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Dusk

Along Newshore of the Young Sea

The sun set beyond the farm’s barred door. Lucia, Dela and the four children worked quickly to move crates to block it from opening inwards and secured the shuttered windows, too. Then, as the day’s light faded and dusk took the world, they waited.

Their last look outside had been to see farmer Greene walk past with Manns’ horse as a fog rose out at sea. With the wind dead and the light dying, they could do little else but sit down to eat their stew and think about the long night that lay ahead. 

A collection of blades, including one old sword and some axes, sat at the table’s centre.

Other than that, as they ate, they listened for any hint of danger.

They did not have to wait long.

Before dusk had even settled in, the first deep call of the greyheads’ eerie horns rolled in from the waters of the Young Sea. Thankfully it was far away.

Lucia frowned while Dela hissed under her breath and looked to the door. Mara winced to hear it from where she sat beside Calo. He put his hand on top of her own. On the other side of the table, Fae cried out. Tark turned to her but, for once, was wordless.

After the initial horn call, a long silence followed.

Tark looked from Fae to Lucia and asked, “Mother, can you tell us a story of Old King Canoonan?”

Lucia could see her youngest was trying to distract Fae, but this was not the time. She got up from the table, leaving her half-eaten stew, and went to check the door and shutters. “Not now, Tark.” She then silently cursed herself. They should have left today. Waiting for Manns and his last gold coin might have doomed them. 

But the mention of the Old King had grabbed Fae’s attention.

Dela saw that and said, “Perhaps I’ll talk about the Old Kings in their grand mausoleums under the waves in a bit.” She got up as she spoke, helping Lucia check things over.

They both had to step over the crates blocking the door. Their sacks and packs of gear weighed down the wooden trays. The bagged items were what they would be taking with them in the morning when they left. 

Should they live that long. 

The barred door was secure, as were the shutters. Only silence came from outside now and a glimpse of dusk’s light from under the one corner of the door not blocked by a crate.

With little else to do, Lucia and Dela returned to the table and their stew. Nearby, the cooking fire threw out its ruddy light from its bed of glowing coals. 

Mara got up. “Perhaps we should have some tea?” She did not wait for an answer as she put the pot of water over the embers to bring it to the boil. She added some fire wood, too.

Dela said, “Yes, tea is a good idea.” She then turned to Fae and Tark and said, “And tales of the Old Kingdoms go well with tea, especially stories of Old King Canoonan and his bid to cheat death like the ancient Barrow Kings before him.”

Fae was listening, her attention well caught. Tark was focused, too. Even Calo and Mara began to listen as Lucia’s daughter returned to the table and sat back down beside Dela’s son.

She continued, “Even now, despite all his arcane knowledge and the sacrifices he made, his efforts to live forever were foiled by the rising seas. 

“The Dragon Tide did not just flood the heartland of the Old Kingdoms but also the great ridge known as the Hills of the Kings that overlooked the capital. That was where their great mausoleums marked seven peaks, marooning them as the ever-rising waters first claimed the lands of their people and then their cities. Eventually, the Dragon Tide turned the ridge into a string of islands before slowly creeping higher, year by year, until finally swallowing almost all of the dead king’s palaces.”

Fae asked, “Almost all?”

“Yes, almost all. Old King Canoonan’s mausoleum rose on the highest part of the ridge. His mausoleum was not constructed as a palace but as a fortress. A blue lamp was said to burn atop its central tower. The lamp represented his eternal spirit.”

“Why did he have a fortress and not a palace?” Fae queried.

Dela smiled, glad to see her daughter forgetting her fears. “He expected to rule again once he had awoken via his magics from Death’s sleep...”

As she spoke, all listened, grateful for the distraction. 

Outside, the world remained quiet as dusk settled in. 

But not for long...

The silence was suddenly broken by a fresh and low call from a horn. 

Another followed it. 

And then another.

They were getting closer.

The greyheads were coming.

In the distance, a horse whinnied in fright and a man let out an agonised scream.
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Coming Home

Barterington

At mid-afternoon, Steen and his guards finally reached Barterington, the road leading through the Tax Gate and into town. For once, Steen smiled, both pleased to be so close to his compound and smug in the knowledge that he and his men would be waved through. 

He’d always thought taxes were for commoners. 

Steen supplied the Lord of Barterington directly with shavings of dragon bone to use as fire starters for his sprawling residence. That meant the bone merchant and his business never had to pay a gate tax or any other levy. 

The guards at the gate saw them. One walked down to wave them out of the queue of people on foot and those fortunate enough to be in coaches and carts. “Master Steen, please come forward. The captain of the guard and Lord of Barterington would not want to see you delayed!”

Steen gave a pleased nod while he elbowed Stot in the ribs.

Stot was already working to move the cart so they could take up the regular invitation.

As they followed the guard up to the open gate, the young man put a gentle hand on their pony’s side. 

Steen asked, “We saw smoke rising from the woods, although it wasn’t clear whether it was from the Great Elmwood or Oakenmere. Have you heard anything?”

The guard slowed for a moment and turned, considering his words, but he did not stop. “We saw the glow on the horizon but know little more. There is talk, of course, but mostly it’s gossip.”

“Gossip?” Steen pressed.

“Yes, of the Uldar reawakened and fighting amongst themselves.”

Stot raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

Steen frowned and cut off his man, “Hush!” He then asked the gate’s guard, “Has anyone seen anything to suggest the Uldar have actually woken or that there’s war besides the fire-sign?”

“No, nothing. But there’s plenty of rumours.”

*
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Steen and his men passed quickly through the town’s busy streets. They did not dawdle as they headed straight for his compound.

The place he called home was a walled block of buildings that included a shop, storehouse, his home, as well as a stable and courtyard. All of it sat atop a low rise in the northern quarter alongside the main market. The exterior was walled, aside from a few barred windows, two doors and a sturdy gate that led to the courtyard and stable. Second-floor windows sat above every ground-floor gate and door. While it did not look like a fortress, it was secure and had a complement of six guards and four staff who lived there to watch over it. 

Magical wards were also in place. They would sound out if anyone unknown to Steen tried to enter the premises beyond the store.

Good security was needed. After all, ancient dragon remains in all their forms were worth more than their weight in gold. 

Long ago, the city had grown from a small crossroads
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