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PROLOGUE




PANAY THE SORCERER STOOD IMPASSIVELY on the outer wall of Castle Callus, hands outstretched, eyes closed. His face betrayed no sign of the turmoil he felt.


On the other side of the courtyard, high on the Keep battlements, stood Malidon, the evil ruler of Callus. A suggestion of a smile on his thin lips was the only indication that he was winning the battle of wills. He wore a white robe. Like Panay, he had chosen to appear as an old man, seemingly frail and bent with age.


Panay scanned the courtyard far below. It was empty save for the bodies left from the battle. It seemed that the others had fled.


‘Good,’ Panay thought. ‘The castle won’t last much longer. He and I will be the only ones here when the end comes.’


And the end would come soon, when one of them triumphed. Panay could feel the strength of Malidon’s magic. It hit his inner being like shock waves from an explosion. But, despite it all, he continued to stand still, appearing calm, refusing to yield.


Then Malidon’s voice thundered within his head.


‘So you still resist, Panay. How very brave and noble. You think you’re protecting your Aumian friends, but you must know it’s useless. You know that I’m the strongest, don’t you? You know that you are about to be destroyed.’


Panay didn’t waste energy trying to reply. That was what Malidon wanted. He let the words flow past him.


A movement in the courtyard below caught his attention. A small man ran from the Keep and across the courtyard to the main gate.


‘The Custodian,’ thought Panay. But he didn’t have time to wonder what this meant. Malidon’s magic burned into his brain.


Then others emerged from the Keep. Panay glanced down at them. Averil was there, so was Jodo. Then he saw Metria, Rynel and Hellum.


‘Averil has saved them,’ he thought as the small group ran towards the main gate. Within minutes they appeared again, running back past the Keep to the opposite castle wall. They disappeared down the stairway that led to the dungeons.


Once again Panay did not try to understand what this meant. His whole being was focused on one thing - summoning up one last piece of magic. It was desperately dangerous, but it was his only chance. He knew that both of them would probably die, but if that happened at least the threat of Malidon would be removed from the world.


Strange words started to form on his lips as he rocked backward and forward in an everquickening rhythm.


‘So, you still think you can beat me.’ Malidon’s laughter rang through Panay’s head, loud and coarse. It distracted him, making it hard to concentrate.


Malidon persisted. ‘Give up, old man. Give up. You’re weak. You know you’ll never win.’


Panay could feel his strength waning. His head began to spin, and he stumbled slightly.


But then Panay opened his eyes wide. In one last, supreme effort of will he raised his arms higher. Parts of the castle disappeared. Other parts collapsed. Sections of wall fell into the moat surrounding the castle, some toppled to crush buildings within the town below.


The top half of the Keep had completely disappeared, but Malidon was still there, suspended in mid-air. Panay, too, floated above the tumbled remains of the castle wall.


Malidon laughed again. ‘Is that all you have, old man? Making the castle collapse? Did you think that would defeat me? Did you think I would fall to my death?’


The words thundered through Panay’s head, but once again he tried to ignore them. He steeled himself for one final effort. He closed his eyes and rocked backward and forward rhythmically, murmuring strange incantations.


His eyes snapped open as he turned to the west, across the Straits of Callus towards Cape Three Points and the mainland. Only then did Panay respond to Malidon’s taunts.


‘No, that’s not all, Malidon. I have something else for you.’


‘What else could you have, old man? You’re a relic of an earlier time. Your time is past. Your powers are weak. Do your worst! I’ll swat it away. And after that, I’ll crush you. I’ll enjoy that very much.’


Panay felt a sudden jolt as Malidon attacked once more. His whole being was under siege. But still he looked to the west, outwardly calm and motionless. A smudge of cloud appeared on the far horizon. Panay allowed himself a half smile.


The cloud billowed high into the air and rushed eastwards towards them at unearthly speed. Soon it developed into a massive thunderstorm, purple and brooding. Panay turned to the east, where an even larger thunderstorm had formed over the ocean. It, too, was rushing towards Callus.


Within a minute the whole sky darkened as the storms neared.


‘So, you’ve managed to concoct a couple of thunderstorms.’ Malidon’s words echoed inside Panay’s head. ‘Very clever, I’m sure. The weather gods will be impressed, though a bit of wind and rain won’t defeat me.’ Despite the confidence of Malidon’s words, Panay heard a hint of apprehension in his voice.


