


Contents


	Title Page

	Acknowledgments

	Free Book

	Map

	Prologue

	Part 1: The Mountain Folk

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight





	Part 2: The Rite of Acceptance

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen





	Part 3: The Army

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One





	Part 4: Alasia

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four





	Chapter Twenty-Five

	About the Author

	Discover Other Titles by Annie Douglass Lima






  Guide

  
    	Contents

  





The Annals of Alasia, Book I




Prince of Malorn

by Annie Douglass Lima




cover art by Jack Lin

http://www.jacklindesign.com/ 










Prince of Malorn

Published by Annie Douglass Lima at Smashwords

Copyright 2014 Annie Douglass Lima




This book is available in print at most online retailers.




Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.




Acknowledgments

I’m deeply grateful to the following people for their advice, suggestions, and editing expertise: Frank and Carolyn Jordan (Grandpa and Grandma – I couldn’t have done it without you!), David Bergsland, Patricia Porter, Melinda Pinto, Kessie Carroll, and William Woodall.

Thanks also to my fifth grade students at Morrison Academy (class of 2021) and my Friends of Alasia reading club for your helpful feedback.

Andy Wu, I appreciate your technical expertise and help with my map.

Finally, I want to thank Floyd, my beloved husband, who has supported me through the writing process and given me the time I needed to put this book together. I could never have finished Prince of Malorn without your love and encouragement.




RECEIVE A FREE FANTASY EBOOK!




[image: ]

I would love to give you a free copy of my book Annals of Alasia: The Collected Interviews. It's a fun little collection of "interviews" I conducted with the characters in my Alasia series and is not available anywhere else. Click here to request your free copy!




[image: ]








PROLOGUE







Ernth whistled cheerfully as he strolled around the edge of the meadow beside the grazing goats, spear in hand. Out of habit, he kept glancing back and forth to watch for predators, though there were no concealing bushes or boulders close by.


His friend Otchen and Otchen’s sister Jenth patrolled the meadow’s other side, and Ernth found his eyes straying in Jenth’s direction. He and Jenth had both earned the honor that came from succeeding in the Rite of Acceptance the previous spring, an ordeal Otchen had faced a year earlier. The three of them recounted tales of their experience over the campfire nearly every night, staying up late laughing and boasting about the dangers they had faced long after everyone else had gone to bed.


The friends had gotten to know each other much better since mid-autumn, ever since Otchen had arranged for Ernth to spend a year with his family. Now that he had been Accepted, Ernth had the right to temporarily leave his own family and travel with anyone who would have him. But lately he had been discovering he enjoyed Jenth’s company even more than her brother’s. And Ernth was nearly certain Jenth felt the same way about him. There was something special about the way she smiled at him, the way she teased him now and then.


The stillness of the autumn morning was shattered as a small figure came tearing up the slope toward them. “Guess what! Guess what I found!” the boy panted. Otchen and Jenth’s brother Rith, though not old enough to have his own spear yet, had taken his staff and gone prowling around to make sure nothing was lurking on the hillside nearby. Or so he said, but Ernth suspected the little boy really planned to enact one-sided battles against make-believe dangers from his own mind. Rith had quite an imagination, and his face was full of excitement now.


“What is it?” Ernth demanded as he and Jenth and Otchen hurried over. Was this another one of the boy’s games?


“There’s a Lowlander village close by! It’s right over there!” His eyes wide, Rith pointed downhill in the opposite direction from their camp.


The others frowned. “Are you sure?” his sister demanded. “Or are you making things up again?”


“No, this time it’s true! It’s just around the side of the slope. There’s twenty-five buildings. I counted!”


The other three glanced at each other uneasily. They hadn’t known they were in Lowlander territory, and it was not a pleasant realization. Of course, this being late autumn, the family had been traveling on the mountains’ lower slopes, since many of the high peaks were covered with snow already. In the spring when the weather grew warmer, they would move higher up, where melting snow would thicken the grass into the lush carpet that was the most nourishing for their goats and horses. But for the next few months they would have to travel the foothills, and it was not unusual to encounter Lowlanders there. Ernth’s family had occasionally traded with them, even venturing into Lowlander towns now and then to buy needed supplies. But it was never a pleasant experience, and his older relatives had warned him more times than he could count not to go near them if he could help it.


“If there’s really a village close by, we should warn the rest of the family,” Jenth suggested. “They’ll probably vote to find somewhere else to graze the goats until we leave the area.”


“Do you think we should take the flock home now?” wondered Otchen.


“I’m sure we’ll be all right for the rest of the day,” Ernth protested. If they went home early, there would only be extra work for them to do down in the camp. “Besides, the Lowlanders don’t know we’re here. They won’t bother us if we stay away from their village.”


Jenth and Otchen nodded in reluctant agreement. Rith, however, was hopping from one foot to the other in his eagerness. “But I want to go back there. I hardly got to see it at all. I’ve never been in a Lowlander village before!”


“There’s nothing special about Lowlander villages,” Ernth told him. “They just have hard, square buildings with slanted roofs, and even their animals have to sleep inside.”


Rith wrinkled his brow. “Why would anybody want to live like that?”


“Because they’re Lowlanders,” Otchen told his little brother. “That’s the way they do things. Now stay here with us and the goats. You’re not going back.”


“Don’t you want to see the village too? We could just go look,” Rith pleaded. “We wouldn’t let them spot us. There’s some rocks that we could hide behind uphill from the buildings.” He grinned at his sister. “Besides, I saw some fruit trees nearby!”


Jenth hesitated, running her thumb over the intricate carvings with which she had decorated the shaft of her spear. “What kind of fruit?”


“Apples. Your favorite! We could go pick some and not actually go close to the buildings. Then we could bring fruit back to slice up and dry for the winter, and the whole family would be happy, and I’d get to see the village one more time. Please?”


He gazed up at Jenth, wide-eyed, with a pleading expression on his little freckled face. Ernth had seen him use that look on his grandparents, who usually smiled tolerantly and gave in to whatever he was begging for.


His sister, not so easily swayed by his charms, frowned. “How close are the trees to the buildings?”


“Not close at all,” he hastened to assure her. “We’ll be safe. Come on!”


“We ought to stay with the goats,” protested Otchen. “It isn’t safe to leave them alone, and it definitely isn’t safe to get too near to Lowlanders.”


“Why don’t you stay with the goats,” Ernth suggested. “I’ll go with the other two to gather some fruit. Jenth and I have our spears, so we’ll be all right. The Lowlanders probably won’t even notice us.” Not that he particularly cared about seeing the village, but he hadn’t tasted apples since last autumn. His mouth was already watering at the thought.


