
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Imperial Magic

    

    




      
        Alma T. C. Boykin

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Alma T. C. Boykin

      Cover art: Sarah A. Hoyt

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          1. Coming of Age

        

        
          2. The Sea Road

        

        
          3. The Road to Kehlibar Vlee

        

        
          4. Within the Walls of Kehlibar

        

        
          5. Ewoud's Dilemma

        

        
          6. Corruption and Whispers

        

        
          7. The North Awakens

        

        
          8. Homeward Bound

        

        
          9. Arrivals

        

        
          10. The Emperor Arrives

        

        
          11. Imperial Interest

        

        
          12. Business and False Dealings

        

        
          13. Blood Debt and Poppets

        

        
          14. Justice

        

        
          15. South Once More

        

      

      
        
          Author's Note

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Alma T. C. Boykin

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Coming of Age

          

        

      

    

    
      “If your father is late again, I will tan both of your hides, be they on you or off of you!”

      Ewoud Rhonarida Galnaar’s ears rang with his mother’s warning as he departed the wares-house. He hurried as fast as was seemly for the son of a prosperous family—only apprentices ran, unless an emergency threatened. The wind off the river encouraged his steps, biting as it swirled between Rhonari's tall, narrow wares-houses. Ewoud nodded to those he recognized at his equals and saluted two of the trade masters. "Ewoud, remind your honored father of the request for dyed hides," Meester Haako Pelzerman called.

      Ewoud stopped and bowed. "I will do so, Meester Pelzerman." His wooden pattens clattered on the stones of the paved streets in the merchants' district as he approached to the patricians’ meeting chamber in the free-city's white, crimson, and yellow city hall. The high, wide building bore the crest of the city, and boasted more glass windows than any city hall of the other Free Cities of the north. All twelve of them stood closed against the winter's wind and cold rains, their shutters tight-bolted as well.

      The guards at the heavy, iron-dark doors recognized Ewoud and let him in. He stopped only long enough to remove the pattens from under his shoes, then walked with a firm but brisk step, head high, up the shallow stone steps. He did not use the wooden truth-post as a steering grip as he turned the corner, and stood tall when he stopped outside the mayors’ offices. He bowed to the statue of Maarsrodi, Maarsdam of the Traders of the Free City of Rhonari. There he hesitated, catching his breath and listening for voices before venturing closer to the great carved golden-wood doors of the council chamber. He didn’t hear any sounds of government business in progress, nor did the clerk on duty speak to him, so he poked his head inside the part-open door.

      Tycho Rhonarida Galnaar stood with his back to the doors, his merchant’s staff in his hand, looking at something on the council table. Ewoud cleared his throat.

      “Yes?”

      “Most honored father, mother sends her greetings.”

      He heard a little laughter in his father’s reply. “I’m certain she did. Come look at this.” Ewoud removed his soft cap, bowed to the honor of the city, put the cap back on and walked into the wood-paneled council chamber. His father pointed to the table with his staff. An enormous pelt draped half the large, heavy table, one leg folded back to keep it off the floor.

      “That is… an interesting pelt, honored father.” Ewoud blinked. White fur, so white it almost glowed in both mage-light and oil-lamp-light, covered a black hide. The sturdy hide itself might be of use as boot-leather, but nothing lighter. Or perhaps for furnishings and harness for the heaviest of wagons, Ewoud decided. He'd only seen one or two hides so thick.

      “Yes, it is. The messenger from his most Imperial Great Northern Emperor left it as a token of his master’s lordship.”

      “Was the pelt from a type o— The Great Northern Emperor? His messenger?” Ewoud caught himself as his father frowned, “Sir?”

      “Yes.” Tycho pivoted, his back to the table, and stared at the cold fireplace at the far end of the city council chamber. “After over four hundred years, his most Imperial Majesty is returning.”

      Ewoud sat firmly on the wood and tile floor as his knees quit. “Now?” He squeaked, coughed, and tried again. “His most Imperial Majesty is coming now, sir?”

      “No, next year, once the sailing season ends. Which in itself is…interesting.” Tycho blinked, and looked down at Ewoud. “As is your seat. Get up so we can go home before your most honored and wise mother decides to fetch me herself.” He offered his son a hand and helped Ewoud unfold from the floor. “Growing six inches in two seasons always affects the balance, should anyone ask.”

      “Yes, honored father.” Ewoud glanced at the rich brown and green material of his father’s outer robe. “There appear to be parchment flakes on your robe, sir, if I might be so bold.”

      Tycho coughed and brushed the bits of fried batter onto the floor. “Thank you. It seems that the old documents were not as well spell-preserved as the notary mages assumed. If they were bespelled at all, which might not be true of all of them.” Ewoud nodded and pretended not to see his father slipping a bit of mint-seed into his mouth from the little bag in his sleeve-pocket. If he didn’t see it, he wouldn’t have to tell his mother that his father had been eating fried food again, and she wouldn’t scold both of them. They collected their wooden pattens from the rack at the base of the outer stairs and strapped them on.

      “Honored father, late winter is an unusual time to travel, is it not?” Ewoud wondered, then dropped back a few paces and fell in line behind Tycho, allowing more space for an apprentice rolling a barrel to hurry past. He’d better not be going anywhere downhill from there, Ewoud knew. The barrel appeared awful light for one boy to move, or was it an empty returning to the wares-house?

      “For us, yes, unless it is someone coming west from the Kehlibar vlee. But the ways of mages are strange to the rest of us, aye?” Tycho pointed to the apprentice with the head of his staff. “And that boy’d best not try that on the return, or his master will have to get in line to beat sense into him.” Ewoud sped up to walk at his father’s left shoulder again.  Four great-haulers squawked and complained as they dragged a wagon up the hill towards them. The wagon carried firewood, Ewoud noted, and sacks of something lumpy, so either charcoal, earth-coal, or root-crops from the country. He didn’t see a master’s mark on the wagon or the sacks, and nodded. Farmer-hauled load. His father snorted. “Someone’s going to be fleeced like a schaef if he keeps hiring out cartage to the farmers.”