The two storms met directly above them. The sudden darkness was punctuated by violent flashes of lightning that lit up the surrounding town. Panay could see the townspeople rushing here and there, seeking shelter both from the storms and from the collapsing castle walls.


It was now a single storm. But this was not a normal storm. Made by sorcery, it was immensely powerful - powerful enough to swamp the powers of both Malidon and Panay.


The storm swirled above and around them. An enormous whirlpool formed over the castle, sucking parts of the ruined structure high into the sky like water sucked up a tube. In an instant Panay felt himself being violently drawn up. He tumbled head over heels, buffeted by a terrifying, sorcerous wind of his own making.


As he hurtled upwards, Panay caught glimpses of Malidon also trapped in the whirlpool. He was attempting to cast a counter spell. His eyes were closed, but as he tried to hold his arms outstretched the force of the unearthly storm tossed him violently from side to side, his arms flapping uncontrollably.


Then, without warning, Malidon shattered into tiny shards of light which were sucked into the very centre of the storm’s whirlpool.


Panay was fighting for his life. The storm he had unleashed was more powerful than he had intended. There was no way of controlling it. It moved quickly away from Callus, rushing west over the Straits of Callus and Cape Three Points and along the line of the Dreyon Hills.


Within minutes the storm arrived at the northern shore of the Dreyon Marsh. At that moment a spray of sparks like a giant fireworks display erupted deep within the centre of the storm. Then the storm abruptly abated. The sparks tumbled downwards, landing in the marsh far below.


Panay floated high above the marsh. He was amazed that he was still alive, if indeed he was still alive. He felt different somehow, stronger than before, as if the punishment he had taken, first from Malidon and then from the storm, had tempered him.


Panay wondered what had just happened. Had Malidon taken control of the storm? Was Malidon still alive? If Panay had survived, then perhaps Malidon had also survived in some way, even though Panay had seen him shatter into a spray of sparks. Just what did those sparks signify? There was no way of telling.


Panay began to drift southwards, over the Dreyon Marsh. The marsh was still and dark. It gave no clue of the fate of Malidon.


Passing over the ancient ruins of Dreyona on the southern shore of the marsh, Panay saw bands of rock-dwellers roaming about aimlessly. He knew that Malidon had controlled vast armies of rock-dwellers and podges. It seemed they were no longer under his thrall.


Now Panay picked up speed. He found that he could easily control his flight simply by willing it. He flew south, high above the Great North Road, the ancient road that linked Dreyona with Stall. Once it had been crowded with traders and travellers, but for many years it had been abandoned.


In no time Panay covered the distance to the town of Stall on the Ordag River. He could see that the town was in ruins, some destroyed buildings still smouldering. There were no people to be seen.


Beyond the river a vast forest stretched to the horizon. Panay began to descend, for this was the Forest of Ordag, his home. Until just a few weeks ago he had lived there in relative peace, disturbed only by occasional trouble with rock-dwellers and podges. But they had recently become more troublesome, and Panay had sensed a shift in the balance of the world.


Then he had saved a small band of Aumians who had been captured by podges. Aumians were gold miners from the desert lands far to the west, and never ventured further east than Lenir Pass. Their presence in the forest was puzzling.


But what they told Panay was more puzzling still. They had been sent by the Monitor of Taal to seek his help. A sorcerous power had grown, unseen, on the isolated island of Callus. It was now a threat to the entire world. Panay agreed to help, which led eventually to the mighty battle of wills between him and Malidon on the walls of Castle Callus.


And now, finally, Panay had returned to his home. Now he could recover, and attempt to determine how the battle with Malidon, and the storm he had created, had affected him.


And, better still, now perhaps he would be left alone in the Forest of Ordag, left alone to enjoy a quiet and peaceful retirement.
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LENIR




THE ROAD TO LENIR PASS WOUND STEEPLY upwards, in places barely wide enough for the carts. They travelled slowly in single file to avoid falling into the void that opened out beside them.


Averil came to a slightly wider stretch of road. She drew her pony to a halt and looked up. The road ahead looped back on itself until it appeared directly above them. Averil saw the warrior Kern walking along the road on foot, scouting for danger. His pony waited patiently a little way behind. Averil knew that Hannray, the other warrior, was riding behind the column of carts, also alert for attack from rock-dwellers.


Radyl, the Head Donkey Master, carefully guided his donkey-drawn cart past Averil. ‘Nearly there,’ he said as he passed. ‘Another hour and we’ll see the Gates of Lenir.