Otchen frowned. “Well, I don’t like it much, but I suppose it’ll be all right. Don’t be gone too long.”


Rith led the way downhill, crossing the slope diagonally, the invisible path he followed curving around to the right. It wasn’t long until he stopped before a jumble of boulders on the shoulder of the hill. “Look!” he whispered excitedly. “You can see the village from here.”


Ernth crept forward, half crouching, and peered around one of the rocks at the scattering of buildings on the shallow slope before them. In between and beyond the structures were fields of shrubs, all growing in straight rows the way Lowlanders liked to plant them. From their size and shape, Ernth guessed that they must be the bushes with the little red berries that tasted all right but had that hard green seed in the middle. He had no idea why anyone would go to the trouble of growing those berries in such quantities when there were so many better-tasting fruits available. But then, Lowlanders often did things that made very little sense. Lowlanders themselves could be seen walking back and forth along the rows of plants, probably picking those berries.


Jenth came up behind him, and his heart thudded a little faster when she put a hand on his shoulder. “Where are the apple trees?” she whispered, staring at the village.


“Over there,” Rith told her, scooting forward to crouch beside his sister and pointing to the nearest of the structures. Sure enough, Ernth could see three trees laden with red fruit just beside it.


“You said the trees weren’t close to the buildings,” Jenth scolded.


Rith shifted uncomfortably. “I guess I forgot. But there’s nobody around. I’m sure they won’t care if we go pick some. Come on!”


“They probably will care,” his sister told him, frowning. “Lowlanders never like it when we come close to where they live.”


“I’ll go with him,” Ernth volunteered, eager to impress her with his courage. “You can stand watch here and whistle if you see anyone coming.”


“Don’t be silly. I’m not staying behind while you two have all the fun.” Jenth hefted her spear. “Let’s go.”


They stayed low, darting from rock to bush. Though the Lowlanders had no reason to harm them, Lowlanders often did things without any discernible reason, and it paid to be careful.


The trees’ branches were heavy with fruit. Unfortunately, none of the three had anything to carry it in, and the pockets in their tunics would only hold a few apples apiece.


Jenth set down her spear, peeled off her deerskin jacket, and laid it on the grass beside the weapon. She started plucking apples from the lower branches and tossing them onto the garment. The other two followed suit, and soon they had three growing piles. Ernth grinned, picturing the dried apple slices they would be able to snack on through the winter. He always got so tired of dried meat and fish in the cold weather.


A glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye made him whirl around, snatching up his spear. A Lowlander man had appeared from around the corner of the nearest building and stood staring at them. “What do you think you’re doing?” the man yelled. “Get away from my trees!”


As if a person could own a tree like they would a piece of clothing. But the man looked angry, so Ernth raised his spear, just in case. Seeing his weapon, the Lowlander immediately backed away around the corner.


“We’d better leave,” Jenth warned. “He might be going to fetch his friends.”


Ernth bent to tie his apple-filled jacket into a bundle, doing his best to wrap the sleeves around it so the fruit wouldn’t all fall out. Jenth quickly finished doing the same and stooped to help her little brother, whose apples were rolling across the grass.


“Let’s go,” Ernth urged. They picked up their bundles and turned to head back the way they had come, but something made him pause and turn around again.


The same Lowlander had appeared at the corner of the building once more, but this time he was carrying a bow. Not a little bow like the kind Ernth sometimes used to shoot rabbits or birds for supper. A big, heavy bow, the kind that could bring down a deer or a wolf.


Or a human.


“Run!” Ernth yelled, his heart lurching in sudden fear. Would the man really try to shoot them? Probably; he was a Lowlander. Everyone knew that Lowlanders would do anything if they got angry enough, even kill people.


The three of them sped up the slope. If only we had our horses! Ernth could hear the man coming after them, dodging the trees to get a clear shot.


“You thieving vagabonds! I’ll teach you to steal from me!” he yelled. There was a twang, and an arrow whizzed through the air above their heads.


Rith screamed. “He’s trying to shoot us!”


“Give back my apples, you filthy thieves!” bellowed the man from behind.


Another arrow whistled past them, this one just to their left. Perhaps the man was only trying to scare them. Either that or his aim was really bad, but they had better not count on that. “Drop the apples!” Ernth shouted to the others, who were ahead.


He fumbled for the knot in the jacket he held. He didn’t dare drop the whole thing – this was the only jacket he had – but maybe if he let the fruit fall, the man would leave them alone.


Jenth had the same idea and was shaking hers free. Ernth stumbled as the ground in front of him suddenly came alive with rolling fruit. Losing his balance, he tripped and fell sideways, still clutching his spear with one hand and his jacket with the other.


There was another twang, and before Ernth realized what had happened, a wooden shaft as long as his arm flew past his right shoulder, its feathered end whispering across the sleeve of his tunic. He cried out, more from surprise than pain, instinctively twisting his arm to peer at the shallow wound where the arrow had ripped through his clothes and sliced a furrow in the flesh beneath.


In front of him, Jenth stopped, whirling around at the sound of his cry. “Ernth!” she shouted, her voice panicked. Seeing him on the ground clutching his shoulder, she probably assumed he was more seriously wounded than he was. Dropping her jacket, she adjusted her grip on her spear, eyes filled with anger.


“Don’t, Jenth,” he gasped as she barreled past him down the slope, spear aimed at the Lowlander. Ernth turned and saw alarm on the man’s face, quickly changing to panic as Jenth continued to charge at him at full speed.


“Stop right there!” the man exclaimed, his voice shaking, as he fumbled for his last arrow. Jenth either didn’t hear or didn’t care, and the man raised his bow once more.


“Jenth!” Ernth and Rith screamed in unison as her body jerked and then fell to the ground. Ernth scrambled to his feet and dashed toward her, ignoring the throbbing pain in his shoulder. The Lowlander, his face white, turned and fled the other way.


The arrow sticking out of her chest was like something from a nightmare. It didn’t belong, but Ernth didn’t dare yank it out in case he couldn’t stop the bleeding. Jenth’s eyes were wide, her hands fumbling weakly for the alien length of wood that seemed to be growing out of her body.


“Jenth, Jenth,” sobbed Rith, dropping to his knees beside his sister.


“Help me get her out of here,” Ernth ordered. He knew it was only a matter of time until the Lowlander returned with his friends, or with more arrows.


The two of them tried to lift her, but Rith wasn’t strong enough and Ernth’s shoulder shot spasms of pain through him every time he moved his arm. “Run and call Otchen,” he panted finally. “Tell him to come quick.”