      Ewoud had heard the lecture before and nodded. That had to be Henk Wasserman the Younger’s brother-in-law, the one who ran through vlaats the way a trade confraternity meeting ran through smallbeer. The family really needed to pay the separation penalty and be rid of the fool, even if he was the second son of the mayor of Bushmakk.

      “So what fate is your honored mother threatening me with this time?” A passing white-smith smiled and nodded in sympathy. Tycho nodded back.

      “Tanning your—our—hides, honored sire, either on us or on a frame.”

      A weary snort met his words. “She’d be sorely disappointed by the results, I fear. I’m nay so thick-skinned as Meister Talmann nor so thin-wrapped as Caster Paaula.”

      Ewoud nodded vigorous agreement. Caster Paaula specialized in preservation magic, and Maarsrodi and Donwah protect and defend anyone who dared to question the quality of his work. Ewoud had never seen an adult throw a tantrum on the scale of Paaula’s, especially not in public in front of every freeman and woman of the city. “As touchy as Paaula” had become a proverb that season, and remained one five years later. Ewoud started to say something, then stopped, wincing. Three wagons groaned and creaked up the hill, the great-haulers groaning and protesting as well, and no one could hear anything over the noise. The raised grip-cobbles in the wagon-way helped the birds a little, but someone should have added at least one more pair to each six-bird hitch.

      Creeeeeaaaaak! Snap! Tycho grabbed Ewoud’s shoulder and hauled him back from the wagon-way, up the steps leading into one of the confraternity halls. Ewoud jumped up the first step, then snagged a passing maid-servant by the arm and pulled her to safety as well. Birds screamed and the second wagon of the three dropped as the rear axel gave way under the load. Two great-haulers, harness broken, raced up the hill, necks outstretched, fluttering their wings and kicking out in panic. The others folded their legs and sat in the street. Those in or near the street yelled at the carter.

      “Maarsrodi strike you, you fool!”

      “Grab the birds!” a journeyman-tailor yelled, chasing after the pair.

      A woman screamed, “Look out, loose barrels!”

      A dozen enormous wooden barrels rolled out of the broken wagon, careening down the hill. Maarsrodi be praised they missed the third wagon, but one smashed into a store front, splashing silvery oil-fish all over the door, the bales of something stacked beside the door, and the people nearby. More curses filled the air, and Ewoud glanced up to see if a cloud had appeared, given the lightning and hail being called down on the teamster and his master. Two more barrels of oil-fish broke open at the bottom of the hill, filling the damp late-winter air with a sharp, oily pong.

      “Rella of the Lights have mercy, that’s three months of fish-lamp lost,” the maidservant sighed from Ewoud’s elbow. “Thank you for your grace, young sir.”

      “You are welcome, but my father, Meester Tycho, heard the wood breaking and pulled both of us,” Ewoud replied.

      “That and how the birds shuddered, pulled back as the wagon stopped rolling,” Tycho said. “Your most honored and wise lady mother is truly going to have a fit, my son.”

      A score of apprentices, day-laborers, law-keepers, and others swarmed around the broken wagon, unloading the remaining cargo so they could get the thing out of the street before all traffic ground to a halt. They’d sort out what belonged to whom later. If a few more barrels or parcels disappeared, well, who was to say what had become of them? Maarsrodi’s justice came in many forms, when He so chose. So did the Scavenger's. Two men in the buff-and-brown tabards of beast-mages led the great-haulers away, soothing them and confirming their health and soundness.

      “We are not needed.” Tycho led the way, skirting the edge of the crowd and keeping in motion, Ewoud following. The maidservant trailed in their wake. She curtsied again and ducked into a sweet-maker’s shop, leaving the men to make their way down the street, around a few corners to the tall, narrow wares-house where Ewoud had been born and raised. The heavy front gates stood firmly shut against the cold east wind swirling through the streets, and Ewoud hurried ahead to open the smaller side gate that led past the wares-entry into the garden and rear house-door.

      Rikila, Ewoud’s youngest sister, opened the door, curtsied, and ducked out of the way as something flew past her head. The men exchanged wary looks. “And stay out, ye blasted bird of no use! I declare, Yoorst Himself would nae take ye,” the cook’s voice rang out the open doorway.

      “Someone left a window open, and an all-eater got in, most honored father,” Rikila explained, poking her head out again. “It’s safe now.” Her white cap glowed a little against her dark hair and the darkness of the entry hall. Ewoud and his father removed their pattens, handed them to Rikila and a maid, and stepped inside. The main room smelled of roasting fish, something dark but sweet, and flat-leaf false-lemon. “Mother found a new way to cook fish-sausage, honored Father, Ewoud.”

      “And you are almost late. Almost,” Ewoud’s mother informed them, sweeping down from the office stairs like the wind over the sea. “Rikila, please remind Bastian of proper manners. Ewoud, go wash lest the servants talk.”

      “I’m happy to see you as well, Gerta,” Ewoud heard his father say. Ewoud ignored the rest as he hurried up the three flights of steps to the chamber he shared with Bastian and the two senior journeymen. He rinsed his hands and face, changed out of street shoes into warm house boots, and traded his heavy coat and cap for a long house vest and smaller cap. He raked his hair out of his eyes and patted the sides to make certain that none of it had escaped his cap. Bare heads brought colds and besides, only the southern barbarians and the disgraced went about with their heads naked for all to see.

