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PROLOGUE




THE BEAST SLIPPED THROUGH THE MURKY waters of the Dreyon Marsh, slowly circling the island of Nomun. It felt burdened.


It wasn’t the weight of the two creatures sitting on its head that burdened the beast. After all they were tiny - a girl no more than fourteen or fifteen and a sorcerer who had taken the form of a small, old man. Compared to the beast they weighed virtually nothing, it barely felt their presence.


No, their weight was no burden. And, indeed, neither was the girl herself. Averil was her name. The beast had searched her soul and seen only goodness and wisdom. The beast liked her. It wanted to help her to free her sister and brother.


But Panay… that was another matter. The beast had also tried to look into his soul, but it seemed the sorcerer had known and blocked the attempt.


Oh yes, Panay seemed almost trustworthy. When he spoke he sounded so reasonable and measured. He had never tried to use sorcery on the beast; in fact he had not threatened the beast in any way. And, most important of all, Averil trusted him.


Yet… he was a sorcerer. Sorcerers were simply not to be trusted -even those who seemed trustworthy.


Having a sorcerer on its head was a burden, yes, but there was another thing that burdened the beast. They were now closer to Nomun, much closer than the beast had ventured ever since Malidon had arrived. It had stayed well away, usually keeping to the northern end of the marsh.


And the closer the beast came to Nomun the more clearly it could see the destruction wrought by Malidon’s troops. Holes pock-marked the ground, the trees were mostly destroyed. Fires burned across the island.


But, worst of all, the beast could now see that the castle had been rebuilt. It had been rebuilt over the graves of the beast’s ancestors, of its family, of its mother and its sister.


The beast felt a wave of anger sweep over it. Meanwhile Averil and Panay were calmly discussing the island’s defences. ‘Can’t they see the terrible damage that’s been done?’ thought the beast. ‘Don’t they care?’


All the beast’s indignation and anger boiled to the surface. It let out a mournful wailing sound, rose partly out of the water and turned towards the shore.


‘This is evil,’ it wailed. ‘This is desecration. This is an insult to my ancestors. I knew not how much damage had been done.’


Averil did not understand. She asked the beast if it was upset by the fires.


‘They have disturbed the earth,’ it told her as they closed on the island. ‘They have destroyed the living plants. They have desecrated the graves of my family.’


‘And you didn’t know that had happened?’ Averil asked.


‘I hadn’t swum this close before. I didn’t want them to know I was here. But now I have seen it. And now I will exact my revenge.’


On the island Malidon’s forces had heard the beast’s wailing cry. A batob - a massive creature that towered over the rock-dwellers and podges that made up the bulk of Malidon’s army, but small compared to the beast - turned and loped urgently towards the castle entrance. Rock-dwellers and podges stumbled about in confusion. The beast increased its speed. It vaguely felt Averil and Panay grasping its horns, holding on desperately.


The beast heard Panay imploring it to stop. ‘There’s a better way,’ he said. The beast ignored him.


But then Averil spoke. ‘Beast, please stop. Panay can help.’


At the sound of Averil’s voice the red mist of anger cleared slightly. The beast slowed. Now Panay was speaking. ‘I can work some sorcery that will make your job easier.’ While the beast considered this, Panay told Averil that Malidon knew they were there. Malidon had been talking to Panay, the words forming in Panay’s head.


‘He’s very amused,’ Panay had told Averil. ‘He’s looking forward to destroying me once and for all. He doesn’t like you very much, either, I’m afraid.’


‘What about the beast?’ Averil asked. ‘Doesn’t he fear the beast?’


Panay told Averil that Malidon was arrogant, that the evil sorcerer thought himself to be so strong that nothing could hurt him.


‘And perhaps, he’s right,’ Panay had told Averil. ‘We’ll see.’


The beast spoke then. ‘Yes, we will see! What sorcery can you do, Panay? Do it now.’


A few moments later the northern third of the island suddenly sank beneath the dark waters of the marsh. Hundreds of rock-dwellers and podges and a batob thrashed about in the water before disappearing beneath the surface. Many drowned.


The beast was horrified. ‘What have you done? You have destroyed my island! You have desecrated it. You are worse than Malidon.’ Enraged, the beast reached up to grab Panay, intent on destroying him.


Panay cried out, ‘Wait, beast. All is not as it seems! I haven’t finished. Watch!’