But the light was already fading from Jenth’s eyes. Ernth held her hand, his other hand clasped over his own wound. Tears were streaming down his face now. It couldn’t end like this. What about all his plans?


“Ernth,” she whispered faintly, and then that was all. Her hand went limp in his, her eyelids fluttered closed, and she was gone.






PART 1

The Mountain Folk








CHAPTER ONE







“Oh, Korram, I wish you didn’t have to go,” Kalendria whispered, wrapping her arms around her brother in the cool morning air.


Korram, Prince of Malorn and heir to the throne – assuming he lived long enough to sit in it – hugged his little sister back. “You know I have to go,” he reminded her. “We’ve tried everything else.” And if this doesn’t work, I may end up dead. Who knows, we all may. He didn’t say the words aloud, but he didn’t need to. They all knew.


Kalendria released him, and their mother stepped forward in the torchlight to wrap him in her own tight embrace. Though seventeen already, Korram was no taller than she was; and she was not a tall woman. He had often jokingly blamed Mother for his lack of stature, a little embarrassing for a future monarch. Even Kalendria, at eleven, already came up past his shoulder.


“Be careful, Korram,” his mother reminded him. “The Impassables are a dangerous area. At least try to stay away from those lawless mining camps.”


Are miners more lawless than Mountain Folk? Korram wasn’t sure, but strangely, something inside him was quivering with excitement at the thought of finding out. Yes, his quest would be difficult and probably dangerous too, but it was an actual quest, like the ones noble warriors in Arden’s stories undertook. For the first time in his life, he would be striking out on his own, doing something no other Malornian ruler on record had ever attempted. If this worked, he would make history.


And if it didn’t, well, he would rather die in the mountains than at Regent Rampus’s hand.


But Korram hoped he wouldn’t end up suffering both fates. He wouldn't put it past Rampus to send spies or assassins sneaking along after him. Though Rampus knew he was planning this journey, Korram had kept the exact day and time of his departure a secret, so with any luck he would have a good head start before the regent even realized he had left.


“I’ll be careful,” he assured his mother and sister. “I wouldn’t dream of giving Rampus the satisfaction of being rid of me permanently.” And won’t he be surprised when I return successful.


His mother pulled a small object from her pocket and pressed it into his hand. “Take this with you,” she told him, her voice trembling with just a hint of emotion. “It was your father’s. I’d been saving it to give you on your coronation day, but somehow this seems the appropriate time.”


It was a ring, but not just any ring. Korram held it up to the flickering light of the torch mounted in a sconce beside the front door, and dozens of tiny rubies and diamonds winked back at him. The jewels formed the shape of a hawk, wings outstretched against a pair of crossed spears. It was the Malornian royal crest, and any Malornian who saw it would know that the person who wore this ring was a member of the royal family. That could be good or bad, Korram reflected, but it would certainly be useful if he ever needed to prove his identity.


He slipped the ring on, its wide gold band cool and heavy around his finger. It would serve as his own constant reminder of who he really was and what this quest was all about.


Korram turned to the palace minstrel, who was sitting unobtrusively on the steps behind them, stroking the strings of his malute. “Goodbye, Arden. Thank you for all you’ve done.”


Arden stood and extended a hand to clasp his. Though Korram had hardly noticed the soft music his friend had been playing, the palace courtyard seemed suddenly deathly silent in the predawn dimness.


“It’s been my pleasure, your Highness. And you know I’ll do whatever I can to help your family in your absence.”


“I know you will.” Korram smiled ruefully, wishing he could ask the minstrel to accompany him. Arden was as close to him as a family member, and since Father’s death nearly four years ago he had been Korram’s greatest role model. He and his malute had always been there to help Korram through the hard times, inspire him, encourage him. There was something powerful about that music of his. Korram had seen arguments start or end, timid informants encouraged to reveal information, angry opponents forget what they were upset over, and liars stumble over their words, grow confused, and finally blurt out the truth. All, he was convinced, because of the subtle little tunes that Arden seemed to pull out of the air and weave into patterns that could play with a person’s mind as effortlessly as the wind played with a kite. And Arden’s creativity and insight into human nature had made him a valuable advisor to both Korram and his father before him.


But that was exactly why Arden was needed here. Who knew what Rampus might try to do in the coming weeks or months? Korram was worried for his family’s safety, and it was hard to say how many of the palace guards would take their side if it came down to it. Leaving Arden with them made him feel a little better. Besides, Arden had an assignment: one that just might keep Rampus from sending assassins after Korram after all.


In the torchlight, he smiled around at the only three people in the world he was certain he could trust. “Don’t look so worried. I’ll be back in a few weeks, or a couple of months at the most.” As if he actually had any idea how long his mission might take.


He could tell his mother and Kalendria were both blinking back tears, and the last thing Korram wanted was an emotional farewell. Better to cut this short and get out of here.


“Well, I ought to be off. I’ve got a long day of travel ahead of me. Actually, probably quite a few long days of travel. See you soon.” Without waiting for a response, he gave them one last smile and then turned and strode briskly away.


A groom waited by the stable, leaning sleepily on the mule beside him. Korram bent to pick up the pack that lay on the ground nearby and hoisted it onto his back. How many Malornian princes had ever gone on a journey carrying their own luggage? None, probably. He grinned, tightened the straps over his shoulders, and accepted a leg up from the yawning groom, settling himself awkwardly between the bulging saddlebags.


It’s time. The groom gave the animal’s haunch a slap and it plodded forward. Sergeant Sanjik of the palace guard pulled the heavy front gate open as Korram approached. “Safe journey, Sire,” he called, saluting as the prince passed.


From behind them, Korram could hear Arden striking up a new tune, the chords he strummed carrying boldly across the quiet courtyard. It was a martial-sounding melody, and Korram felt his spirits soar along with the notes. If there had been words to the song, they would probably have been about a capable army marching forth boldly to conquer, unafraid of whatever dangers lay ahead, proudly advancing toward victory – and destiny.


On the horizon before him, far beyond the still-sleeping city of Sazellia, the dark shapes of the Impassable Mountains rose solidly against the stars. Korram didn’t know anyone who had traveled more than a few miles into them.


Still grinning in boyish excitement, he kicked his mule into a trot and rode forth boldly to meet his destiny.


His excitement lasted for all of a mile and a half. Then, as Korram rounded a corner on the cobblestoned street, a group of dark figures stepped out before him, blocking his way.