      Dinner began with hot marrow broth. Ewoud’s mother must be feeling pleased with things, because she rarely allowed them to have fatty foods, in deference to his father’s sea-nature. Tycho had been absolutely forbidden to eat anything spicy or fried, lest they unbalance his natures and cause illness. Ewoud wondered why the rest of the household had to suffer with his father, but didn’t question the rule. He remembered how hard his mother had swatted an apprentice who dared to challenge her rules when his father was away.

      Ewoud sipped the broth, then savored the lemon-flavored fish sausage that followed. Pickled strips of white-stalk and whole-meal rolls accented the sausage. The cook presented Tycho with an entire roasted sea-pig fillet, and the head of the household sliced the meat, taking the moist inner portion for himself. The maid carried the platter to the lady of the house, who served the rest of the plates. Ewoud got the head-slice, debated complaining, and decided not to. He’d gotten the tail slice last time, so it balanced out. “Radmar of the Table” his youngest brother Wiebe had once called their mother, because she made certain that everyone eventually got good pieces as well as not-as-good. Two bowls of sauce made their way along the table, and Ewoud had some of both. The lemon-flavor did not work as well, but the darker, smoky berry-compote brought out the best in the meaty, firm fish. Golden wine accompanied the meal, followed by spice-bark-laced buns and thumb-sized glasses of herbal liqueur, for digestion.

      After supper, Ewoud joined his parents in seats in front of the fire. He did not have any meetings that night, and the younger children had already gone to bed. Ewoud caught a glint of light reflecting off the spirit portrait of his youngest brother and sighed a little. Tycho Kalman Gaalnar would have been four years old at port closing, Ewoud realized, and made Raadmar’s sign. The boy had died of summer complaint before he saw a year, and Ewoud’s parents had done—something. “You will have no more brothers or sisters unless we adopt,” Tycho had informed the five surviving children. Four other spirit portraits sat above the small altar, two of children born before Ewoud’s own arrival.

      A maid left nuts, hot cider, and a small bowl of mint-balls to cool the stomach and further ease digestion. Tycho made a face as his wife turned to check the wood-pile beside the hearth. Why did his father insist on tempting trouble and risking his health, Ewoud wondered? He has a cool, wet nature and hot, dry foods throw him out of balance. Ewoud shrugged a little inside. Probably for the same reason that his youngest brother, Wiebe, had tried to master two different kinds of magic. His master had soundly thrashed the boy and forced him to pay damages. Wiebe had settled on being a notary mage after that. Why notary? Ewoud snorted a little—notaries spend half their time poking around in other people’s business instead of their own. It fit his brother quite well indeed.

      “So. Port opening is in one month, Donwah willing,” Tycho said.

      Ewoud’s mother lit her pipe with a coal and nodded. The firelight brought out the red in what little of her hair had escaped her lace-edged cap and fine gauze headdress. The white clay pipe glowed as well, and Gerta Corwindes Gaalnar reminded her son of an illustration of a creature from the Western Sea. “Are you planning a voyage, my lord husband?”

      Tycho shook his head. The silver and gilded plaques on his chain of mastery gleamed, and Ewoud wondered how heavy it was. “No. At least, not for me.”

      The chain had to be heavy to lie that still. Ewoud knew that his mother’s deputy chain was solid, and it was smaller than—Why were they looking at him? Ewoud sat up.

      “You, my son and heir, are past due to learn something more than hides and city government.” Tycho’s thin eyebrows drew together. “And since you do not have a mage’s gifts or a vocational calling, and you survived your apprenticeship unscathed, more or less, you need to leave.”

      Leave? But, where would he get capital? More than hides? But he’d been trained only in hides and some bone! Ewoud felt his heart starting to pound as hard as if he’d just run up and down all the stairs and ladders in the wares-house all afternoon.

      “Close your mouth, Ewoud, you are not a clam-sucker,” his mother snapped. He closed his mouth. “Thank you.”

      Tycho shook his head a touch, and looked up at the ceiling for some reason, then met Ewoud’s eyes again. “No, I am not casting you out at the city gate. I’m not Antil Webeker, and you are not the person once called Webeker’s oldest son.”

      “For which I thank Maarsrodi, Donwah, Korvaal, Yoorst, Radmar, and anyone else who may listen,” Ewoud’s mother averred. She shuddered. “That—person—ugh.”

      Ewoud shivered as well. The Webeker boy had never quite fit in with the other merchants’ and master craftsmen’s sons, but still. To do that to a living creature, even if it was a stray dog? And to be pleased about having done it, and to explain how he wanted to do it to a person? Ewoud had prayed that none of his children, if he were so blessed, would ever, ever go that way. To choose such evil, and then to revel in it— Ugh indeed.

      “No, I have made an agreement with Meester Tadol Haakom for you to take a senior journeyman’s place in the Kehlibar vlee next trading season. Pelts and furs are close to hides, but not so close that you will not have to learn a great deal. And the vlee deals in more than just furs.”

      Tycho picked up a gold-hull nut and the small mallet, tapped it twice, then gave the nut a firm thump. The shell dropped away in four perfect slivers. How did he do that? Ewoud couldn't, no matter how careful he was. Then he realized that his parents were looking at him, as if they expected him to respond. “Ah, that is, honored father, honored mother, thank you for the opportunity and privilege.”

      “Arrangements have been made, but do not mention this to the other sons, not until after port opening. There may be some unhappiness,” his mother sighed. “Waldis Pelzmann in particular.”

      Ewoud rolled his eyes. “Yes, ma’am.” Waldis was a brat. Just because his father was a fur specialist and Tycho was a leather merchant didn’t mean that Waldis was better than the Galnaars. And Waldis never bought more than his required rounds at the confraternity feasts, nor did he bring food. Worse, he dared challenge the older men. Ewoud didn't always agree with the masters, but even he knew better than to question them in trade matters.