The submerged part of the island rose again. It was covered in trees. The ground was as it had been before Malidon arrived. It was good. The beast felt satisfied. Then Panay did the same for the middle part of the island. Again many of Malidon’s forces perished, drowning in the putrid waters of the marsh.


The beast smiled. ‘It is good,’ it said, almost to itself.


Just the southern end of the island remained unchanged. The castle still stood, surrounded by scorched, pitted earth. The beast waited for Panay to complete the job.


But Averil was speaking to Panay. ‘You can’t sink the castle. Our people are there. Ludella and Eli, Metria and Brandus, Hannray, Miki, the Monitor…’


The beast understood. Of course. Averil’s brother and sister were in danger. There were others imprisoned as well. Sorcery was not the answer now. It was too dangerous. The beast knew what it must do.


Before it could move, though, a figure appeared on the castle wall - a small figure wearing a white robe. The beast realised that this was Malidon. He had also chosen to appear as an old man. He stood there looking directly at them. The beast knew that Malidon was talking to Panay, even though he made no sound. A peal of thunder rolled across the marsh.


Panay spoke. ‘We have come for our people.’


There was a pause as Malidon replied, and then Panay said, ‘Not just Averil and me. The beast has also come for its people.’


Suddenly the beast was able to hear Malidon’s words. Malidon must have willed it.


‘Oh no, we have no beasts here,’ sneered Malidon. ‘No beast that big would fit in my dungeons. Although when we were rebuilding the castle we did come across a lot of old bones. They were very, very big bones. Perhaps that’s what…’


The red mist of hatred and anger flared again through the beast’s mind. It bellowed and rushed towards the island. In no time it had reached the shore.


Despite its blind fury, the beast was still aware of Averil and Panay clinging desperately to its horns. It paused just long enough for them to scramble to the ground before continuing towards the castle. A few rock-dwellers and podges fled before it, but the beast ignored them. It was totally focused on destroying Malidon.


Malidon was still on the top of a tower within the castle walls. He raised his arms. Waves of sorcerous energy pulsed through the air and slammed into the beast’s head and chest. The beast shuddered with the initial shock but shrugged off the attack. Beasts did not practice sorcery themselves, but they had learnt long ago how to endure it.


The castle gate was barred shut, it was of no concern to the beast. The opening was far too small for the beast to pass through anyway. It simply swung its tail into the castle wall and a huge section caved in.


Entering the courtyard the beast was confronted by six batobs. They stood in a line in front of the Keep - the massive tower that rose in the centre of the castle courtyard. They stood high on their hind legs, looking fierce and invincible, yet the beast’s tail swung around and cast them aside like twigs.


The beast looked at the Keep. Malidon had been standing on the top, but he had now disappeared. Striding forward the beast smashed into the Keep. Again no doorway was big enough – it made its own beast-sized opening.


Once inside the beast stopped. The ground floor was a massive banquet hall with a stairway at the far end. The beast took up most of the hall, stooping as low as it could to avoid hitting its head on the high ceiling.


Then the beast straightened. Its head burst through the ceiling above to the first level, then through the next ceiling and into the second level. Its two massive feet were still on ground level, but the rubble and broken timber from the floors and walls piled high about them. It stepped on the pile of rubble and its head hit the third ceiling.


It thrashed about with its arms, knocking down walls and floors, demolishing the Keep from the inside. The rubble fell to the banquet hall, forming a makeshift ramp that enabled the beast to go ever higher, ever closer to Malidon on the roof.


The beast knew Malidon was there. It could feel more waves of sorcerous energy breaking against its head and shoulders.


‘It is good,’ thought the beast. ‘Malidon’s energy is helping to break down the walls of the Keep. It’s making my job easier.’


Soon the interior of the Keep lay in ruin. The rubble was now up to where the fourth level once held the sleeping quarters. The beast bellowed in rage as it worked. Malidon continued to throw wave after wave of energy down, but the beast still shrugged it off.


Higher and higher the beast went, until its head broke through to the Keep’s roof. Malidon was there, on the opposite side of the roof.


‘Hello beast.’ Malidon’s voice reverberated through the beast’s head. ‘I’ve been wondering when I’d meet you. I knew you were out there somewhere in the marsh.’


‘The graves of my ancestors have been desecrated,’ said the beast, quietly as if talking to itself. ‘You must restore the island. You must restore the graves. But first you must free the prisoners.’