What’s going on? Korram reined to a halt, but before he could grow alarmed, he recognized the tan and black uniforms of the palace guard. What are guards doing out in the city this early?


“Your Highness,” the lead figure greeted him, bowing. “Good morning, Sire.” There was no surprise in the man’s voice, and that answered Korram’s question. They were waiting for me.


“Captain Callium,” he replied, working hard to keep the surprise and confusion out of his own voice. “Order your men to stand aside; they’re blocking my way.”


“I beg your pardon, Sire; Regent Rampus has sent us to meet you with a message.”


Now alarm rose in Korram. Regent Rampus? How did he know I would be coming this way at this time? His intelligence network must be even better than Korram had realized.


“The regent requests the honor of your presence at a farewell breakfast he has prepared for you,” the captain of the palace guard went on.


“Well, I’ve already eaten breakfast. Please thank the regent for me and inform him that I don’t have time to return to the palace now. I’ll see him when I get back from the mountains.”


“Actually, my lord, the regent is waiting in an inn just down that street.” Callium pointed. “Breakfast or not, please allow us to escort you there. He would be most disappointed not to have the opportunity to speak with you before you leave.”


Korram hesitated. But he was surrounded by a dozen armed men, and while he had no particular reason to believe they intended him harm, neither was there any reason to trust them. He was wearing his sword, but what use would that be against so many?


It seemed he didn’t have much choice at the moment but to find out what Rampus wanted. “Very well, Captain,” he replied, resigned. “Lead the way.”


The inn in question wasn’t far off. Light shone through cracks in the shutters, and two more guards stood on duty outside, their faces lit by flickering torches on either side of the doorway. But what surprised Korram as he approached was the rows of hobbled mules that waited nearby, all wearing loaded saddlebags. What’s going on?


One of the guards held his mule by the bridle so Korram could dismount. Another reached for his pack, but Korram shook his head. “I’ll keep this with me.” He wasn’t giving up any more than he had to until he knew what was about to happen.


The regent was waiting in a well-furnished dining room inside, sitting alone at a table for two. More guards stood at attention all along the walls, but no other guests or employees were in sight. Not that Korram would have expected any at this early hour.


“Good morning, my prince.” Rampus beamed at him from across the room as Korram approached.


“Regent. I heard you wanted to see me.” No sooner were the words out than Korram realized he sounded like some servant addressing his superior. The fact that Rampus did not rise to his feet as the prince approached only added to the picture.


“Indeed. Please have a seat, my lord. Breakfast will be served momentarily.” Rampus gestured to the chair across from him.


Korram remained standing. “I’ve already eaten. Actually, I’m rather busy at the moment.”


“Surely your journey can wait a little longer, Sire. Please.” Though the regent’s words were respectful, there was a hard edge to his tone. He gestured again, and reluctantly, Korram slipped off his pack and sat.


Attendants in palace uniforms appeared with trays of food, placing steaming plates and cups in front of the two of them. I’m not hungry and I don’t want anything from Rampus, Korram reminded himself. But his mouth watered at the smell of eggs cooked with cheese and sausage and of fried oatcakes topped with puddles of melting butter.


“So what exactly is this about?” he demanded, as one of the attendants set a mug of coffee and a cup of fruit juice in front of him.


The regent took a bite of oatcake and smiled at Korram as he chewed, but there was nothing friendly in his expression. Resisting the urge to tap his foot with impatience, Korram stared at him until he swallowed. “Why, I wanted merely to say farewell and wish you the best of luck on your mission, my prince.”


Really. Korram didn’t buy it for a moment. He waited, knowing there was more to come.


“As you know, the Impassables are a dangerous region,” Rampus went on, “and the Mountain Folk are not to be trifled with. Many would say that for a lad of your tender years to go off alone like this is courageous at best, foolhardy at worst. Indeed, it is a mission from which some might expect you will not return.”


“Oh, I have every intention of returning, Regent. Don’t worry about that.”


“Oh, but I do worry about it, my prince. Your safety is of great concern to me.”


Only because you’re hoping I won’t be safe, Korram thought. Then you won’t have to bother getting rid of me before I turn eighteen.


“In fact,” the regent went on, still speaking through his fake smile, “I’m not sure it’s even possible for anyone to succeed in what you are attempting. Though I’m sure you would feel shame and disgrace were you to fail, be encouraged that it’s noble of you to even try.”


“I have no intention of failing,” Korram retorted. “I know it will be difficult, but I’m going to find a way to succeed. I won’t return until I do.”


Rampus beamed at him with that fatherly expression that annoyed Korram more than anything. “And that courage, that determination, is precisely what makes you such a hero to our people. During these uncertain times, the people need heroes like you: those who will risk any danger, sacrifice whatever they must, strive with all effort necessary, to succeed at all costs. Though it would break my heart not to see you again, I know that you understand this. You understand how it would shatter the people’s image of their prince were you to return with anything but complete success. You know the honor in which they would hold their future king if he reappears successful from such a difficult quest – and the disappointment and shame they would feel if he were to crawl home in failure. Not to mention how your family would suffer for your sake.”


Is he just talking about my reputation or threatening my family as well? Korram scowled. “I told you, Regent, I have no intention of returning in failure.”


“I’m so glad to hear that, my prince. The kingdom would be devastated.”


To avoid the regent’s meaningful gaze, Korram picked up his fork and took a bite of his eggs. His heart was thudding in anger. It would be better to die in the mountains than return unsuccessful. Rampus couldn’t have gotten his message across more clearly if he had actually spoken the words. Of course he didn’t believe Korram would succeed. And of course there were lots of ways one could die up in the Impassables. I could get lost, fall sick, starve, perish in a landslide or avalanche, freeze to death, be murdered by the Mountain Folk – then of course there were the wild animals: wolves, snowcats, poisonous snakes, and who knew what else. If Korram were to fall victim to any one of those dangers, he knew his death would come as a source of great delight to Rampus and his many supporters.


But hoping I’ll die up there is still better than sending someone to kill me. Which he could easily do.


“I intend to be an inspiring example to the Malornian people,” he informed Rampus. “And to make sure they all know about my quest, Arden the minstrel has written a variety of songs about it already and will perform them in public places around the city in the coming weeks.” It was a safeguard they had set up at his mother’s insistence. The more people who knew where Korram had gone and what he was trying to do, the harder it would be for Rampus to have him disposed of quietly.


But the regent merely nodded. “An excellent idea. And speaking of ideas, I have taken the liberty of arranging for some attendants for you, Sire. A personal servant and two dozen guards to accompany you on your expedition and help ensure your safety. Their supplies are packed and they are ready to leave with you this morning.”


