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PROLOGUE


‘DAWN AT LAST,’ SIGHED HELLUM.


A faint glow grew on the eastern horizon. The First Mate was relieved that the long, tedious watch was nearly over. A light breeze had blown during the night, and the swell was barely high enough to be felt.


Despite the light wind, the old trading ship Circasson was making good time. Hellum was sure they would see the wooded hills of Taal before the end of the day. The ship’s holds were packed with sacks of grain and crates of fruit for the markets of Taalmouth. Coops of chickens and pens of hardy Orwindasar sheep were crammed onto the deck.


Hellum leant on the railing, watching the glow gradually strengthen. As the minutes passed he could make out the immense, grey mass of the sea, the ghostly outline of the sails above and the bow of the ship rising and falling gently. A hand was laid on his shoulder. He turned to find his Captain, Dell.


‘Morning Hellum,’ said Dell. The captain’s face had been creased by years of salt and wind, but his small, bright eyes glinted brightly.


‘Morning, Captain.’


‘Anything happening?’


The young First Mate shook his head. ‘Very quiet,’ he said. ‘Gentle seas, kind wind. We’ve made good time overnight. If this weather holds we should see Taal before dark.’


Dell nodded. ‘Good. Very good.’


Hellum scanned the horizon. The sea was calm, the sky peaceful. Far to the north he could make out a flock of gulls wheeling on the breeze.
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Soon sailors began to emerge from below. Oivin, the cook, set up on the foredeck, and before long his largest pot was bubbling with porridge gruel. Sailors stood round in small groups. There was a lively hum of conversation, with outbursts of raucous laughter. Hellum left the deck and walked towards the narrow stairs that led to his tiny cabin in the stern. He was ready for sleep.


At the top of the stairs he stopped and looked out over the ocean once more, taking a deep breath of fresh air before descending into the stale atmosphere of his cabin below. All was peaceful. The sun had just cleared the horizon. To the north the flock of gulls had changed direction and were now approaching the Circasson. Hellum yawned and stumbled to his bunk below.


Some time later, a piercing shout from on deck reached through his deep sleep. He stirred and grumbled, but quickly settled and was nearly asleep when another sharp cry came. Hellum lay for a moment trying to work out the reason for the cries. He could feel that the ship was travelling quickly. Very quickly. The wind must have come up, he thought.


‘Oh, they don’t need my help,’ he muttered to himself. But the shouting on deck increased, and above it all the strong, deep voice of Dell could be heard, issuing urgent orders. Hellum’s sense of duty won out. He rolled out of the hammock and dragged on his breeches and boots.


On deck, sailors ran confusedly in all directions. Hellum strode to the poop deck. Dell was glaring at abashed sailors who had tangled ropes and twisted sails in their haste to carry out his orders. ‘No, furl the mainsail, idiot!’ he bellowed. ‘We need less sail, not more.’


 ‘What’s happening?’ Hellum asked quietly.


Dell turned. ‘I can’t understand it,’ he said calming a little at the sight of his trusted First Mate. ‘’There’s been nothing like this in these waters before.’


 ‘Nothing like what?’


 ‘This current. We’ve sailed into a current. It hit us from behind like a wave. We tried to sail against it, but it just kept pushing us off course. It’s taking us north.’


Hellum looked over the side. The water around the hull was foaming. A few metres away from the ship, though, the sea appeared calm. They were being carried along by a narrow band of fast flowing water.


‘And what wind there was has died,’ Dell continued. ‘Not that it would be any use–we’d need a gale to fight against this current. We’d better find out where this is taking us. Fetch the charts.’


Hellum ran to Dell’s cabin and returned with an armful of carefully rolled charts. He spread one on the deck at Dell’s feet and they squatted to examine it.


‘Where do you think we are?’ Hellum asked.


Dell peered at the map and made some mental calculations. ‘About here,’ he said, pointing to a spot on the map north-east of Taalmouth. ‘We’re heading for this strait between Cape Three Points and the island of Callus. The Straits of Callus, they call it.’


‘Callus,’ said Hellum. ‘I’ve heard of it. It used to be some sort of trading port, but it was called something else back then.’


Dell nodded. ‘Let’s hope this current, or whatever it is, stops soon, at least before we reach the strait. There’s a chance we’d go straight through safely, but we’re just as likely to be wrecked on Cape Three Points, or on Callus itself.’