Malidon laughed. ‘Free the prisoners? Why are you concerned about the prisoners? They’re of no concern to you.’


Before the beast could reply it noticed far below that a boat had come to shore. It had come from Dreyona, the ruined city on the southern shore of the marsh. A small group of people was running from the castle towards the jetty.


‘No matter,’ said the beast. ‘They are free.’


‘What do you mean…?’ Malidon began, and then he also saw the running figures. There was Metria, and Brandus, and the Monitor, and Averil, and Panay and the others as well. Averil and Panay must have freed them.


Now it was Malidon’s turn to be enraged. He raised his arms towards the retreating figures, but before he could strike, the beast lunged forward. Malidon quickly turned back towards the beast, hitting it with an even more powerful burst of sorcerous energy.


The beast was satisfied with this. It knew that the more Malidon used his sorcery, the weaker he would become. Already he was looking less assured than he had when the beast had first broken through to the roof.


Malidon concentrated all his energy towards the beast. The beast waited, repelling each wave of energy, keeping half an eye on Averil and the others. They had scrambled aboard the boat and it was now sailing south towards Dreyona. In the distance it could see the fires of the massed army of Taal, Callus and Stall, the force that had just defeated Malidon’s main army.


Satisfied that Averil and the others were safe, the beast attacked. Its massive tail smashed through the outer wall of the Keep. It swung right around the outside of the stone fortification, destroying the outer walls. The Keep trembled, before collapsing inwards in a cloud of dust and rubble.


But Malidon did not fall. He simply floated down and landed on the highest point of the pile of rubble. The beast towered above him.


Malidon attacked with desperation. This was his final effort, but it was strong. Waves of energy pulsed from Malidon’s outstretched hands. They crashed against the beast. The beast staggered back. This was stronger sorcery than it had ever experienced before. A beast’s defences against sorcery are strong, but not invincible.


Thoughts of its sister ran through the beast’s mind. Her grave lay somewhere below the rubble. Her grave had been desecrated by Malidon. The beast steeled itself against the assault and advanced once more, fighting against the waves of raw energy.


Now Malidon backed away. He looked uncertain. Then he seemed to quiver, to become shapeless. Suddenly another Dreyon beast was standing where Malidon had stood. The beast stopped its advance for the barest moment, then took another step forward. It laughed aloud. Malidon actually thought that it was so naive that it would be taken in by such cheap, desperate sorcery.


Malidon’s beast shape wavered, reappearing as a giant viper. Its fangs dripped with green and purple venom. It appeared huge, twice the size of the beast. It seemed ready to strike.


At that moment the beast knew that it had won. All Malidon could do now was make frightening images to try to scare the beast. The beast laughed loudly, and a beast’s laugh is very loud indeed. The sound waves caused the rest of the castle to topple over.


Malidon reverted to his normal shape. He backed away further, but the beast sprang forward and grabbed him in its clawed hand. It drew him close to its face, looking at him as if it was studying an insect. The beast did not speak. It did not need to. Both knew that it had won. Both knew that Malidon was about to be destroyed.


Then a wave of anger and disgust overcame the beast. It hated Malidon. It hated what Malidon had done to its marsh. It hated what Malidon had done to Nomun Island. And most of all, it hated what Malidon had done to the graves of its family.


The beast pulled back its arm and threw the sorcerer with all its might. It watched the frail old man sail into the air, tumbling crazily out of control, arms and legs flailing. He soared high over the ruins of Dreyona and disappeared over the southern horizon.


Soon after, a faint flash of light appeared low in the southern sky. The beast felt satisfied. Malidon was gone. The marsh was the beast’s domain once more. When Panay fulfilled his last promise and restored the resting place of its family, of its ancestors, then it would truly be at peace.


A little later a dull rumble, like thunder, rolled across the water from the south.
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TALISMAN




AVERIL WASN’T SURE WHAT IT WAS ABOUT THIS place that made her feel so calm.


Was it the familiarity? Was it the solitude? Perhaps it was simply that she could see so much from here. She could see Aum, her town, sprawled between the base of the ridge and the small waterhole. She could see the Great Desert stretching out to the east. Across the desert on the eastern horizon were the mighty Kaptur Mountains, the edge of her world and the beginning of the wider world.