“What?” The word burst out before Korram could stop it. “I’m not taking anyone with me!”


Rampus smiled tolerantly. “I remember well the impetuosity of youth. The desire for adventure, the urge to go off on one’s own and prove one’s abilities to the world. Never fear, my prince, these men will help and protect you on your journey without taking a share of the glory you will earn through its success.”


And when we get to some deserted place far from civilization, they’ll turn on me and kill me. Korram had absolutely no doubt that was what Rampus had in mind. Actually, come to think of it, Rampus could have him killed here and now. The guards who still stood at attention around the edges of the room were surely all on the regent’s side. Probably the innkeeper, too, wherever he was. Would the regent risk assassination right here in Sazellia?


Probably not, unless he thinks it’s his last chance to get rid of me. Which was why Korram couldn’t let him know he suspected anything.


His throat had gone dry, so Korram moistened it with a sip of coffee before he spoke again. “I must confess you’re right, Regent,” he admitted. “I did want to measure myself against the mountains and see if I could do this alone. I suppose it would have been wise to ask your advice on that before I finalized my plans. However, there’s another reason why I can’t bring guards with me.” He was careful to keep his voice humble, though he wanted to throw the words out as a challenge. “You know how suspicious the Mountain Folk are of our people. My task will be hard enough as it is, but if I approach them surrounded by armed men, their first response will be to flee or fight back. I’ll never be able to talk to them, to convince them to help us.”


He turned his attention to his plate once more and picked up his fork for another bite, afraid that if he made eye contact now, Rampus would take it as defiance and force his will on him anyway. Will he decide he needn’t bother sending anyone with me to kill me? Will he think I’m likely enough to just die in the mountains on my own and save him the trouble? Korram kept chewing, acutely aware that his life depended on the answer.


Three bites later, the regent finally nodded. “You are wise beyond your years, my prince. I confess I lost sight of your mission in my concern for your safety. However, you must allow me to provide for you in one small way. At your insistence, the guards will indeed stay behind, but I insist on sending with you an attendant who is experienced in mountain life. I’m afraid he will be of little use for protection, but he can serve you by setting up your camp each night, hunting or fishing and cooking for you. One additional person will not alarm the Mountain Folk unduly.”


And he can keep an eye on me and report back about everything I’m doing, and perhaps send messages to Rampus whenever we pass through a town or village. Korram didn’t like that idea much more than the original one, but he couldn’t think of a good way to get out of it. Besides, Rampus had already gestured to one of the men on duty, who disappeared, presumably to summon the servant.


“Very well,” Korram conceded finally. “I suppose it would be useful to have someone along who’s experienced in mountain life.” He knew that was probably true. Korram was good with his sword, thanks to daily practice with the palace master-at-arms, and he was a fair shot with his bow and had gone hunting on day trips before. But besides that, I know very little about wilderness survival, he admitted to himself. He had done some research in the palace library before he left and was eager to try out the skills he had read about. But he supposed it would be helpful to bring an attendant in case lighting a fire or cooking a rabbit turned out to be more difficult than he expected.


In any case, his real quest was almost exactly what Rampus thought it was; the only difference would come right at the end. So it wouldn’t matter what this servant saw or heard until then; and, when the time came, Korram would find a way to fool him or dismiss him or work in spite of him. In the meantime, he decided, he would get the man to teach him everything he knew. It’s time I learned to do more for myself. Malorn needs a king who’s capable and independent.


The door to the dining hall opened, and a bearded man who looked to be in his mid-thirties wove his way between the tables toward them. “This is Trayven,” the regent announced, as the servant stopped before their table and bowed. “He was raised in the foothills and knows all the best travel routes, so he will make a good guide.”


The last thing Korram wanted was a guide. He would set his own route, not follow one that Rampus had probably told this fellow to lead him along, where who-knew-what could be waiting around any corner. In fact, Korram decided on the spot, he would travel anonymously, staying away from farms and mining camps and villages as much as possible. And when he encountered anyone besides Mountain Folk, he would keep his identity secret. It would be safer that way.


But no need to explain all that to this man in front of the regent. “Trayven,” Korram greeted him. “It will be good to have you along on my journey.”


“My pleasure, Sire,” Trayven muttered dutifully, but the look on his face suggested he was being banished for some crime.


Korram pushed back his chair and rose to his feet, impatient to get away before Rampus introduced any more roadblocks into his plans. “Well, since that’s settled, let’s be going.” He forced himself to smile at Rampus. “Thank you for your thoughtfulness, Regent. I’ll see you again when I return successful.”


“Indeed.” Once again, Rampus remained seated. “I look forward to hearing all about your adventures.” But Korram didn’t miss the glance he gave Trayven as he spoke the words. “I’m so glad we were able to have this conversation, my prince, and I trust you will remember what I’ve said.”


Korram didn’t bother to reply. He let Trayven pick up his pack as he strode toward the door, the servant trailing along behind.


It had grown light outside, and a few early risers were out on the streets, probably heading for the morning markets to buy breakfast. So much for getting out of Sazellia without anyone seeing him leave. But at least this way Rampus couldn’t send anyone after him to kill him in public.


The guards were still out there, talking quietly amongst themselves now – discussing the sudden change in plans, most likely. They fell silent and straightened up to stand at attention as Korram appeared, and one of them led his mule forward. Another brought two more mules to the front step of the inn, one saddled and the other loaded with bundles. Trayven strapped Korram’s pack onto the second animal along with the other bags and mounted the first one himself.


Apparently I won’t be carrying my own luggage after all. But under the circumstances, Korram couldn’t complain. The road still stretched open and welcoming before him, the craggy peaks of the mountains ahead silhouetted against the dawn sky. He was still alive, and no guards were accompanying him. Soon he would be far away from Rampus and his control. There’s hope for my life and mission yet.


Breathing a sigh of relief to be out of the regent’s presence, Korram kicked his mule into a trot and once more rode out to meet his destiny.








CHAPTER TWO



Ernth stood on the ridge beside his cousin Thorst and gazed down into the valley below. Dozens of tents were scattered along the banks of the stream at the bottom – not normal tents made from soft goat hides or deerskin, but big, stiff, gray-green tents, angular and unnatural looking. Lowlander tents. Lowlanders themselves walked about or crouched over campfires around the valley, talking noisily as Lowlanders always did.


Sniffing the smoke that rose through the cool evening air, Ernth wondered what nasty concoctions they were cooking up. He knew a hearty, wholesome meal of roast rabbit and lumjum cakes would be waiting for him and Thorst back home by the time they finished this job, and the thought perked him up a little.