Averil urged her pony forward and fell in behind Radyl’s cart. It was piled high with wheat grown in the fields around Eulal, north of Taalmouth. She glanced up again. Kern could not be seen. His pony remained standing, waiting.


‘He must have gone further up the road,’ she thought.


Suddenly she caught sight of him again. He was crouching behind a boulder on the side of the road, waving urgently towards them.


‘Radyl,’ said Averil, ‘look.’


Radyl stopped his cart. He called urgently to Jerem, who was leading the next cart. ‘Stop!’


Jerem stopped and calmed his donkey, and the other Donkey Masters also brought their carts to halt. Hannray, who had not been far behind, rode up and joined Averil.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.


‘Kern’s seen something.’ They looked up to see Kern creeping low towards a sharp curve in the road. ‘You’d better go and see what’s wrong. The Donkey Masters and I will guard the carts.’


Hannray spurred her pony forward, setting off at a trot. Within a minute she had reached the spot where Kern’s pony stood. She too dismounted and crouched next to Kern. After a quick whispered conversation they drew their short, broad-bladed swords and crept around the bend.


Seconds later the silence was shattered by loud, unhuman squeals.


‘We’d better get up there,’ said Averil to Radyl.


Leaving the row of carts in the care of the Donkey Masters, Averil and Radyl ran up the road, swords drawn. Before they had reached the bend the squealing sounds stopped. They rounded the curve in the road to find Kern and Hannray standing amidst the bodies of six rockdwellers.


‘… so I got four, you got two,’ Kern was saying.


‘No, you only got three,’ said Hannray with a smile, ‘and one of them you only managed because I’d already chopped off its sword arm.’


‘Stop arguing you two,’ said Averil. ‘What happened?’


‘I heard these rock-dwellers jabbering away,’ said Kern. ‘I was about to take care of them myself but Hannray came along as well. I didn’t need her help, though I suppose she does need a bit of practice. It was good experience for her.’


Hannray was about to reply but Averil quickly interjected.


‘Are there more around, do you think?’


‘Hard to know,’ said Hannray. ‘They usually travel in small groups, so probably not. But it’s strange that they’re here at all. We haven’t seen rock-dwellers for a couple of years, not since the Battle of Callus. I wonder what they’re doing here.’


‘I was wondering the same thing,’ said Averil. ‘It’s unusual.’


Radyl was growing increasingly uneasy. ‘I think we’d better get back to the carts,’ he said. ‘There might be more rock-dwellers about.’


As they rounded the bend they were relieved to see the line of carts still there. The Donkey Masters looked expectantly up towards them.


‘All well,’ Radyl called down to them. ‘A few rock-dwellers, but they’ve been dealt with.’ This caused the Donkey Masters to talk excitedly amongst themselves, but by the time Averil and the others arrived back they were all at their carts, ready to go. G
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An hour later the party reached the top of Lenir Pass. The Donkey Masters unhitched the donkeys and let them graze with the ponies on the tufts of grass that grew between the rocks. Later they all gathered outside a traditional Aumian ashrack - a mud brick building with a straw and dried mud roof - situated on one side of a large clearing. It was here that they would spend the night.


On the opposite side of the clearing was a Stallian okan - a stone building with a slate roof. In days past, when trading parties from Aum and Stall met here to exchange goods, Stallian traders would stay overnight in their okan while the Aumians stayed in their ashrack. But now the Aumian trading parties travelled all the way to Stall and the okan was rarely used.


The pass was flanked by two massive peaks known as the Gates of Lenir. They were nearly identical, shaped like square columns. Each was topped with a sparkling cover of snow.


As darkness approached, Averil spoke to Kern and Hannray.


‘That band of rock-dwellers may well have just been lost,’ said Averil, ‘or up to some minor mischief, but there may well be others about. We’d better set extra guards tonight.’


‘True,’ said Hannray. ‘We’ll get the Donkey Masters to share the watch.’
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It was a cool evening. Averil and the others sat around a small fire. Radyl and two other Donkey Masters were taking first turn on watch, patrolling the clearing and the eastern and western approaches to the pass.


Averil poked the glowing coals with a stick. A spray of sparks flew up on the gentle breeze. She smiled.


‘I love this place,’ she said. ‘It’s so different to Aum.’


Hannray nodded. ‘Yes, me too.’