She remembered the time - was it only three years ago? She had sat in this very place, a small cleft in the rocky cliffs above the town. A sand storm had blown through the town and she had been late getting back to help clean up. And that day Averil had also been told she had been chosen to go on her very first trading expedition as a Novice Trader-Diplomat.


To Averil, on that day, Aum had seemed big. It had been her entire world, the only world she had known. The wider world was not only beyond the horizon, it was beyond imagining. She had heard of amazing things like streams that carried so much water that they flowed, of places where trees grew so tall and so closely together that they blocked out the sun, of places where it was so cold that water turned white and solid.


And of course she had heard stories of the sea, an expanse of water vastly bigger even than the Great Desert itself.


So much had happened since that time. Averil had seen all of those things. She had seen rivers. She had seen forests and ice and snow. And, most startling of all, she had seen the sea. Not only that, she had sailed in a boat on the sea.


The world had changed as well. The evil sorcerer Malidon had been defeated once at the Battle of Calluston, and then again a year ago at Nomun Island on the Dreyon Marsh. Averil had played a part in each victory. Aum had become known throughout the world, not just as a place where gold was mined and fine jewellery was made, but as the newest member of the Taalian Alliance, the grand alliance that bound the nations of Taal, Callus, Stall and Aum.


And Averil was not the only Aumian who was now known in the wider world. Metria, the Wise Woman Warrior, had been captured by Malidon twice, but she was more likely to be recognised as the warrior who single-handedly slew a batob. The Steward of Aum, Brandus, who had been the Chief Trader-Diplomat until recently, had played an important part in the lead-up to both great battles and in the negotiations after them. The warriors Hannray and Kern had fought well in both battles, joined by Miki and Averil’s brother Eli at Dreyona.


Aum was now a very different place, a more outward looking place. Trading parties still went out every month, carrying their precious cargo of fine gold jewellery and returning with goods from all over the world, wheat from Eulal, weapons and tools from Suther, fine cloth from Callus and fruit and vegetables from around Taal. But where once the trading parties only travelled as far as Lenir Pass, where they met trading parties from Stall, now they travelled all the way to Stall, and sometimes even through the Forest of Ordag to Taalmouth itself.


Trade was constantly on Averil’s mind. She had taken over from Brandus as Aum’s Chief Trader-Diplomat. This meant she was not only in charge of trade, she was responsible for Aum’s relations with the other nations of the world.


As she thought about this, Averil’s hand drifted to the small disk that hung from a leather band around her neck. Metria had given it to her on the night of her induction as Chief Trader-Diplomat. She didn’t say what it was or where it came from, she simply said it was a talisman, and that Averil should keep it on her always.


She unlooped the band from her neck and studied the talisman. It was a small disk, no larger than a Taalian ducat coin. It was old and slightly battered, a deep bronze colour. Next to fine Aumian jewellery it looked coarse and shabby, though Averil sensed that it had some greater importance other than simple decoration.


On one side of the disk was an eight-pointed star. In the centre of the star were three parallel sloped lines forming what looked like the letter ‘m’. Averil wondered what that meant. She had asked Metria about it. Metria joked that the ‘m’ stood for Metria and then quickly changed the subject. Deep down Averil wondered if the ‘m’ had anything to do with Malidon.


The shadows of the ridge lengthened over the town. Averil knew that it was time to return. She scrambled down the familiar rough path to the base of the low cliff and half ran, half walked into the town. She went directly to the market square.


Her brother Eli, her sister Ludella and the warrior Kern were sitting together outside the newly rebuilt Meeting Hall. They were looking towards the waterhole, which lay on the other side of the square. The other two sides of the square were taken up by the Steward’s residence and the Trading House.


‘Been up on the cliff again?’ Ludella asked as Averil arrived.


‘I thought you’d be too busy for that,’ said Eli, ‘what with you being Chief Trader-Diplomat and all.’


Averil grinned. ‘I need to get away from you lot sometimes,’ she said. ‘Why aren’t you at home making the sorg?’


‘I’m far too important to make sorg now,’ Eli replied. ‘I’m a fully-fledged warrior, not a novice warrior, and certainly not a baker. I’ve taught Carla everything I know. It’s her job now.’


She moved past them and entered the twisting narrow lanes that surrounded the square. Soon she arrived at her home. Her father Benin met her at the door. Behind him Averil could see her youngest sister, Carla, busy in the kitchen. She was making sorg, the traditional soft, flat bread that accompanied every Aumian meal. Averil smiled. So Eli really had passed on the responsibility for making the family’s sorg.