“Well, we definitely came at the right time of day,” Thorst pointed out, adjusting the three leather milk pouches that hung from the strap draped over his shoulder. “Some of those people are bound to want milk to go with their suppers. Come on; we may as well get it over with.”


Ernth followed him down the slope, gripping his spear with one hand and steadying his own load of milk with the other, wishing they didn’t have to interact with these people. He couldn’t look at Lowlanders without thinking of what had happened a year and a half ago. He clenched his jaw, thinking of that awful day when everything had gone wrong. Jenth had barely breathed her last when a whole crowd of Lowlander villagers had come charging toward him with bows and clubs, and he had been forced to abandon her body and run for his life. He had caught up with Rith and then the two of them had found Otchen back with the flock, but the villagers were still coming. They had no choice but to leave the goats and flee, eventually managing to hide in thick brush some distance away. The three of them had finally staggered back into camp heartbroken, terrified, and not entirely sure that they hadn’t been followed.


The family had been shocked, of course, and the rest of the day had been full of grief and fear. After dark, every able-bodied adult had seized a spear and crept back to the spot where the tragedy had happened to see if they could at least take back Jenth’s body for a proper burial and round up their scattered goats. They had found watch fires outside every building in the Lowlander village, armed men standing guard beside each one, anxious and alert. No doubt they were expecting Jenth’s family to return for revenge. The goats were nowhere to be found, but surprisingly, Ernth had discovered Jenth’s body lying in the meadow, her jacket folded neatly beside her and her spear lying nearby. The Lowlanders had obviously left her there for the family to find, probably so they wouldn’t have to bother disposing of her themselves.


The family had buried her back by their campsite, placing the customary marker of heaped stones on top of her grave. On a large flat rock, Ernth had painstakingly drawn the story of her death with the point of a knife. Eventually the weather would wear it away, but for the next few years at least, anyone who passed by would know what had happened.


Though Ernth had rejoined his own family after the next Mid-Autumn Gathering, he knew that Otchen and his family were still struggling, still trying to rebuild their flock with a few goats they had traded from others. And it was all the Lowlanders’ fault. As far as Ernth was concerned, every one of them was to blame. His fingers clenched around the scrap of Lowlander trash he carried around in the pocket of his tunic. He had chosen to keep it with him as a reminder of Jenth’s death, of why he hated all Lowlanders.


But his family needed supplies, needles and thread and a new cooking pot to replace the one that rust was eating holes in, and for that they needed money. If Ernth and Thorst could get a good price from selling their milk to these miners today, it might be enough to buy what they needed at Zumin’s Creek, the Lowlander town he knew lay a day and a half from here.


At least that’s one good thing about these mining camps, Ernth thought, using his spear as a staff to keep his balance as he trudged down the steep slope. Fresh supplies are so hard for the miners to come by that they’re usually willing to pay plenty for what we have to offer. When they want it at all.


The Lowlander by the closest tent sat back on his heels and watched Ernth and Thorst suspiciously as they approached. He cradled a saucepan full of some disgusting-looking mixture in his arms as though he thought they might try to steal it. His colorful, flimsy Lowlander clothes were faded and threadbare. “What are you doing here in Nugget, Mountain Folk?” he demanded.


Bristling at his tone, Ernth hefted one of the leather pouches hanging from his shoulder. “We’re selling milk. You want some?”


“No. Why would I want to buy milk? There’s free water in the stream here.”


Ernth shrugged, and he and Thorst moved on toward the next tent, staying near the edge of camp where it felt safer.


“Do you want to buy some goat milk?” Thorst asked the next man as they approached.


Straightening up from over the fire he was trying to build, the man pulled a grimy-looking square of cloth from his pocket and paused to wipe his sweaty forehead. “How much?” he demanded, his eyes darting from one to the other of them suspiciously.


Ernth untied one of his pouches and held it out. “Ten coppers if you just drink it. Add an extra piece of silver to keep the pouch.”


“That’s ridiculous,” the man protested. “It wouldn’t cost a third of that back in Sazellia.”


“What are you going to do, go back to Sazellia to buy some?” Thorst challenged. “You want fresh milk up here, this is what it costs.”


“Is it really fresh?” the man inquired doubtfully. “The last time I bought milk from one of you Mountain Folk, it went sour before supper time.”


“It’s from this evening’s milking,” Ernth assured him. He uncorked the bag and let the Lowlander take a sniff. “You can put the pouch in the stream to keep cool if you aren’t going to drink it right away.”


The man sighed. “I wouldn’t even consider it except that I’ve got my son to think of.” He glanced toward the stream where a couple of half-dressed youngsters were splashing and playing in the water. “I suppose a growing boy ought to have some milk now and then. Goodness knows he’s been without plenty of other things since we came here. But that’s all right; any day now I’ll strike it rich and then we can go back to the city and make a better life for ourselves.”


He fished in his pocket and pulled out a drawstring bag, counting out ten copper coins and one silver one into Thorst’s hand. Ernth handed over one of their bags of milk, and he and his cousin continued toward the next tent.


“What are Mountain Folk doing here without horses?” the next man demanded, looking up from the dish he had just filled for himself. “Don’t you fellows have horses you bring everywhere?”


“Not everywhere,” Ernth told him stiffly. “Do you want to buy some milk?”


“No, but I’ll buy a horse,” the man told them, shoveling food into his mouth, “especially if you have one that isn’t too big. I need one to pull the ore cart in my mine over yonder.” He jerked his chin toward the opposite slope.


“We don’t sell our horses,” Ernth growled, bristling at the thought of his precious Hungry tied to a cart in some dark tunnel.


“Are you sure? I can pay you in pure gold. I’ve got me a pretty good mine, you know. It hasn’t produced a lot yet, but I know it’s only a matter of time. If you give me the horse now, I can probably pay you by –”


“No!” snapped the two cousins in unison. They pushed past the fellow, both scowling furiously at the thought of handing someone they loved over to this odious Lowlander.


Two men standing in front of a nearby tent had heard the conversation and waved them over.


“Do you want –” began Thorst, holding out a milk pouch, but one of the men cut him off.


“You Mountain Folk know this area pretty well, right? How about telling us the best place to dig for gold?”


“We’re here to sell milk, not help you mine,” Ernth informed him. “Do you want to buy some?”


“No, but we’ll pay you to work for us,” the second man put in in a wheedling tone. “Listen, we can make it worth your while. Lead us to the best spots, and we’ll pay …” he paused and glanced at his friend.