      “We will present you with your staff the day before port opening,” Tycho said.
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        * * *

      

      The wind hissed out of a clear sky, cold enough to bring tears to the eyes of the statues on the city fountains. Ewoud followed his parents down the street and to the great temple of Maarsrodi, Maarsdam of the Free City of Rhonari. They wore their best clothes, golden brown and blue, with sea-dog fur trim and linings on the outer coats. His parents wore their chains of rank and duty, and Tycho carried his iron-and-silver bound merchant’s staff. Bastian and Rikila followed Ewoud. Two other families approached the temple at the same time, and one family seemed to be going to Radmar’s sanctuary. All the great gods had their temples on the same square, even the Scavenger. The Scavenger’s small, dark building with white doors lurked in the corner the same way that his totem rat lurked in alleys and dark shadows.

      The family climbed the steps up into the temple. The doors stood open, and they all bowed, then walked into the dark inner chamber. They bowed again, and the ladies curtsied. “Be welcome in the house of Maarsrodi,” a priest called.

      “I, Tycho Gaalnar, born for Maarsdam, bring my son Ewoud to receive the sign and token of service to Maarsrodi.”

      “And I, Gerta Corwinda Gaalnar, born to and for Maarsdam, bring my son to receive the sign and token of service to Maarsrodi.”

      His parents stepped to the sides, allowing Ewoud to approach the priest waiting in front of the altar and the statue of Maarsdam. The god leaned on a gilded merchant’s staff. He held a set of scales in the other hand, one foot resting on a barrel of trade goods. A little ship with silver sails floated on water beside the god’s other foot. The deity wore a traveler’s hooded coat. He was sturdy instead of handsome, with a square jaw and a bent nose. Maarsdam wasn’t pretty. He was a traveler. Ewoud gulped, scrambling to remember what he was supposed to say. Then he genuflected and raised his hands in greeting. He called, “Hail, Great Traveler. A son of the north comes to you. I was born to you and for you, and have prospered under your care. Thanks for the safe childhood, thanks for trade learned, thanks for trade to come. Hail, Great Traveler!”

      “Blessings of the Traveler to you, young son,” the priest replied. “May your road be safe, your animals sound, and your business prosper in this life and the next.”

      “Thanks for the blessing, and for safety thus far.”

      The priest reached behind him and removed a wooden staff from the altar. “Take this in knowledge and reverence as a symbol of your duties to Maarsrodi, Maarsdam of Rhonari. Live under Maarsrodi’s laws, serve his people, do just business and fair, and remember that all who bear the staff are brothers and sisters,” the priest pointed to Ewoud’s mother. “Listen to your trade parents and birth parents, and do good in the name of your god, that he may do good in return.”

      He offered Ewoud the staff on outstretched palms. Ewoud hesitated for a breath, then reached out and accepted the heavy staff. It weighed almost ten pounds, wood and iron touched with silver. Plain metal served to decorate and reinforce the wood. A smith would engrave it later, once Ewoud achieved trade mastery and was acknowledged by the other citizens of Rhonari as a man of the city in his own right.

      On his way out, Ewoud mimicked his parents and brushed his fingers over the god’s staff that hung by the door. The heavy wood shone, worn smooth by hundreds and thousands of other touches. I will come back a merchant, Ewoud promised the god.
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      Ewoud perched on top of a salt barrel, sorting through white-roots. The koog White Wave rolled a little but not as badly as he’d feared. Jan Webeker sulked, grumbling to himself. Ewoud made a little wave sign, warding off Donwah’s wrath. His father said that She inclined toward the family, but still, if She sank the boat, Ewoud have to swim just like everyone else, and the water felt cold, even for late spring. They’d been sailing north for four days, with two more to go before they rounded the Scythe. If the winds remained favorable, if no storms blew up, and if no one annoyed Donwah.

      “Why didn’t the Great Northern Emperor use his magic to make this trip shorter, if he favors trade?” Jan muttered. “That’s useful magic.”

      Ewoud shrugged, sniffed the last white-root and decided that it was edible. He drew his small knife out of the sheath and started removing the stem-core and four warts. Why did all white-roots have four warts? Did Korvaal make them that way? Maybe He'd arranged it so they’d be easier to divide. Aloud he said, “The same reason his great majesty’s predecessors never cleared the rocks out of the Moahne. Perhaps the gods said it was not to be done.”

      Jan made Maarsrodi’s sign. “Do they do that?”

      Ewoud considered words as he prized the last wart out of the root, then dropped the root into a bowl on the neighboring salt barrel. “They have given signs in the past, and even in recent years. Unmistakable signs my father says. Unmistakable enough that an entire city gave double tithes that year.” How anyone could doubt after the gods together turned an ambassador into ash and left all his clothes untouched, even his smalls, Ewoud had no idea. Nor did he want to meet that person. Ewoud turned his attention to the next root.

      He finished four more roots before Jan said, “Still, it has to be faster to dock at the neck of the Scythe and portage across to the Blue Sea. Doesn’t the chart show a river that starts half-way across the neck?”

      “I didn’t look that closely. I was trying to find where that strange city is, the one in the half-mountain, um…” Ewoud stared up at the decking over their heads, trying to remember the chart and the writing on it. “Quashel, that’s it.”

      Jan sniffed and looked down his nose at Ewoud. “Really? You could have been memorizing the chart, and instead—yike!”

      Ewoud and Jan jumped off the barrels and raced clear of them as White Wave seemed to buck, jerking once to the left, then again to the right, and left again. The koog dipped in front—the bow Ewoud corrected himself—then heaved up, landing in the water with a “splash” that almost knocked the two off their feet. He heard a sharp spang from under their feet. Jan blenched and Ewoud squeaked, “Um, I’ll go see what that was if you’ll move the roots.”