A shout came from the lookout high on the main mast. ‘Ship ahoy! To the nor-east.’


Dell grabbed the spyglass. ‘There it is!’ he exclaimed. ‘A small trader, by the look of it. Maybe a warship. Hard to tell from this distance.’


‘Is there a flag?’ Hellum asked.


‘No flag, but there’s a pattern on the sail. It’s like nothing I’ve seen before,’ Dell mused. ‘It looks like it’s coming from Callus. It might be able to help us.’


Dell passed the glass to Hellum. ‘We’ll soon find out,’ he said. ‘It’s heading straight for us.’


The approaching ship’s blood-red sails were embellished with a curious grey pattern, like a swirling ‘M’. Figures could be seen moving quickly about on deck. It wasn’t long before it was within hailing distance.


‘Ahoy!’ called Dell, waving his arms. ‘Ahoy there!’ But there was no reply.


‘Looks like a warship of some sort. We’d better be careful,’ warned Hellum.


Dell looked at the approaching craft grimly. ‘We’re beyond caution. We’re going to be wrecked anyway.’


The strange craft passed by the starboard side of the Circasson and then swung close astern, just clear of the churning current.


‘Ahoy!’ called Dell again, waving his arms. ‘Can you hear us?’ There was still no reply from the warship. However, its crew could be seen lining the deck, small, fierce-looking fighters armed with short bladed swords and spiked wooden battle clubs. Then the sound of voices was heard above the rushing water. The men aboard the warship were laughing and jeering as they brandished their swords and clubs in the air.


The Circasson was still hurtling north at a great rate, and it soon left the other vessel far behind. Hellum and Dell watched across the growing gap as the warship came about and headed back towards Callus.


‘What’s going on? Why isn’t it affected by the current?’ Hellum asked.


Dell shook his head, ‘I don’t know,’ he murmured almost to himself.


Minutes later two crags of land rose over the northern horizon–the island of Callus to the right, the forbidding jagged cliffs of Cape Three Points to the left. The current gave no sign of letting up, foaming around the stern like water boiling in one of Oivin’s pots. The crew, exhausted from their attempts to free the ship from its sway, slumped on the deck or leant against the railings, gazing at the two points of land emerging ahead.


But as they watched, their hopes began to rise again. The bow of the Circasson was pointed directly between the cape and the island. Dell knew that the waters of the strait were shallow and treacherous with many reefs and islets close to both shores. He quickly checked the chart. If they continued on their present course they would be safe. Dell was sure the Circasson would pass through.


Soon the cliffs of Cape Three Points loomed on the left. The cape was actually three sandstone promontories which marked the place that the Dreyon Hills, a spur of the mighty Kaptur Mountains, met the ocean. An equal distance to the right were the creamy limestone cliffs of Callus, lower than the promontories and deeply indented with coves and spectacular sheer-sided chasms.


‘We’re safe for now,’ Dell declared with relief. ‘We’re going right through the middle.’


But just as he finished speaking the current slowed, and then stopped. The Circasson was becalmed, bobbing aimlessly in the middle of the strait.


Then Dell noticed that the ship was surrounded by pieces of wreckage.


‘What’s been happening here?’ Dell muttered softly to himself. Spars and barrels bumped against the hull. The wreckage covered the entire surface of the strait.


‘Look,’ said Hellum, pointing towards what seemed to be the bodies of sailors floating nearby. ‘Let’s get away from here.’


Dell had already started to shout orders to the crew to set sail, but as he did the old sailing ship was rocked by a sudden impact on the starboard side. From nowhere a large wave had appeared and caught the ship broadside. The Circasson dipped savagely to port, sending cargo and sailors sliding across the deck.


Seconds later another wave hit, larger than the first. The ship began to rise and fall alarmingly on a huge swell as wave after giant wave rose out of the ocean no more than twenty metres from the Circasson and smashed into the side of the hull with shuddering force. With each impact the ship was pushed further westwards, towards the southern-most promontory of Cape Three Points.


Despite the violent jolts the crew managed to set the sails as Dell had ordered, but their efforts were futile–the swell kept pushing them towards the jagged reefs at the base of the cliff. There was still no wind, and Dell, unable to control the ship, could do nothing but watch in despair as they edged towards the sandstone wall that towered above them.


