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-

Sad Ruins

Secondam

Under the morning sun, Stot looked out at the ruins of Secondam as they passed nearby. There was not much to see. Some jagged stone walls still stood on what looked like a ridge, but was where the Old Kings second dam had begun. Everything else of the town and the ancient monarchs’ desperate attempt to save their kingdoms from the curse of the Dragon Tide had been torn, drowned and dragged away when the structure had failed hundreds of years ago.

He and his men were making progress. 

Good progress. 

They would be in Thirdam in less than two days. Every morning, the tracer was showing they were heading in the right direction, and its silver had begun to shine brighter. To actually glow. 

Just as Steen had said it would. 

For the first time, Steen thought he might complete this task without ranging out into the Lowlands or taking the Highlands Road. He hoped so. Being out on the road was not good in times of uncertainty. Besides, Barterington was not just more comfortable but home.
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-

Reunited

Risdon

Calo and Mara put their horse, Willow, and the cart in the small yard at the rear of Old Canna’s home. The space was a secure yard shared with what had been Tover’s home and workshop next door. Tover’s old home remained empty. 

Afterwards, Ruck and Tanner sat with their reunited families in Old Canna’s crowded home. There, they spent the evening talking, something that went long into the night. It was a reunion overflowing with relief and emotion.

First, the two men confirmed they had not yet been able to reach Kalia and Spader but had not given up. Then, they listened as Lucia and Dela told them of what had befallen Newshore. They spoke of the run-up to the attack of the greyheads during the Night of Flames. 

The telling of that tale, ending in the loss of the farm, was heartbreaking. 

Calo and Mara quietly supported their mother’s retelling of the story, the young couple sitting together and nodding in agreement. Only on a few occasions did they add a word or two. 

Other details were far more enthusiastically inserted by Fae and Tark.

All through the conversation, Old Canna offered tea. 

The new arrivals ate from their own supplies and asked questions, too. Once Lucia and Dela had told of their escape from Newshore and that there was no farm to return to, the focus turned to the two men’s task of tracking down Kalia and Spader. In that, Ruck and Tanner were quick to confirm they had not been able to cross the Highlands, and that the high road was infested with bandits.

But they did have something else to speak of.

Ruck said, “We found a sanctuary, an isolated ruin. It was safe from the bandits and perhaps everything else. We were there when the Night of Flames happened. Our campfire flared up and gave us a scare, but that was all. It was nothing compared to what looks to have happened elsewhere.”

Tanner agreed. “Yes, we’ve seen signs here in Risdon of fires flaring that night. You can see they were out of control. There are scorch marks on some buildings in the street, and a few were razed.”

Ruck added, “On that night, from our high vantage point, we could see fires erupt to flare and flash into life down in the lowlands.” He paused for a moment and then asked, “There were also great flaring lights in blue over the southern horizon. We could see they were not flames but had never seen anything like it before.”

Lucia, Dela, and the children all quietly agreed and swapped glances. They all knew the lights he was talking about. 

Ruck saw their reaction and asked, “Did you see them? What were they?”

Fae and Tark’s eyes went wide, both eager to speak. 

Lucia put out a hand to quieten them as she said, “We can’t really say. They were like great jets of flames, something cast by a figure we could see out to sea. At one point, whoever it was, stood on the old tower’s island just off shore from our farm. That was just after we fled.”

Ruck asked, “What did you see?”

“It was just a dark silhouette, crowned, standing large and strong. The figure was throwing out great curtains of power to surge over the water and then onshore. The attacks killed the greyheads.”

Tanner wondered, “This sounds like some kind of sorcerer.”

Lucia and Dela shared a glance. 

Tark opened his mouth to speak, but his mother shot a sharp glance at him.

Dela answered Tanner, “Perhaps, but we don’t know any more. If it hadn’t been for the blue flames taking out the greyheads ahead of us that were blocking the road, we would not have been able to escape.”

Tanner pondered aloud, “So, some kind of ally?”

Ruck slowly shook his head. “It is too soon to say, but one thing is certain, the sorcerer does not like the greyheads.”

Tark frowned, looking frustrated, which his father saw. “What is it, son?”

“Fae, and I think it is Old King Canoonan!” He rushed out before his mother could silence him.

Fae nodded enthusiastically beside him. “He is returning to save his people, just like in the stories!”

Lucia gave into a tired smile.

Ruck glanced at her, then Dela and Tanner. “Well, I suppose we don’t know who it is at the moment.”

Tark grinned.

His father continued, “But it is most likely a sorcerer, not Old King Canoonan. There are some magic users further east, especially around Stonehaven.”

Tark insisted, “But it could be our old king!”

Ruck gently said, “Tark, Old King Canoonan should have returned to his people long before now if saving them was what he meant to do.”

*
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In the morning, they spoke of what they should do as well as the ill-fated search for Kalia and Spader. One thing Ruck and Tanner knew was that they could not all stay at Old Canna’s. There were too many of them. Meanwhile, the bustling streets of Risdon continued to fill. The sounds of frustration, anger, and occasional bursts of chaos could be heard, and it was only likely to get worse.

Old Canna was also getting anxious.

By midmorning, Dela and Lucia, along with Tanner and Ruck, had gone to the markets to buy more supplies. They needed food as well as a range of other items, and wanted to get them while the local stalls still had anything left. 

They found the streets crowded and under a tense air. There were grim people on carts, mounted and on foot, all looking tired and as though they had travelled all the way from Newshore. But it was not just the bustle that left Ruck and Lucia, and Dela and Tanner, wary. Cries of hurt, wailing children, as well as calls for help rang out. The stern voices of the town guard were also clear, ordering people to halt or answer questions because they were suspected of being guilty of some crime or other.

It was clear Risdon was no longer a safe place. Whether outside on the street or inside a secure home, one way or another, there were too many people (and most of them tired, hungry and desperate) for the guard to watch over.

Ruck and Lucia, as well as Tanner and Dela, were as quick as they could be. In the end, they got back to Old Canna’s just after midday. They left streets only more crowded behind them than before, and the sounds of a brawl breaking out just up the street. It was not the first fight they had heard.

At Old Canna’s door, they banged and called out so they could be let in. 

Calo and Old Canna unbarred the door so they could be hurried inside. Once back in, Mara and Calo closed the door and held it shut while Old Canna put the bar back in place. 

More than one set of eyes in the crowded street watched to see how many people were in the building.

After the expedition to the markets, they put what they had on the table. They had also come back with some blankets and cloth, as well as much-needed dried and salted foods, hard breads, and cheese. While they had paid triple what they would have a few days before
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