      Jan opened his mouth to answer when they heard angry voices over their head, very angry voices, voices that grew louder. Heavy feet thumped down the ladder. “To the pump,” one of the sailors ordered. Ewoud sheathed his knife, tossed the half-peeled white-root into the bowl, and followed the man down to the lowest deck, where stones and other heavy cargo rested. “Get the hose and pass it up to the next deck.” Ewoud found the shielded spell-lantern beside the ladder and moved the shade for more light, then hunted around among the barrels and dressed stones until he found the right chest. The canvas stocking weighed a lot more than he’d guessed, and Ewoud heaved, then heaved again. He put the lantern back on its peg so he could use both hands and his shoulders. On the third try he managed to get half the hose out of the chest. He dragged it to the base of the ladder, then went back and straightened a loop out of the length. “Bring me that end. No, here.” The sailor left the pump and dragged the remaining canvas out of the chest. “Help.” Ewoud used his weight to pull the heavy cloth and metal to the pump. “Hold this here.”

      Ewoud held as the sailor pulled something loose on the wooden and leather box. "When I say push, push.” The man turned, grabbed two rings welded to the end of the hose and called, “Push!” Ewoud leaned forward with all his strength and weight as the sailor guided the iron ring onto a wooden tube as big around as Ewoud’s arm. “Good. Get on the other end of the pump.”

      “What happened, sir?” Ewoud could guess what he needed to do and rested his hands on the pole.

      The sailor pulled, then pushed down on the pump-pole. “Engh. Some blasted fool worked some kind of magic, damaged the spell-guards on the ship. She responded, and sprang some of her seams. Cap’n felt the water reach the alert spells.” Ewoud waited until his end of the thick pole rose to the full height, tightened his grip, and used his weight drag it back down. Someone else had picked up the end of the hose and now the canvas ran up the ladder, as best Ewoud could tell in the darkness. The hose bucked as water pushed in. Ewoud grunted as he pushed the pole to the deck, then stepped to the side as the sailor caught his end and started hauling it back down. Where was Jan?

      “Where’s your friend?”

      Ewoud breathed. Then he caught the end of the pole and pulled-shoved down. “Ugh. I don’t know sir.”

      “Huh.” After that they pumped in silence, saving breath. Two more sailors climbed down and joined them on the pole, while Meister Enkerman and Meister Hajo started moving some of the cargo away from the wet spot. Hajo grunted something about fools, magic, and water, and Ewoud did not feel inclined to disagree. His shoulders burned, his hands felt raw, and he wondered if this was Donwah’s punishment for his feeling optimistic about the voyage. As he helped pump, more men arrived with green hides and a sack of something, and earth-tar. Ewoud wanted to watch, then changed his mind and concentrated on pumping. The sailors didn’t talk as they worked, and when he glanced over his shoulder, Ewoud saw them taking bits of frayed rope out of the sack, dipping them in the earth-tar, and shoving them into something.

      “She’s only sprung, then, not cracked,” Hajo reported. “Donwah be praised for her mercy and grace.”

      “Donwah be praised,” all the men replied. Ewoud added the information to what he knew about ships, and decided that meant that the waterproofing had been damaged but not the wood and iron. Could they stop pumping soon? He hoped so. At least he wasn’t running buckets like he did on fire-watch. Yet, he added quickly, he was not yet running buckets, Donwah be thanked and praised.

      “Smit, you stay and watch,” one of the sailors ordered. He picked up the sack of rope pieces. “Stand down from the pump for now.” Ewoud waited until the sailors let go before lowering his arms. They burned as if he’d stuck them in a fire, especially around his shoulders, and his hands stung and ached. “Leave everything connected until we can be certain the Lady of Waters will not inflict further punishment.”

      The sailors climbed up the side of the ladder, careful not to step on the hose. Ewoud blew on aching palms, then steeled himself and climbed up, using his legs as much as he could. He stopped on the next deck and leaned against the bundles of cloth, head down, waiting for the pain to ease. “You sick, boy?” an enormous hand slammed onto his shoulder and Ewoud whimpered despite himself.

      “Not sick, sir. Sore in the hands and arms.”

      The rough hand grabbed Ewoud’s own and turned it over. He’d worn the skin off, past blistering. “Ah, so you’re Donwah’s token. Go to the mediko so that doesn’t turn into skin-rot.”  Captain Huub Huydonks thumped him on the head, gently, and slid down the ladder into the lowest hold. Ewoud considered curling up among the bales, if he could find space, and hiding until the pain faded. But that might be after they reached land, so he walked slowly to the bow-end of the deck, bent double under an enormous beam, and contemplated the closed door. Should he tap it with his head? He tried the back of his hand.

      “Come in, come in, and if you are sea sick on this water, I can’t help you,” a light tenor snapped. Ewoud pushed the door open just enough to squeeze inside the cabin. The bright light hurt his eyes, and he squinted. Were there windows? No, it came from above, and he peered up to see chunks of glass. “They are bespelled to bring even more sunlight in than they otherwise would. What do you need?”

      “Um, your pardon sir, but my hands are a little raw.”

      “I can’t see them from over there. I’m not a message mage.” Ewoud walked toward the voice and found the speaker seated behind a trestle-table. The table and benches blocked the cabin, like the god-barrier in the temples. “Sit, and rest your hands on the table, please.”

      Sitting felt very good. Letting his arms rest also felt good. Having the strange man poke at his palms hurt. “You have gloves?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Get a pair before you do whatever it was again.” The man stopped, leaned forward, and peered at Ewoud with unfocused grey eyes. He reminded Ewoud of a fox, with a face so thin it could serve as a carver’s chisel, a shock of red hair, and a nose that made the ship’s prow seem flat and small in comparison. “Ah.” His eyes snapped back into focus, and he twisted around, reaching behind him for a small jar and two pieces of hide. “You are not the,” thin lips pressed into a line, and the proud proboscis wrinkled. “I will merely say fool, who tried land magic here. So. This will sting a little.”

