smile. “I have a plan.”

Lucia’s eyes flared with hope as she leaned forward and whispered, “I want my family back!” 

Ruck nodded as he said, “Yes. Mara was right; we belong together.”
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The Tunnel

The Blackened Peaks

Spader took a deep breath and a moment to rest. 

He did not know what had happened back at the nursery chamber. The chaos had started with a burst of screams and calls of warning and then a deep and rumbling roar. A thunderous crash followed. Then, most of the noise had stopped, aside from the tumble, click, and clack of what sounded to be falling stones. 

A heartbeat later, as Spader had fled, a strong wind blasted up the tunnel thick with dust. 

He did not stop.

The air then grew heavy with the stink of bones as the spreading haze billowed around him to dull his night vision.

Spader had cursed, half blinded, and forced to slow. This would not help his journey back. Still, he had little choice. He had to return to Kalia and Master Steen before the black water and its effects left his sight. 

Besides, turning back to see what had happened at the nursery seemed a bad idea. Well, at least until the dust had settled.

He forced himself to focus on the path ahead - or what he could see of it. Yet, as he continued, he could not help but wonder what had befallen the bone collectors.

Had they disturbed a dragon spirit with all their careless light and brazen noise? 

Might they have attracted some other danger lurking under the mountain?

Or perhaps something dangerous but mundane had happened?

He wanted to know, yet his night vision was not only struggling with the dust but also beginning to fail. Even now, as he followed the winding and tight tunnel back to Kalia and Master Steen as fast as he dared, he could sense the potion’s effects waning. 

Under the mountain was no place to be trapped, not when blind.

With time running out, he redoubled his efforts. 

***
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Spader made his way along the rugged tunnel, mainly walking, sometimes crawling, and even squeezing through narrow gaps in the mountain’s rock. Most of the path ran gradually uphill, the air slowly growing cooler and clearer. That was a relief, as it was a sign he was nearing the end of his trek, where the broken passage met what Master Steen called the Sky Cave. 

The Sky Cave was a great cavern a third of the way down from the top of the mountain’s snow-capped peak. The cave opened directly onto the wider world. Steen said it was where the dragons had once landed after flying amongst the clouds before making their way down to the nursery chamber and the other great caverns at the heart of the Dracua Carnu. 

Steen had also said there was once a major passage from there leading into the mountain, but it had collapsed either during the Dragon Wars or in the years since. The peak held many signs of slips and great fractures, including the break that made his own path so challenging. That fracture was only just
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