 Hellum stood beside Dell, frustrated that he could do nothing. He had always imagined a shipwreck as a noisy affair. This, though, was strangely quiet, the eerie silence broken only when a wave crashed against the hull. Then, inevitably, came the sound of scraping and the crack of breaking timber as the hull smashed into a submerged reef. The ship shuddered to a halt. They were stuck fast.


 Hellum and Dell quickly assessed the situation. The old ship remained intact, but would probably not last long. A loud creaking sound told of the stress placed on its spine as the waves continued their relentless pounding. They were only a hundred metres from shore. They could make out a series of rock shelves just above water level at the base of the cliff. Dell gathered the crew on the foredeck.


 ‘The Circasson is lost, but we’re not,’ he told them. ‘We’ll have to swim for the shelf at the base of the cliff. It’s not far. If you can’t swim, use pieces of wreckage or barrels to support you in the water. Once you’re near the cliff, wait for a swell to carry you forward, and try to grab hold of the rocks.’


At that instant the swell’s ferocity grew again, sending huge breakers crashing down upon them. Then a loud crack came from deep beneath them, and the ship pitched crazily to port. ‘Quick,’ cried Hellum. ‘Go now. The keel’s broken. It’s breaking up.’ As he spoke a mast came crashing onto the deck and the ship’s bow suddenly slipped beneath the swirling waters.


Hellum felt the ship disintegrating beneath his feet, and he found himself in the water almost before he knew what was happening. Even though he was a strong swimmer, he had difficulty holding his head above the churning water. A broken chicken coop, its occupants already drowned, floated nearby, and he desperately grasped hold of it. Using the coop to hold him up, he kicked out towards the cliff face, fighting with all his strength against the swirling waters.


From the top of each swell Hellum looked about, making sure he was still heading towards the cliff. He searched with fading hope for his companions, but could see nothing but pieces of debris and the looming cliff.


Then Hellum heard a cry. Looking back, he saw Dell struggling through the churning waters towards him. He was holding on to a long piece of timber–probably part of the deck railing of the Circasson. An instant later a massive wave broke over him, and the captain was lost from view.


‘Dell!’ Hellum cried, but then the same wall of broken water washed over him as well, and he barely kept hold of the coop as he was driven deep beneath the foam.


When he surfaced, spluttering, breathless, but

   still keeping tight hold of his precious coop, Hellum peered desperately about for Dell. Another huge swell towered above him, and as he began to be lifted up the impossibly steep face Hellum caught sight of Dell at the top. When Hellum reached the summit of the swell he saw Dell in the trough beyond. He had lost his piece of timber, and was struggling to stay above the surface. Keeping hold of the coop, Hellum kicked strongly towards his ailing captain.


Several times they both disappeared under giant waves, but each time they fought their way to the surface again. Eventually they reached each other. Dell gratefully grabbed onto the coop, his lungs heaving. Both were too exhausted to speak.


Grimly they manoeuvred themselves to one side of the coop and began to kick towards the cliff. Each giant wave took them a little closer, and soon they found that they did not even have to push the coop–only hold on which they did, desperately. This was not easy, as each wave that crashed over them seemed intent on breaking their hold on their makeshift raft.


Through the swirling foam Hellum examined the cliff. It was much closer now, perhaps twenty metres away. The waves were smashing against the sharp rocks with great force. A body floated past, and with a pang of shock Hellum saw that it was Oivin the cook. Dell was still hanging on, but seemed close to unconsciousness. Hellum linked his arm through Dell’s to prevent him from slipping into the water.


A louder roaring sound caused Hellum to look back out to sea. A huge swell, much larger than any of the others, had hit the reef where the Circasson had been lost. There was now no sign of the ship. The wave rolled on, bearing down upon them. In an instant Hellum and Dell were lifted high into the air. Hellum lost his grip on the coop, and lunged desperately at his captain. He just managed to grab Dell’s sleeve as the wave smashed them into the rocks. Hellum reached wildly with his free hand and grabbed onto the edge of the rock shelf. As quickly as it had come, the wave subsided, water cascading down the cliff and rushing back to sea.