      Ewoud braced, tongue between teeth. When medikos and herb-women said that, it meant pain like fire and ice and the worst birching his mother had ever given him. The mediko opened the salve pot, spread creamy yellow stuff on the leather, and used both hands to lay one piece on the oozing palm. Ewoud felt cool, then nothing. No pain, no burning, no sting. He blinked. The mediko repeated the performance with the other piece of leather, this time holding it up for Ewoud to see. “What is this?”

      Ewoud could see light through the piece. Had it been scraped thin or was it that thin to start with? He considered, and ventured, “Ah, rabbit, sir?”

      “Close.” The mediko draped the piece onto Ewoud’s right palm. He picked up Ewoud’s left hand and pressed the salve and leather in, then from palm out towards the fingers and heel of the hand, with a stroking motion. He repeated the exercise with the left hand. “So. This is snow-veshla. It’s not true veshla, but it looks like very pale veshla. The beast’s fur won’t stay on the hide, no matter how you try to tan it. Yoorst made it that way.” He reached behind himself again and brought out two bands of soft brown cloth. “So the tribesmen catch them and tan the hides, but split them half-thickness. In the far north, they are used for burn dressings, ice-burn and fire-burn, since they don’t have rabbit. The things swarm every few years, and the men club as many as they can, then cache the hides until they need them.” He wrapped the cloth over Ewoud’s palms, and fastened it in the back with little ties stitched into the bandages.

      “Come back in two days. Do not get those wet, do not stick your hands in anything messy.”

      “Two days, nothing wet, nothing messy, yes sir.”

      The mediko made a fluttering motion with his hands, and Ewoud took that to mean “shoo.” He stood carefully, bowed, and left the cabin. His hands didn’t hurt, but his arms and shoulders burned from over-work. As he contemplated the ladder to the main deck, he heard Jan whining, “Why do I have to watch, sir? I didn’t do it!”

      Slap! “Because you are here, and you did not do your duty when it was needful, boy.” Ewoud backed away from the ladder, but a sailor popped out of the lower hold and pushed him forward. Ewoud climbed, still using his hands as little as he could. The bright sun above hurt his eyes, and he scooted to the side, shuffling to keep from tripping over any ropes or other things. Captain Huydonks stood with his back to Ewoud, and all the sailors and traders had gathered toward the sterncastle. Ewoud eased that direction. A red patch glowed on Jan’s cheek and he pouted. Meister Hajo wrinkled his nose, as if smelling something nasty, then turned to Ewoud. The master nodded once, then turned his attention to the main mast.

      One of the journeymen from Maans’hill stood with his arms above his head. No, his hands had been tied to the mast, Ewoud realized. He did not wear a shirt or sweater. Captain Huydonks nodded to the sail-master, who stepped forward, a whip in his hand. Ewoud gulped and shivered. “No one works magic on board without permission. You were told once. Did you ask permission, fish-shit for brains?”

      “It was just a little charm, no—aieeee!” The triple-lashed whip swept across the man’s back, leaving crimson welts.

      “Did you ask permission?”

      “It’s not my fault! Meester—” The next screams hurt Ewoud’s ears, as six more welts bloomed on tan skin.

      “Did you ask?”

      “Bwaaaahh, no, I didn’t because Meester Dogald asked me to look for weather and I thought that was approved and it is a charm, not a true spell and Meester Dogald is to blame not me, and—” thunk! The captain’s hand slammed into the back of the journayman’s head, thumping his forehead against the mast. Ewoud gulped and renewed his promise never to challenge or disobey one of the masters, be the man a merchant or a ship captain.

      The captain turned to the observers. “What is the rule of magic on board ship?”

      “Use none without permission, Sir,” one of the masters from Vlaaterbe said from behind Ewoud. “Charms or full spells.”

      “Thank you, sir.” The captain pointed to the journeyman with his thumb. “Take him down at the turn of the glass.” With that he left the deck, and the sailors returned to their tasks. Ewoud heard retching and saw Jan leaning over the side. Ewoud didn’t smile, but it took work to keep his face still.

      “So, Ewoud, did you finish those white-roots,” the cook asked, limping up to him.

      Huh? “Um, no, sir, I was interrupted. I quartered two and peeled all of them.”

      The cook looked at Ewoud’s hands and grunted something. Then he limped to Jan and slapped him hard on the back. “You. Once you get done feeding the fish, finish the white-root or the rest of us will be hungry come fourth watch.”

      Ewoud almost gloated. Then a sailor pointed with his thumb. "You have good dark-sight. Go help stow the hose."

      Ewoud slept well that night. Getting out of his bunk the next morning, though... He'd have shoulders like a black smith if they had to pump the hold again. He moved with care, mindful of his hands and aching from shoulders to hips.

      Two days later they rounded the Scythe against the wind, almost. Or so it felt to Ewoud. The wind moved the ship east, but the waves slapped the hull from the south. None of the merchants, journeymen, or apprentices ate much that day. After he returned the bandages to the mediko, Ewoud found a reason to be on deck, and watched the land crawl past the White Wave. Enormous grey birds with thin wings sailed overhead, and he wondered how they stayed in the air so well. The shore ended with a tan colored cliff, chewed by the waves into chunks that stuck out of the water like square, crooked teeth. Dark trees crowned the cliff, marching inland as best Ewoud could tell. The air smelled of needle-leaf tar. "Someone's working in the woods," a sailor observed, nodding toward the trees. He presented Ewoud with a handful of rough, heavy cloth. "Take this and walk toward the steersman."