‘It’s hard to believe it’s only two years since I first came here,’ Averil added.


‘You were just a novice Trader-Diplomat then,’ smiled Kern. ‘Very novice.’


‘And you were a very novice warrior,’ Hannray put in.


While Kern and Hannray bickered, Averil leant against the wall of the ashrack as she remembered that first journey. It had been no ordinary expedition. They were forced to travel far beyond the known lands, leading Averil and her companions - Hannray and Kern, the Chief Trader-Diplomat Brandus, and the Wise Woman Warrior Metria, to places she barely dared to imagine, places she had been convinced she would never see in her lifetime.


Until then the only trees Averil had ever seen were the small palms and stunted acacias that grew around the waterhole at her desert home of Aum. But on that journey she had seen forests, where trees grew so tall their crowns were lost to view and so thickly they blocked the sky. She also saw rivers that carried so much water that they flowed day and night. Averil had never seen a flowing stream. The only waterway she had ever seen before was the waterhole at Aum.


But the most amazing sight of all came at the top of Cape Three Points, north of Taalmouth. That is where Averil first saw the sea.


That fateful journey led them to many amazing places. They visited the Dreyon Marsh, Cape Three Points and Taalmouth, where she met the Monitor of Taal. They went to the Forest of Ordag, where they convinced the sorcerer Panay to help them. Then, with the sailor Hellum and Jodo from Stall, they sailed on a ship to the reclusive island of Callus, where they helped to free the island from the iron grip of the evil Malidon.


Averil often thought of that fearsome final battle, when Panay and Malidon stood on opposite walls of Callus Castle in a silent battle of wills and sorcery, until massive storms arrived and swept both sorcerers seemingly to their deaths. Of course she now knew that Panay survived. He lived once again in the Forest of Ordag. The fate of Malidon was uncertain, but everyone assumed - or rather hoped - that he was dead. Certainly nothing had been seen or heard of him since that day, and the world had recovered from those dark times.


Averil stirred uneasily as she thought about Malidon. Metria had discovered that he had once been an Aumian, a young Wise One then called Aldrio, who had betrayed his trading party. She wondered if any other Aumians could ever turn evil like Malidon.


Their victory at the Battle of Calluston not only freed the people of Callus. The exploits of Averil and her companions had made the world more aware of the small goldmining community of Aum. The Monitor of Taal herself had visited the town to thank them for their help in defeating Malidon. Traders from Aum now travelled much further than before - to the markets of Stall and sometimes even all the way to Taalmouth itself.


For the people of Aum, the future looked bright. Their gold jewellery, always popular in the wider world, had grown in value since the war, and now earnt the community a very good living.
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Next morning the pass was swathed in fog so thick that the okan on the other side of the clearing was hidden from view. They ate their usual breakfast of dried meat and sorg - the traditional soft, flat bread that accompanied every Aumian meal - before setting off on the long descent.


Soon they left the fog behind them, and below saw desert stretching to the horizon. The low line of hills that rose behind Aum could just be seen in the distance.


‘What’s that?’ Hannray asked, pointing in the direction of Aum.


Kern followed her gaze. ‘I can’t see anything.’ But as he looked more closely he noticed a small grey smudge rising above the line of hills. ‘Oh, yes, there it is. It seems to be near Aum. What is it?’


Averil had seen it as well. ‘Is it a sandstorm?’ she said doubtfully.


‘Sandstorms are usually brownish grey, not that dark,’ Hannray replied. ‘But I suppose it could be. We haven’t had one for a few weeks.’


Kern shrugged. ‘Well, there’s no way we can know from here. We’ll find out in a couple of days.’


They continued their slow descent as the narrow road twisted down the face of the mountain. Despite the slow pace, this part of the journey was always hard going for the donkeys as they strained to control their heavily-laden carts. The party stopped often to allow them to rest.


Towards midday they could make out the roof of the ashrack at the bottom of the pass, their journey’s goal for the day. A small stream snaked past the ashrack, providing water for their ponies and donkeys, and for their water gourds. Averil remembered the first time she had seen that stream. She had been amazed to see water flowing.


They spent the night at the ashrack, again taking it in turns to patrol the area. Next morning, with the Kaptur Mountains at their backs, they travelled through the undulating rocky lands known as The Great Desert towards Aum. While no-one mentioned the strange smudge they had seen the previous day, Averil couldn’t put it out of her mind.