‘Did Hannray find you?’ Benin asked.


‘No.’


‘She was here a few minutes ago. Metria wants to talk to you. She said it was urgent.’


‘Where is she?’


‘At the Trading House.’


Averil ran back to the market square and into the Trading House. It was a large hall which, during market days, was crammed with stalls selling all sorts of goods. Today it was nearly empty, except for two women sitting on chairs at the far end. Averil joined them.


‘Ah there you are,’ said Metria. ‘Good.’


‘Were you up on the cliff again?’ Hannray asked. Averil nodded. ‘Well I hope your head is nice and clear now. We may have a problem.’


Averil had noticed that Hannray and Metria were rarely apart these days. She knew that Metria was passing on her knowledge to Hannray, who was being groomed to become a Wise Woman Warrior. Averil also knew that Metria had been developing some powers of sorcery, and that she had travelled several times to the Forest of Ordag where she had talked to Panay.


‘What’s happened?’ Averil asked.


‘Nothing has happened,’ Metria replied, ‘at least not yet. I wanted to talk to you before something does happen.’


This made no sense at all to Averil. ‘What’s going to happen?’


Metria was silent for a moment. ‘It may be nothing…’ she began.


‘But it’s probably not,’ Hannray interjected.


‘Yes, it may be nothing, but I’m pretty sure I’m right. I’ve been feeling a presence.’


‘A presence?’ Averil asked.


‘Yes. Something is stirring in the wider world. Something evil. Something has been, I don’t know, testing me. I can feel my strength being tested.’


‘How?’ Averil asked, but Metria remained silent.


‘The question we need to answer is who?’ said Hannray. ‘It must be a sorcerer. But which sorcerer has that sort of power these days?’


‘There are only two,’ said Metria. ‘Panay would be powerful enough, of course, but I know it isn’t Panay.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘Because I’ve talked to him about it. Besides, he has no need to test me - he already knows my strength, and my weaknesses.’


Averil felt a dreadful tightness in the pit of her stomach. ‘But the only other sorcerer capable of that sort of thing is Malidon. Malidon is dead. We all saw him thrown by the beast. He disappeared over the horizon. He must have hit the ground with terrific force. No-one could have survived that… could they?’


Metria stirred in her chair. ‘No person, certainly, but Malidon was not an ordinary person. He was a sorcerer. And, I very much fear, he still is a sorcerer, and a powerful one at that. He must have somehow survived. He also survived the storm that Panay created to end the Battle of Callus, remember. He’s not easily defeated.’


‘That’s terrible,’ said Averil. They fell silent, each absorbed by their own thoughts.


‘But we have one thing in our favour this time,’ said Averil suddenly. ‘The Taalian Alliance is strong. Taal, Callus, Stall and Aum will all fight together.’


‘Yes,’ said Metria. ‘Perhaps it will be enough. Panay’s also regaining some of his powers, although he’s not as strong as he once was, and I fear not nearly as strong as Malidon. Indeed Malidon was far stronger than Panay at Dreyona. If it hadn’t been for the beast we wouldn’t have won.’


Averil began to see their predicament. ‘And we can’t rely on the beast again. Last time it was driven by its hatred of Malidon, but only because Malidon had desecrated the graves of its family and its ancestors. The beast ejected Malidon from Nomun Island, and Panay restored the island so the beast’s family can rest in peace. Now the beast, as far as we know, is also at peace in the Dreyon Marsh. There’s no way we could convince it to help us this time.’


‘That’s right.’ Metria stood up. ‘That much we know, but there’s much that we don’t know. We don’t even know where Malidon is now. I doubt he would have returned to Dreyona, not with the beast waiting for him. If he’d returned to Callus I’m sure we would have heard about it. No, he’s somewhere in the world, but not in the settled regions.’


‘Where do you think he landed after he was thrown by the beast?’ Hannray asked, also rising.


Averil stood as well. ‘He would have been tossed a long way south. He probably landed somewhere well south of Aum, maybe in the southern parts of the Great Desert or around the Southern Pass.’