      Ewoud took a firm grip on the canvas and lifted it shoulder high before starting toward the stern castle. One did not drag anything but rope across the deck. That lesson had left him seeing stars, ears ringing with threats of dire fates and questions about his ancestry and intelligence. Ewoud still marveled at the sailors' ability to curse and insult without swearing, and decided that he needed to learn more of that art. Although his mother probably knew sufficient sailor-speak to catch on and tan his hide, adult or not. "Stop there," the sailor called. A second sailor ducked under the canvas and walked below the light-brown material. "See it?"

      "Yes. As big as my head, beside the seam, the Lady be praised," a voice called from under the sail. "We can repair it without patching."

      "Praise to the Lady," Ewoud and the first sailor replied. "Stay there, and hold that for now," the first sailor ordered. He and his assistant went into the bow castle, returning with the largest needles and thread Ewoud could recall seeing in a sewing box. They set the box on the deck. "Don't disappear." The sailors folded the end of the canvas, walking it and folding it until they reached the gap. "Hold it again. Niko, you stitch. I'll hold tension."

      As he pulled on the enormous wad of material, Ewoud looked up at the sails on the two masts. The big triangles of canvas hung well above him, kept taut by enormous wooden poles on their upper ends. The poles attached to the masts, trees growing out of the upper deck, or so they looked to Ewoud. He could see the seams in the canvas, and wondered if anyone made a loom large enough for a single sail. Then he thought about the weight in his arms and decided that the gods of weavers, and the weavers' apprentices, probably would not allow such a thing.

      "Huh. I'll need to go past the gap," Niko grunted. "Someone didn't tie off the knots and they are coming undone."

      That would let the wind out, Ewoud knew. As hard as it was to get and keep wind in the sails, he was opposed to letting the wind out. His shoulders and arms still burned a little, but not as badly, and he did not complain. Jan had. Jan got slapped down by one of the merchant masters for whining. Ewoud added whining to the list of things never to do around the sailors and masters. Real men didn't whine, anyway. He rolled his head left and right, easing the ache a little.

      The sun had passed the second mast before they finished rounding the Scythe and turned south. As they passed a pillar of white rocks on the western shore, then sailors began chanting. "Praise to Donwah, Lady of the Waters. Honored Lady, thank You for smooth waters. Bright Lady, thank You for sweet waters. Noble Lady, thank You for soft winds. Great lady, all praise to You."

      "Thanks be to the Lady," Ewoud and the others chanted back, bowing to the small image of Donwah on the bow castle. From here until they docked, the land on both sides of the channel would protect them some from the great storms. That was, if Donwah willed, Ewoud added quickly.

      The tar scent faded, replaced by soil and what Ewoud thought of as land-smells. Early on the morning of the third day in the passage, Ewoud stopped on deck and sniffed. He'd just emptied a slop bucket, but this was a different stink. Rotten eggs and metal, that's what he smelled. But there were no eggs on board. Huh. He eased closer to the port side railing and sniffed again. "Whunf," he whispered, eyes watering.

      "We pass the yellow hill," Meester Twan Moere said, stopping beside Ewoud. "If you go inland that way," he nodded toward a patch of sickly trees, "you find a hill that reeks of brimstone. Yellow water bubbles out of it, hot to boiling yellow water. Anything that drinks it gets sick, and deserves to if they're that foolish." The tall man shook his head. "If you can smell the bad water from miles away, and still drink it..."

      "Yes, sir." Even Jan wouldn't be that stupid. Would he? No, Ewoud decided as he returned the slop bucket to its place in the bunk-area, Jan wouldn't. The journeyman from Maans'hill would, though. He'd gotten another thumping for trying to hide below-decks and shirk. Master Dogald himself had beaten the man. What was his name? Ewoud couldn't remember, and wondered why he couldn't recall. Probably because he didn't want to remember, lest the stupid fool's folly spread.

      As he straightened up, Ewoud saw a shadow out of the corner of his eye. No one else was supposed to be here, since all the sailors were on deck, moving the sails. He froze, watching sideways as a man started moving his hand in a complicated gesture. He held something in his other hand, just out of Ewoud's view. If it wasn't a sailor, and the masters were all meeting in the stern-castle with the captain. I don't like this. Should he say something? The other man moved and Ewoud saw an unlit mage-lantern.

      "No," Ewoud hissed. "Don't do that!"

      "Shut up, boy. This is a set-spell, not a charm or new casting." It was the journeyman from Maans'hill. Ewoud felt a spell building, and not just a pre-set mage-light coming alight.

      Ewoud lunged forward and slapped the man's hand, breaking the casting. He grabbed the lantern and hurried to the ladder, crouching to avoid the beams close overhead.

      "Give me that back, you stupid bastard of an apprentice! I'll show you—" Ewoud ignored the threat and clambered up the ladder, almost knocking one of the sailors over as he burst out of the hatch. The voice from below bellowed, "Damn fool, may Donwah and the Scavenger both drown you."

      The words stopped all activity on the deck, and the masters and sailors turned, staring at Ewoud and the man emerging from the hatch behind him. "I said give me that, you damned—"

      Klang! The sailor ripped the lantern from Ewoud's hand and smoothly brained the journeyman with it. Thud. The man hit the planks below the deck, and it didn't sound as if he were moving. Ewoud gulped, still not moving.

      "What happened?" Captain Huydonks didn't sound angry or upset as he loomed over the scene, but the crimson rising into his face warned Ewoud that he'd better tell the truth and fast.

      "Sir, ah, sir, I was returning the slop bucket and saw someone in the crew bunks. He wasn't a sailor or master, and he was doing something, casting a spell or charm on the mage-lantern. I told him to stop and he said it was a set spell but it didn't feel like one, sir, and I slapped his hand to stop him. Grabbed the lantern, sir, and came up here. He followed me." Ewoud paused for breath.