“We’ll pay you a hundredth share of everything we get,” the other man finished. “You’ll be the richest Mountain Folk in the tribe! What do you say?”


The offer wasn’t even worth replying to. Ernth and Thorst turned their backs and moved on, looking for likelier customers.


A moment later they heard someone calling out to them. “Hey! Hey, you two over there! You Mountain Folk!”


Instinctively, they both gripped their spears as they spun around. But the fat Lowlander waving at them from the mouth of a tent across the water didn’t look hostile.


“Is that milk you’ve got?” he called over the gurgling of the stream.


“Yes,” Ernth called back as he and Thorst made their way toward him. “You want to buy some?”


“Yes! Yes, I do! Wait a moment.” The man turned to tie the flap of his tent closed, rolled up the legs of his gray cloth breeches, and pulled off his shoes. Even from this distance, they could smell the stink of his filthy socks. But the Lowlander pulled those off too and splashed across the stream toward them, a broad grin on his sunburned face. “I want to buy all the milk you’ve got,” he told them, panting. “Five pouches? Is that all you have?”


Ernth and Thorst exchanged surprised glances. “For now, yes,” Thorst told him. “We could come back with more after tomorrow morning’s milking.”


“Yes, all right.” The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen any of you Mountain Folk here in Nugget. I’ve been wanting milk for a long time.” Then he hesitated. “Actually, do you know what I really want?” He paused, gazing from one to the other as though to make sure he had their full attention.


Ernth didn’t care what the man wanted as long as he gave them his money. But Thorst raised his eyebrows. “What?”


The Lowlander hesitated. “I don’t suppose you’d consider selling me one of your goats as well?”


Once again Ernth and Thorst exchanged glances. It was not an unreasonable request, though of course they would have to check with the rest of the family first. True, their goats were an important part of their lives, but not in the way the horses were. They could probably spare one. It would mean one less to slaughter before winter, a little less dried meat to see them through the cold weather, one less skin to tan and sew into a mat or part of a new coat or tent. But if they could get a good price for their goat, the supplies they could buy would more than make up for the loss.


“I use the milk to make cheese,” the man explained, as though they cared. “I owned a dairy back before I came up to make my fortune in the Impassables, and I brought some of my equipment with me. If I can just get access to a steady supply of milk, I can set up business here and make money selling cheese to the other miners. I’m sure it would be a lot more profitable than working myself to the bone all day just for a pinch of gold dust or the occasional nugget when I’m lucky.”


Which means he’ll probably be willing to pay almost any amount we ask. Ernth guessed by Thorst’s grin that his cousin was thinking the same thing.


“Come on, then,” Thorst offered, gesturing through the camp and back up the slope. “We’ll have to talk to our family, but I think we can probably work something out.” He led the way, the man puffing along barefoot behind him, Ernth bringing up the rear to keep an eye on the stranger just in case. You never knew, with Lowlanders.


The man waited at the top of the slope while the two of them descended into the next valley where their family was camped. After the ugly Lowlander camp, the gentle humps of their six mottled tents beside the grazing horses were a relief to the eyes. The goats chewed their cuds peacefully from within the circle of tents, the family busy at various tasks nearby. Just the sight of his home made some of the tension Ernth always felt around Lowlanders start to fade.


The savory aroma of roasting rabbit tantalized their nostrils as they approached. Though they hadn’t been gone long, Hungry and Thorst’s horse, Blisters, both raised their heads and trotted over, nickering in welcome as the two young men patted their necks and stroked their soft noses. As if we could ever sell our horses. Lowlanders don’t know anything.


The family gathered around and the two of them shared their news. After a quick eight-to-three vote, they agreed to sell one of their animals, the only question being how much money they should ask for. Never having sold a goat before, they didn’t know the going rate.


“Ten pieces of gold,” Ernth’s mother suggested.


“I’m sure a goat would be worth more than that,” Uncle Korth objected. “And even if it isn’t, it sounds as though this fellow might be willing to pay quite a bit.”


“We should ask for at least double that, and then we can bargain down if he says it’s too expensive,” Ernth’s older sister Charr suggested.


“Thirty,” Uncle Korth decided, and everyone nodded their agreement.


“Can I come?” demanded little Thisti, jumping up and down in her eagerness. “Can I come back with you and see the Lowlander? I never saw one up close before!”


“No, Thisti,” Charr replied, squatting down to wrap an arm around her young daughter. “Lowlanders are dangerous. You’re staying here with me.”


Thisti crossed her little arms and stuck out her lower lip in a pout as Uncle Korth chose their oldest goat from out of the flock. Korth and Mother returned with Ernth and Thorst and the five pouches of milk that the Lowlander hadn’t paid for yet. They found the man waiting where they had left him at the crest of the ridge.


“Thirty gold coins? I’m afraid that could be a problem,” the man admitted when they named their price. He stroked the goat’s white head and fondled her ears. “Thirty is a bit expensive, but by gold country standards, I suppose it isn’t an unreasonable price. Unfortunately, it’s more money than I’ve got at the moment.” He emptied his pockets, showing them a handful of silver and copper with two lone gold coins crowning the little pile.


“However, there is another option, if you’d be willing to consider it.” Stuffing the money back into his pocket, he glanced around as though to make sure no one else was watching, and then reached into the front of his tunic and pulled out a little bag that hung from a string around his neck. While they watched, he emptied the contents of the bag into his palm and showed them three small, shiny-bright pebbles.


“I dug up these gold nuggets the other day,” he told them in a low, excited voice. “I’ve been putting off a trip to Zumin’s Creek – the closest town with a gold office – because the government takes a full ten percent in taxes now. It’s robbery! Citizens aren’t supposed to do business with unprocessed gold except to trade it in for money at the nearest gold office, but no one has to know, right?” He picked up the biggest of the lumpy little nuggets between a grimy thumb and forefinger and carefully emptied the others back into his bag. “This one here is worth a fair bit more than what you’re asking, but I’d be willing to trade it for the goat and those five bags of milk. You see, if I went and turned it in for cash, I’d lose out on a tenth of the value. You could take it to the gold office down in Zumin’s Creek and tell them you dug it up yourself, and they’d give you what it’s worth fair and square.”


Ernth stared at the man, trying to understand what he was talking about and figure out if he was telling the truth. Taxes, offices, governments, and percents were as foreign to him as lumjum, blizzards, snowcats, and spear making probably would be to this fellow. As a rule, Ernth mistrusted all Lowlanders, and yet this one did seem to be sincere. He had shown them his money, after all, and his obviously precious collection of gold pebbles. Considering that the four of them could easily have overpowered him and taken all he had – which was a tempting idea – he was showing great trust in them at the moment. Grudgingly, Ernth admitted that he was probably not trying to deceive them.