‘Or Suther,’ Metria added. ‘In fact I think that’s quite likely. We rarely hear much from there, even though they make virtually all of the world’s weapons and tools. The Suther traders who deliver the weapons to Stall don’t talk much. Nobody ever goes to Suther. We don’t really know what’s happening there.’


‘No, I haven’t heard anything at all for a while,’ Averil added.


They left the Trading House and walked out into the market square. It was late afternoon and the square was nearly deserted. Most Aumians had returned home for their evening meal. The three farewelled and went their separate ways.
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Early the next morning Averil walked to the market square. It was a market day and, even at this hour, the square was busy as sellers set up their stalls and early shoppers started to gather.


She ignored the market and strode across the square towards the Steward’s Residence. Before she reached the front door she was joined by an older warrior. Averil greeted him warmly.


‘Hello Miki,’ she said. ‘Congratulations.’


Miki smiled. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure if the Wise Ones know what they’re doing, making me Head Warrior.’


‘They’re not called wise for nothing,’ laughed Averil. ‘You’re the perfect choice.’


They had reached the door, and Averil knocked loudly. The door opened and Brandus welcomed them and ushered them inside.


‘Ah Miki, thank you for coming so quickly.’


‘I came as soon as I got the message,’ said Miki.


‘And Averil, I was about to send for you as well. We have much to discuss.’


Averil nodded. ‘I talked to Metria yesterday,’ she said. ‘She told me what she feared.’


‘Ah, good, good,’ said Brandus. He turned to Miki. ‘Have you heard?’ he asked.


Miki shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t think so…’


‘Do you remember when we were in the boat after being rescued from Nomun? Did you see the end of Malidon?’


Miki grimaced at the memory of that time. ‘I wasn’t in any condition to take much notice of what was happening,’ he said. ‘In fact neither of us was in great shape, as I remember. Neither of us had been spared by Malidon.’


‘Indeed,’ said Brandus. ‘He did enjoy our little chats, as he called them. And without your protection, Miki, I doubt I would have survived. Malidon wouldn’t have bothered about you had you just kept quiet. You suffered greatly for me.’


Miki shuffled, embarrassed.


‘And like you,’ Brandus continued, ‘I also missed those last moments when the beast flung Malidon far to the south. But we know that is what happened, and we all hoped that it would be the end of Malidon, and the end of trouble in the world.’


‘He survived?’ Miki was alarmed.


‘We don’t know for sure, but we think so. Metria has sensed a sorcerer testing her strength.


The only sorcerers who we know with that amount of power are Panay and Malidon. We know it’s not Panay, so unless another sorcerer has appeared, we can only assume that Malidon has survived and is even now gaining strength and preparing for another attack on the world.’


‘Well, we’ll have to be ready for him, then,’ said Miki simply. ‘The last time Malidon was stirring was when Aum came under attack and Metria and Ludella were kidnapped. That shouldn’t have happened. Our guards were taken by surprise. It won’t happen this time.’


‘That’s true,’ said Brandus. ‘We can’t let that happen again, but our forces are small. We need more warriors. Some of the jewellers and miners and shopkeepers will have to be trained.’


‘And they’ll have to be given weapons,’ said Averil. ‘Do we have enough weapons?’


Miki and Brandus looked at each other. ‘Perhaps not,’ Miki conceded. ‘We’ll need more swords at least. Some lances and spears would be good as well. We’re not all as good at fighting batobs as Metria. She is the only one who could slay a batob with a short Aumian sword. But working together with thrusting spears and lances the rest of us may have a slight chance.’


‘Yes indeed,’ said Brandus. ‘We need more weapons. And strange as it sounds the only place that we can get weapons from is Suther, which is where Malidon might be lurking.’


‘The next trading party leaves for Stall in two days,’ said Averil. ‘I’ll send an extra cart and buy some swords and spears. Tell me how many of each we need and I’ll pass the order on to the Trader-Diplomat.’


Miki nodded. ‘We may need two carts,’ he said.
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FIRE




AUMIANS ALWAYS LOOKED FORWARD TO THE return of a trading party from Stall; their choice of goods at the next market day would be wide and plentiful. Averil was always a little nervous. As Chief Trader-Diplomat it was her job to decide what the trading party would try to buy, and the prices offered by the Trader-Diplomat sent on the expedition. And of course they didn’t know what goods were available, or what prices were being asked, until they got to Stall. Sometimes they returned with too much of one item, or not enough of another, and people would complain to Averil.
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