Hellum found himself hanging by one hand high above the foaming surf. He could feel his grip on the rock shelf slipping and managed to wedge his right foot into a crevice. As he began to slide down the face of the rock his foot twisted awkwardly, and an agonising pain ripped through his ankle. He pulled himself away from the seething waters. His searching fingers found a more secure hold and he rested briefly against the rock groaning in pain. Meanwhile, Dell had also managed to grab the shelf. Hellum released his grip on Dell’s sleeve, and taking deep breaths they both tried to climb to safety.


Hellum pulled his injured foot free and reached the shelf first, battered, bleeding but alive. He turned to help his captain. Dell grasped a small outcrop of rock and started to haul himself up. Hellum reached out to grab his other hand when another massive wave struck. The wall of water heaved up the cliff face. Tendrils of foam surged out of the watery mass and seemed to grab Dell by the legs. Hellum watched in horror as Dell was sucked back into the heaving surf. Within seconds he was lost to view.


Hellum stared disbelievingly at the churning water, congested with the wreckage of the Circasson and the bodies of his crewmates. With every breath a sharp pain shot through his body, and there was now a searing, persistent ache in his right ankle where it had been wedged and twisted. Hellum knew that it was badly broken. Despite the pain he knew that he had to find a safer place to wait for the seas to subside. Unable to walk on his injured ankle, he crawled along the shelf, hoping to find a way of climbing higher or reaching the beach he remembered stretched to the south.


Soon, though, pain and dizziness overcame him. A foreboding darkness misted his eyes, and, still within the reach of the monstrous waves, he slipped into unconsciousness.
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MEETING


AVERIL SAT CROSS-LEGGED IN A SMALL CLEFT near the top of the barren escarpment that rose like a red wall behind the small town of Aum. To the east a red-grey smudge of sandstorm was quickly disappearing into the distance.


Down in the town, Averil could just make out people inspecting the damage the storm had caused. She felt a pang of guilt that she wasn’t there to help clean up, but she reasoned that by the time she got back all the work would have been done anyway. Desert sandstorms were a common occurrence, cleaning up after them a routine job.


Averil sometimes crept away to this special place when she needed time to think. The town was a busy, bustling place and Averil’s common sense and help were in demand by her brother and sister, neighbours, friends and, of course, her parents. Lately she never seemed to have time for herself. Not that she begrudged helping others any way she could. But today she had a special need to be by herself–she needed to think through clearly something that had happened the previous day.


Brandus, the Chief Trader-Diplomat, had told her parents that the Wise Ones had selected Averil to be a novice Trader-Diplomat. It was an honour rarely bestowed. Not only that, she was to leave the very next day on her first trading expedition. Her parents were proud that such an honour had been granted to the family, and although her friends said that they were happy at her success, some found it hard to hide their envy.


Beyond the smudged remnant of the sand storm, far to the east, Averil could just make out the ragged outline of the Kaptur Mountains. Like most Aumians she had never been further than half a day’s ride from Aum, and yet in a couple days she would climb Lenir Pass and look for the first time at the forests that lay beyond. Averil tried hard to imagine a place where trees grew so thickly that they hid the ground, but found the idea beyond her imagining. In her world trees only grew in stunted clumps around waterholes.


 But another, more exciting, possibility lurked in the back of Averil’s mind. Perhaps, if it was a very clear day, she might be able to see the sea. Though she knew that it would be little more than a hazy suggestion of black-blue on the horizon, the prospect still excited Averil more than anything else she could imagine.


 Before leaving the clifftop Averil took a final look at her town. Mud brick ashracks were arranged in semi-circles between the base of the cliff and the still, dark waters of Aum Oasis, which was encircled by reeds, palms and small, twisted acacias. Scattered between the ashracks and lining the far side of the waterhole were storans, donkey-hide tents used for meals, storage and on mild nights for sleeping.


By the time Averil reached the town the debris had been cleared. The damage had not been great. A couple of storans had been blown down, and one old abandoned ashrack at the northern edge of the town on the road to the mine had lost its straw and dried mud roof.


Averil jogged along sandy paths towards the market square. Her long brown hair bobbed behind her as she ran. She wore a simple brown robe.


The market square was a broad clearing edged on one side by the waterhole, and on the other three by the largest buildings in the town–the Steward’s residence, the main Trading House, and the Meeting Hall. Once a week the square was packed with people buying their weekly supplies.


