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-

A Rude Awakening

Along Newshore of the Young Sea

Mara awoke to the sound of a distant cry. It was a woman’s voice; the sound a horrified call for help. Mara had dosed off while her mother sat the last of their watch, but now they were both rising and rushing for the barred door.

Sunrise was almost upon them, the growing predawn light showing through the gap under the door.

Lucia and Mara pulled the crates away from behind the door, where they had put them to block it closed as Calo and Dela raced from their beds. Calo helped with the crates while Dela lifted the bar. By the time the door was open, Fae and Tark were also up.

Outside, one of their neighbours hurried past, heading along the road in the direction from where the cry had come.

The call faded into sobbing. 

Lucia called out to Lil, the neighbour, “What’s happened?”

Lil answered, “There’s a crowd at Aker’s. I don’t know why!”
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Not long later, Lucia, Mara and Calo went down to see what the commotion was, although the worst of it seemed to have passed. Dela offered to get some porridge and tea going so they could get the day’s chores underway. Tark and Fae stayed behind to help Dela, although Tark protested.

Mara was quiet as she and Calo followed her mother along the road. They could see a growing knot of people at Aker’s farmhouse. His sister was there, she was standing outside and crying while being comforted.

As they neared, a local farmer left the group and was shaking his head. He came past them on the road, heading back to his own property. 

Lucia asked, “Greene, what’s happened?”

“Aker’s missing. His sister went to take him some freshly baked bread but found the door had been forced in. There’s a great mess inside and no sign of him at all. It doesn’t look good.”

Mara gasped.

Lucia asked Greene, “Where are you going?”

The man was in a hurry, “I need to check on my older sister. She’s widowed. She’s not too far away along the coast but was due here yesterday yet never arrived.”

Lucia reassured him, “I’m sure she’ll be alright.”

He gave a nod and turned away as he kept going. As he did, he said, “She was coming to stay because one of her neighbours went missing a week ago. She’s scared to be alone. I’ll borrow one of Farmer Manns’ horses if he’ll let me.”

Lucia looked to Calo and Mara, and then turned back to Aker’s farm. “Come on. Let’s have a look and then get back home.”
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The crowd was still growing as Aker’s sister was comforted by friends. All the while, she muttered, “Where could he be? I always thought the stubborn fool would be lost to the sea, not taken in the night while under his own roof!”

Lucia, Mara and Calo did not go inside the small farmhouse. They did not need to. From the open doorway, they could see that the place was a mess. Furniture was scattered, and the door had been forced in.

Stepping back, Lucia was grim as she said, “I’ve seen enough.”

Calo asked, “Should we check the rest of the farm?”

Lucia agreed.

Warily, they took the path down the side of the house, past the open tray cart and the herb garden, and then through the weed-filled field. There was no sign of Aker. As they neared the terrace wall over the beach, their fears grew with each step. 

When they reached the wall, they looked down on Aker’s tied boat and the sand. 

There were prints there. Lots of them.

At least six of the greyheads had been ashore.

Lucia cursed under her breath and said, “We must get home! It’s time we prepare to leave!”
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-

On The Mountain Road

The Grey Sea

Steen and his guards travelled along the shore of the Grey Sea for most of the day. They found the air clear, although they could see a haze of smoke rising from smouldering fires over the great forests to the southeast. None of them spoke much, lost in their thoughts.

Grindly pondered how lucky he was that it had not been him sent into the mountain. 

Stot considered if his current employment was worth the risk. After all, he had originally been hired to watch over Steen’s shop and compound, not escort and oversee bone collectors. 

Steen could only ponder how long it might take to buy and train new slaves. He would need one ready to go before spring when his stocks of fire starters would run low. Steen expected they’d also be able to salvage some of the material from the destroyed carts of the other bone collectors that now lay scattered down the mountainside. There had been a lot of it. That salvage could keep his shop going for perhaps a season by itself, maybe more. 

For Master Steen, the trip had not all been bad. He did not always go on the bone-collecting journeys, as Stot could lead and provide the motivation needed to work the slaves, but he had gone this time as Spader and Kalia would be there together. The older sibling had been supposed to retry the tunnels as she should have been mostly recovered. The fact the two siblings would be there together meant he needed to be present in case they tried to escape. 

He preferred to get siblings when he bought slaves. That way, he could send one to do the bone collecting and use the other not just for labour back at Barterington but as a hostage to ensure the first did not flee.

Regardless of the outcome of their latest run to the mountain, he was glad he had been there. For one thing, he had learned that other bone collectors, more mercenary and better organised than his own efforts, had tried to work the mountain. He would have to look into that, but he could already guess that the caravan of heavy carts had come out of Stonehaven.

Stonehaven was ten times the size of Barterington. There were many merchants who based themselves there with wide-ranging interests. Some of them conducted business all across the lands between the Stone Shores and the Young Sea. 

To discover the caravan was something worth learning, just as it had been satisfying to kill the rival bone collectors. 

He had enjoyed using his dracomancy. The magic was rough and dangerous, so something he did not practice in Barterington due to its side effects. However, he would never know what those same side effects would have been on Spader, not now that he had lost the slave. There were always side effects, varied and unpredictable. They were rarely easy to anticipate or negate. 

Some people he had practiced his dracomancy upon had lost their minds. He supposed it was caused by their exposure to the thinking of dragons, which was somehow held in the essence of the oils he used. Others just lost themselves to the wind once they took flight and discovered that freedom. Of course, the magic always wore off; the stronger and more obvious parts quite quickly, such as the ability to fly itself, but other subtler effects could take days to fade away.

Dracomancy was a dangerous business.
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