“But if we take the gold to that office to get the money, won’t the government take some of it from us too?” his mother wondered.


The man chuckled. “That’s the good part. You’re Mountain Folk. Everyone knows Mountain Folk don’t pay taxes. You don’t use any of the services that the government provides, after all. You don’t travel on the roads or receive protection from the military or send your children to school. Lucky you, you’re the only group of people in Malorn who don’t get taxed.”


The four of them looked at each other, smiles starting to replace the hesitation in their faces. “We’ll do it,” Uncle Korth decided, speaking for all of them as the oldest one present.


The Lowlander beamed. “I thought you would. It’s a win-win situation.” He handed over the little piece of gold and placed a hand protectively on the goat’s head. “I’ll take good care of her, and she’ll love her new career in my cheese operation. Thank you very much.” He draped the strings of milk pouches across his shoulders and then reached out a hand to clasp theirs in the way Lowlanders did. But Ernth and the others drew back. They did business with Lowlanders when they had to, but none of them wanted unnecessary physical contact, even with one who had treated them decently.


The man withdrew his hand. “Sorry, just an old habit. I forgot you Mountain Folk don’t shake hands. Well, I’ll say farewell and go build me a pen for my goat now. Thanks again.”


“Do you think it will work?” Thorst wondered as they headed back to camp. “What if the people at the gold office do make us pay those taxes?”

“It’s still a better deal than we’d hoped for,” Ernth’s mother pointed out. “If the pebble is really worth that much, they could take a little of the money and we’d still have a lot more than one goat is probably worth.”


Two days later, Ernth and his family made camp with their horses and goats among some trees just outside the town of Zumin’s Creek. Having been here a couple of times before, Ernth knew that the largest of the hard wooden buildings was the one that sold the supplies they wanted, but none of the family had any idea which building was the one in which people traded money for gold.


“I suppose we can ask someone,” Charr suggested dubiously as they unloaded the horses. She stepped forward to peer through the trees at the town. “There seem to be plenty of people around.”


“And announce to all the Lowlanders that we’re carrying gold?” her husband Thont demanded. “We might as well walk out there calling for people to come and rob us.”


“It would be safer if the whole family goes,” Father suggested. “One of us can stay here to keep an eye on the children, and the rest of us will bring our spears and go down there together. Surely no Lowlander would try to rob ten armed men and women.”


“If ten of us go wandering through the town with spears, they’ll probably think we’re trying to attack or rob them,” Ernth’s grandmother pointed out. “Then they’ll take up their own weapons against us.”


“Maybe one of us should go down alone and find out where the gold office is first,” Ernth suggested. “Then he or she can come back and tell the rest, and we’ll all go straight there as quickly as we can, trade the gold for money, and leave right away. If it looks like people might be thinking of stealing from us, we can hide some of the money in the trees here and there, and meanwhile one or two of us will hurry back down to buy the things we need. Then we can all leave the area.”


No one could think of a better plan. Since the idea had been Ernth’s, the others unanimously voted to send him as the initial scout in spite of his objections.


So Ernth mounted Hungry and rode down the main street of Zumin’s Creek, clutching his spear and peering about among the buildings for possible danger. He hadn’t intended to volunteer. Next time I’ll keep my mouth shut and let someone else decide what we should do and get picked for it. Of course, this way he could tell his niece and nephew scary stories about what it was like to wander alone through a Lowlander town, and no one would be able to accuse him of exaggerating.


“Where is the gold office?” he demanded of a young boy who stood staring at him open-mouthed from beside the road. The boy’s eyes widened and he turned and darted into a nearby building, slamming the door behind him.


Ernth urged his horse on down the suddenly empty street, aware of faces staring at him from windows and people disappearing around corners as he approached. Why were Lowlanders so suspicious? They weren’t the ones who had reason to be nervous.


Rounding a corner, he came upon a woman leading a young child by the hand. They stopped short when they saw him, and the woman gasped and leaped to stand protectively in front of her daughter. “Go away!” she shrieked, staring up at him and the spear he held. “Don’t hurt us!”


Ernth scowled. “Where is the gold office?”


The woman paused, apparently caught off guard. “The what?”


“The gold office. The place where miners come to exchange gold for money.”


“Oh.” Now the woman looked confused, as though she couldn’t understand why he could possibly want to know such a thing. “Well, it’s right there, of course.” She pointed across the street to his left.


Ernth turned, but he saw nothing to indicate which of the wooden buildings she was talking about. “Right where?”


“Right there. It’s the one that says Gold Office above the door.” Her tone of voice suggested that he was either blind or stupid for not noticing this.


Ernth looked at the doors on the buildings in the direction she was indicating. Above one of them he saw a white board with black markings on it. “That one?”


“Yes.” She was edging away, pulling the little girl with her.


Ernth took note of the building’s location and hurried Hungry away, leaving town by the most direct route possible.


“I found it,” he reported when he was safely surrounded by his family once again. “I barely survived, though,” he added for the children’s benefit. “Everyone down there is dangerous and angry-looking.”


Thisti’s eyes widened. “Did you have to fight them off?”


“Only a few. Most of them ran away when I brandished my spear.”


Her father, Thont, raised an eyebrow at Ernth. “I hope you’re exaggerating. Otherwise they could be gathering their forces right now to attack us.”


Ernth couldn’t think of an appropriate answer, so he just shrugged. “Come on, let’s go.” He would feel much better returning to town with his family around him, and better still when they had done their business and could leave.


Grandfather and Aunt Silanth stayed back among the trees with the three children and the animals, Thisti crying because she wasn’t allowed to come. The rest of them picked up their spears, mounted their horses, and made their way down the hill and into town.


This time, Lowlanders not only peered at them from windows as the family went by, they jerked the window covers shut. Not only did they back away around corners, they turned tail and ran. It would have been funny if the whole family hadn’t been so nervous. What if the townsfolk gathered together to attack them? If only we can get our money and supplies and get out of here before anything happens.


They dismounted at the door of the gold office and paused while Thorst fumbled with the metal handle. But finally he got it open and they all crowded in, leaving their horses to wait outside.


Ernth stared around in distaste. The insides of buildings always gave him an uncomfortable feeling. They were so hard and square and artificial, dimly lit and full of Lowlander objects he couldn’t identify or imagine a use for. This one had metal bars across the windows, perhaps to stop people from climbing in and
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