Usually the markets were enjoyable but quiet

   affairs where goods, mostly produced by the Aumians themselves, were sold. But once every three months the square was full of excited shouts and cries as goods from other parts of the world were displayed. These goods came from Stall, the nearest town to Aum–five day’s travel away on the other side of the Kaptur Mountains.


For as long as anyone could remember, Aumian trading parties had travelled every three months to the top of the pass that led across the Kaptur mountains. There, on the day after every third full moon, they met with trading parties from Stall.


The return of the trading parties was greatly anticipated. While the Aumians knew that they would never starve–their farmers were able to produce a yearly crop of hardy desert wheat that gave them enough food to survive, and there was donkey meat to be had too–they had come to rely on supplies from Stall for fresh fruit, nuts and vegetables and for different types of grain and dried meat. And then there was cloth, cooking utensils, tools, weapons and even furniture, none of which the Aumians produced themselves.


But the trade was not all one way. A small mine two kilometres north of Aum gave the trading parties goods to bargain with. The gold jewellery produced by Aumian artisans was appreciated by people all over Taal. It was even traded by the Taalians to other parts of the world–it was said that Aumian jewellery had travelled much further than any Aumian.
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The square was crowded with people, even though it was not a market day. Moving through the crowd, Averil heard people discussing what had been for the past months virtually the only topic of conversation in Aum–trade with Stall. Something was seriously amiss–the last trading party had returned from the trip to Lenir Pass empty-handed. The party had waited at the Pass for three days but the Stallian traders hadn’t arrived.


At first the Aumians had grumbled about the lack of goods in their markets, but had gone about their business as usual. However, some Aumians also felt uneasy, and a sense of foreboding had begun to seep into the town. Theories about what happened to the Stallian traders abounded, and became more fanciful as time went on.


Averil crossed the square to where Zara, her mother, was talking with a group of women. When she saw Averil approaching Zara quickly excused herself from the group and hurried to meet her.


‘Where have you been?’ she asked. She looked a little annoyed at the new novice Trader–Diplomat. ‘I was looking for you to help clean up after the storm.’


‘I’m sorry, I was up on the escarpment, but I came down as soon as the storm cleared,’ Averil murmured apologetically.


‘Tsk,’ was all her mother said.


Just then, Averil’s father, Benin, arrived. ‘So, the roamer returns,’ he said. ‘Up on the cliff, no doubt?’


Averil nodded.


‘And no doubt looking at the Kaptur Mountains?’ her father continued.


Averil nodded again.


‘I thought so. You’ll see them close enough, soon enough,’ he said sternly, but then he relented and smiled. ‘You’d best go home and help Eli cook dinner.’


Averil was relieved to escape with such a mild reproach and hurried to the family ashrack. She found her older brother already mixing the dough for the sorg, the traditional soft, flat bread that accompanied every Aumian meal, and making sure that the cooking fire had just enough wood so the bread would be neither burnt nor undercooked.


‘It’s about time,’ Eli complained as Averil ducked into the building through the low door. ‘Cut up that meat for me, will you?’ He pointed to a lump of dried donkey meat on the bench.


Eli was two years older than Averil, and had already become a novice warrior. The Aumians maintained a small force of warriors who patrolled the area around the town, even though there had been no attack from their old foes, the rock-dwellers, for many years. Some said that the rock-dwellers had all died out, or had moved to another part of the world.


The most highly sought after job for a warrior was to escort a trading expedition to Lenir Pass. Only the brightest and best warriors were chosen for this, and Eli knew he had a lot of hard work to do before he would be so highly regarded by the Wise Ones. Eli was jealous of his best friend, Kern, who had been chosen to go with the trading party that Averil was to join. Like most Aumians, Eli had only a vague idea about the world beyond the oasis. He longed to find out more.


Eli glanced at his sister. ‘Don’t go thinking just because you’re a novice Trader-Diplomat that I’m going to do any of your work around here. In fact,’ he went on, ‘I think it would be a good idea for you to do more of mine, just so you don’t lose touch with us commoners.’


‘Dream on,’ laughed Averil. ‘Just watch your manners and keep making that sorg and I might consider speaking to you occasionally.’


‘So if I stop making sorg you won’t speak to me?’ he asked with a glint in his eye. ‘Might be worth it.’


Averil grinned.


‘All right, all right,’ laughed Eli. ‘Just chop that meat.’