That night they reached another large but very old ashrack. The cool autumn air turned cold overnight, and those on guard duty outside rugged themselves in thick fur cloaks to keep out the chill. They were now just one day’s ride from Aum.


Soon after sunrise they started out again, climbing a low plateau. Averil knew this country well. It was parched red desert, but on the other side of the plateau the road followed the dry course of an ancient stream that led down to the base of a ridge and a small waterhole called Wabi Soak, the last watering place before Aum, and where they usually stopped for lunch.


From the top of the low escarpment they looked out across the plain towards the line of hills behind Aum. It was mid-morning. A dark patch at the base of the hills showed the position of Aum Oasis. Half way between the escarpment and Aum was the shimmering white expanse of a salt pan.


Averil, who was leading the column, brought her pony to a halt. She turned to Radyl, riding in the cart behind her.


‘I wonder what that is.’ She pointed to a faint grey smudge that seemed to rise above Aum. ‘It’s a bit like the haze we saw from the bottom of Lenir Pass, but it’s lighter and fainter.’


‘Perhaps a sandstorm,’ said Radyl, but the tone of his voice told Averil that he did not believe it.


‘It looks like smoke,’ said Hannray. That was what Averil and Radyl had been thinking.


‘No, smoke would be darker than that,’ said Kern. ‘It’s got to be a sandstorm. In fact, there’s another one there.’ He pointed to a low hill between them and the salt pan. A brown-grey cloud drifted upwards from behind the hill, no more than a kilometre away. ‘Although I admit it doesn’t look much like a sandstorm.’


Five shapes suddenly appeared in the distance at the crest of the hill. Averil recognised them instantly.


‘Rock-dwellers!’ she said. ‘Coming from Aum.’


‘Let’s get them,’ said Kern. ‘There’s not many…’


But then, before they could move, more rockdwellers appeared, and then even more. Within minutes there were at least forty, moving along the road towards them.


‘No,’ said Hannray, ‘there’s too many. I’ve never seen this many in one group before.’


Averil nodded. ‘Yes, and they’re travelling by daylight as well. That’s odd. They usually travel at night.’


Then a vast shape appeared behind the last of the rock-dwellers. It was a massive creature of some sort. It had a bull-like head and shuffled on its hind legs with an odd, limping gait. Despite that, it moved quickly.


‘What’s that?’ Kern ask. ‘It’s…’


But before he could continue two more of the creatures appeared. A bellowing sound rang out, seemingly from one of the larger creatures. All the rock-dwellers stopped abruptly. Several slumped to the ground, exhausted.


For an instant the Aumians stood mute, transfixed by the sight, but Averil quickly realised the danger. ‘Quick, get the carts out of sight.’


It was too late. One of the strange creatures gestured towards them.


‘They’ve seen us,’ said Kern. ‘No point just looking at them. We might as well attack.’


‘Yes,’ said Hannray, a little reluctantly. ‘You might actually be right.’ Then she added under her breath, ‘For once.’


Radyl was watching the rock-dwellers carefully. ‘I’m not so sure,’ he said. ‘Look.’


The rock-dwellers were on the move again, though they weren’t heading towards them. They turned off the road, heading north across open ground. One of the three large creatures was leading, the other two at the rear, as if they were herding the rock-dwellers. Two rockdwellers carried large bundles. One stumbled and nearly fell, but one of the large creatures shoved it roughly, pushing it forward.


‘It looks as if they don’t want to fight us after all,’ said Averil.


‘And that’s probably just as well,’ added Radyl. ‘We could have taken care of the rockdwellers, but I didn’t like the look of those other things. What were they?’


Averil shook her head. ‘No idea,’ she said. ‘But whatever they are, they don’t look very friendly.’ Kern and Hannray were silent, secretly relieved that they hadn’t had to fight.


Meanwhile the rock-dwellers, driven by the huge creatures, were travelling quickly across the rough ground. Soon they crossed another low rocky ridge and were lost to sight, leaving no evidence of their presence other than a faint cloud of dust.


‘They’ve come from Aum,’ Averil said as the last rock-dweller was lost to sight. ‘And that dust - or smoke - that we saw also came from Aum. Something’s wrong. We’d better get back.’ Averil knew that fire was one of the rock-dweller’s favourite weapons. She also recalled, with a shudder, that they cooked and ate anything, including ponies and even people.


‘You’ll travel quicker without the carts,’ said Radyl. ‘We’ll follow as quickly as we can.’