Averil diced the donkey meat into small cubes, and then asked for the next job, although she already knew what it would be.


‘Chop this onion,’ he ordered sternly, ‘into very small pieces.’
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That night, after dinner had been eaten and dishes cleaned, the family walked back towards the market square. Averil walked with her younger sisters Carla and Ludella, while Eli walked ahead with his parents.


‘Where are we going?’ Carla asked. She was eleven,

   and still spent most days at the Learning Place studying the town’s history with the Wise Ones. Ludella, who had just turned thirteen, worked for an artisan, learning skills she hoped would make her into an expert jeweller. She had always loved the look and feel of the golden jewellery for which Aum was famous, and wanted nothing more than to spend her life creating her own.


‘It’s a special meeting,’ said Ludella.


‘Not another one,’ groaned Carla. ‘The last one went for ages and it was sooo boring.’ She dramatically wiped her forehead.


‘Yes, but there’s serious things happening,’ said Averil, enjoying her new-found importance. ‘This is about the trading party. If we don’t come back with goods this time, we’ll soon get sick of eating donkey meat.’


‘I still don’t want to go,’ Carla whined. ‘Can’t I stay at home and play kanfalla.’


‘No, you’ve got to go just like everyone else,’ said Averil firmly, ‘there’s no use complaining.’


‘... so there’s no use complaining,’ Carla mimicked, but Averil gestured her to be quiet as she led the way into the Meeting Hall


They joined the other townsfolk sitting on the floor and talking quietly amongst themselves. Soon the Wise Ones filed in through the special entrance to the rear. They were led by the Steward, Ordisan, followed by Metria. Behind them walked six more Wise Ones. Last of all, dressed in a long, grey robe, came Brandus, the Chief Trader-Diplomat.


The Wise Ones and Brandus walked solemnly to the front of the Hall and took up their places in a semi-circle facing the townsfolk. Ordisan moved slowly to the front of the dais. He was an old man, small and bowed. He was clad in the flowing white robe that Wise Ones wore on special occasions, not the brown hooded robes being worn by everyone else in the Hall. While he looked small and frail and his hair and beard were grey and wispy, Ordisan’s eyes were alert. His small sharp-featured face crinkled into a sad smile as he stood before his people.


‘Fellow Aumians,’ he began, and silence quickly

   fell across the assembly. Ordisan scanned slowly across the crowd from right to left, waiting until all eyes were turned towards him. Satisfied that all in the Hall were giving him complete attention, he continued.


‘People of Aum, we’ve called you here to tell you of our latest decisions concerning the crisis that has struck our community. As you know, three months ago the traders from Stall failed to arrive. The full moon approaches and tomorrow another trading party leaves for Lenir Pass. We hope fervently that they’ll meet both success and the traders of Stall, which in this case are one and the same.’


There was a low murmur as this last statement was hurriedly explained to those not able to understand Ordisan’s peculiar way of speaking. He waited for a moment, and then resumed.


‘For if they meet the traders of Stall, of course

   they’ll also meet success.’ Ordisan felt that he had to explain his previous statement, but for some the explanation caused even more confusion. ‘Now Metria will give you an account of our deliberations.’ He nodded to Metria, who strode forward. Like Ordisan she wore the flowing white robe of a Wise One. She was also old, but her body was tough and wiry, as she had for many years been a warrior.


‘Thank you, Steward. People, we’ve got a problem. You all know that we need to trade our goods. Without trade we have to rely on our own resources, and here in the desert we don’t have all the things we need.’ The townsfolk nodded their agreement. ‘Fresh vegetables, furniture made from wood, metal utensils, earthenware pots all come from other places. We have gold, which other communities lack. We trade our gold–and the beautiful things we make from gold–for the other things we need.’


Metria scanned the hall. People were nodding.


‘But we can’t eat gold. We can’t sit on gold jewellery.’ Here she paused. ‘Well, we could if we wanted to, but we would be quite uncomfortable.’ A ripple of laughter travelled across the crowd. ‘Which brings us to the current crisis. The next trading party’s about to leave. If the traders of Stall aren’t waiting at Lenir Pass this time, the trading party may continue on to Stall.’


Metria paused to allow the importance of what she had said to sink in. Then she continued. ‘And if that doesn’t provide an answer, perhaps they may even keep going to Taalmouth itself.’
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