Averil readily agreed. She set off towards Aum, urging her pony at a gallop with Hannray and Kern following close behind. They paused briefly at the point where the rock-dwellers had left the road. Amongst the hundreds of distinctive rock-dweller tracks they also saw the footprints of the large creatures - they were massive and three-toed.


They urged their ponies down the road as it followed the narrow gully to Wabi Soak. Without pausing they passed the Soak and less than two hours later arrived at the eastern edge of the salt pan.


The path that led around the northern shore of the salt pan was narrow and rocky, slowing their progress. Soon, though, they were travelling quickly across the stony undulating plain towards Aum. Thin wisps of smoke rose from the centre of the town.


‘This doesn’t look good,’ shouted Kern. Hannray and Averil rode in silence, fearing the worst. Averil thought of her mother and father, Zara and Benin, and her younger sisters Carla and Ludella. She even briefly thought about her older brother Eli.


They came to the outskirts of the town. The ashracks and the donkey hide tents - called storans - were mostly intact, although some of the storans had been knocked down. They rode with increasing alarm through the narrow lanes towards the market square, a broad clearing edged on one side by the waterhole, and on the other three by the largest buildings in the village - the Steward’s Residence, the main Trading House, and the Meeting Hall.


Although most of the buildings were intact, there was not a single person to be seen. The town seemed deserted.


Entering the market square, they found a scene of great desolation. The Meeting Hall lay in ruins, burnt to the ground. The Trading House was also damaged, one of its walls pushed in.


They hardly noticed the damage to the buildings. In the middle of the square lay four bodies of Aumians. With a jolt Averil recognised two of them - a boy and a girl she had known at the Learning Place. Hannray recognised the other two as warriors who had trained with her.


Lying nearby were the bodies of at least ten rock-dwellers. A little further on, sprawled across the steps of the Steward’s Residence, lay an immense body. It was another of the massive creatures they had seen with the rock-dwellers. Its head had been severed and was lying nearby.


‘What evil has happened here?’ asked Hannray quietly.


‘Evil indeed,’ said Kern. ‘But the rockdwellers didn’t have things all their own way. It looks like our warriors fought hard and well.’


‘But where is everybody?’ Averil asked. ‘Where are the townsfolk?’
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AUM




AVERIL SPRANG FROM HER PONY AND STRODE to the Steward’s Residence. Stepping around the body of the massive creature that lay sprawled across the steps, she entered the residence.


Meanwhile Hannray ran to the Trading House while Kern spurred his pony forward, trotting across the square and into the maze of narrow shop-lined lanes that surrounded the market square.


Minutes later they gathered back in front of the Steward’s Residence.


‘No sign of life anywhere,’ said Kern.


Averil and Hannray nodded. They had also found nothing.


‘This is terrible,’ said Hannray. ‘Where are they all? They can’t have all just disappeared.’


‘At least we didn’t find any more bodies,’ said Averil. ‘That’s promising.’


‘Promising?’ said Hannray. ‘Do you mean that they must be still alive somewhere?’


‘I’m hoping so.’


Averil looked again at the ruined Meeting Hall. It was still smouldering, but it was the only building that had been set alight.


‘It was a quick battle,’ she said. ‘There’s not a lot of damage. That’s unusual for rock-dwellers. They enjoy damaging things. That means they were either frightened off, or they simply did what they came to do and left.’


‘What did they come to do?’ asked Kern.


‘I don’t know,’ Averil replied. ‘I wish I did.’


‘But,’ said Hannray, ‘that doesn’t answer the question. Where are the townsfolk?’


Averil looked thoughtful. ‘There was a town meeting once where Ordisan and Metria talked about what to do if the town is attacked. Do you remember?’


‘I tend to drift off a bit during town meetings,’ said Kern. ‘I can’t remember…’


‘I think I do,’ said Hannray. ‘Wasn’t it something about the warriors gathering in the market square and the rest of the townspeople going to the mine?’


‘That’s right,’ said Averil. ‘The mine has a narrow entrance. It’s easily defended. That’s where we’ll find them.’


‘All alive, hopefully,’ added Kern.


Averil and Hannray mounted their ponies and the three Aumians rode quickly along the main road that ran to the north. Soon they left the town behind. Rocky hills rose abruptly to their left. Two kilometres from Aum, the road swung to the left. The cliffs loomed high above them.
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