      "And he cursed the boy in the Lady's name and by the Dark One," the sailor said, holding up the lantern. "I stopped a second curse, Captain." The man looked like thunder, dark faced and furious.

      Master Dogald glared at Ewoud. "That was my journeyman you hurt, boy. And my lantern."

      "This have a set-spell?" Captain Huydonk took the dented lantern from the sailor, who ducked out of the way.

      Dogald kept glaring at Ewoud, black eyes snapping with anger under thin white eyebrows. "No, but that's no excuse for assaulting my journeyman. I claim damages."

      Huydonk shoved the lantern into the merchant's hands. "Sort it out on land. You and your man know the sea laws, and he broke them in front of witnesses for a second time. Once more and he goes over the side." The big ship master turned and stalked to the stern-castle, leaving Dogald spluttering and snarling at Ewoud.

      "Stupid boy," he hissed at last. "I'll have your master flog you, and you will pay damages. Who's your master, boy?"

      Doesn't he know who I am? Ewoud started to snarl back, then caught himself. Dogald was a master, and a prosperous one too, with relatives on the Maans'hill city council and in two mage guilds. "I am working for Meester Haako Pelzerman, sir, under Tajo Haakom." Better to leave it there, and hope that he could explain before Meester Haakom met Dogald. And if Dogald didn't know how wealthy Ewoud's family was, he wouldn't demand that much in damages. Ewoud hoped. Maybe.

      This was not an auspicious start to his first trading journey. Two more days to Tanpermouth, and then Ewoud could avoid both men. He hoped.
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      Why did he have to serve in the crane? He should have been meeting other merchants here in Tanpermouth, not working so hard. Ewoud panted, legs aching. That's why they'd brought apprentices. Probably because Maarsdam frowned on something Ewoud had done, and so was punishing him. "Stop!" Ewoud and the three other men slowed their steps, grabbing the beams of the crane wheel for balance as the enormous machine slowed and stopped. Bits of sunlight darted through a few gaps in the roof and walls, but the heavy wood muffled the sounds of unloading. Ewoud heard wood creak and took a tighter grip as men outside the crane grunted with effort, pushing the beam that turned the crane. The four inside reversed directions. Ewoud wiped sweat off his face and tried to pant more quietly. "Forward!" He started walking, driving the wheel with his feet. It was too bad they couldn't use water power for the cranes like they did for mills.

      Ewoud and the others staggered out of the crane some time later. The sun had moved and was within three hand-spans of the western horizon. "Over here," Meester Hajo called. Tears of pain burned Ewoud's eyes as he teetered over to the wagons. "Lucky you, you get to ride this afternoon. We're leaving to get outside the walls by sundown. Get in." Ewoud started to ask if he could have some water, then changed his mind and clambered into the wagon. Instead of great-haulers, something that looked like giant schaef but with heavier legs and stubby horns pulled the wagons. The beasts had short-clipped white hair, like the wild schaef of the wastes and mountains. Did they smell as bad wet as schaef did? Ewoud decided that he'd rather not find out.

      Some of the wagons used great-haulers, others had the giant schaef. All were narrower than the usual wagons, but just as long. Why were they not taking the river south? That would make more sense. The wagons creaked into motion. Ewoud stared around, looking at the strange buildings. Instead of tall, slender wares-houses, everything here crouched. Flat, grey tiles of some kind covered the roofs. The roofs themselves appeared steeper than at home, making the houses and other buildings look strange. Instead of white plaster over the wood, the people had colored the buildings pink, light green, or an orange-brown that hurt his eyes, then cut patterns into the plaster and filled them with something dark—soot or earth-tar perhaps? The women wore full skirts that stopped at the knee, but with tall boots or really heavy socks and dark shoes. Everyone wore vests, long or short. Old men and women had vests to the knee. The women's vests stopped just under their breasts, which seemed larger than the girls had back home.

      "Get on, you!" one of the teamsters ordered, shattering Ewoud's musing. A giant schaef tried to sample something from a baker's tray and got thumped on the wide, flat black nose for his pains.

      "Mbwaaaa!" the beast protested.

      "I'll bwaa you, Igoo, you know better," the man warned, brandishing a long whip with a very heavy, thick butt wrapped in bright red leather. Ewoud boggled as the schaef ducked its head as if embarrassed! Was the teamster a beast-mage? No, his clothes did not carry any of the marks of that guild. Ewoud pondered the problem and winced as the wagon bounced hard in and out of a hole in the road. That had not changed.

      They stopped at a spring. The caravan master announced, "We'll go this far again before stopping for the night. I don't want to wear out the animals." Ewoud managed to get out of the wagon, but his legs quit before he reached the spring. He needed water desperately, and needed to get rid of water as well. Tears streaming, he forced himself to get to his feet. Someone had packed his new staff, and he had to move on his own, one aching step at a time. He found a bush and took care of that need, then joined the line for water. The beasts had their own area away from the main spring. The caravan master pointed with a blue-wrapped whip. "You and you, check the beasts, especially the birds. Don't bother with the bells, we'll strip them this evening."

      The large man had not pointed to Ewoud, so he got a long drink, filled his water skin, and walked back to the wagons. Moving didn't hurt as much as before, and he decided that he'd probably better walk the pain out if he was going to move in the morning. As he waited, Ewoud leaned against the green-painted wagon and considered the caravan master. He wore a loose tan shirt and dark pants, both with tight cuffs. The pants tucked into mid-calf boots of black leather. The man wore a heavy leather belt over a painfully bright yellow and orange sash that made Ewoud's eyes ache. His scarlet and blue-green vest looked almost drab in comparison. The man's chest reminded Ewoud of a barrel, one of the short, squat ones for shipping vitriole. In fact, as Ewoud looked around, he decided that all the local men had been born to coopers. The only tall, not-round people were the traders and one man with red hair and skin so white that it had to be cosmetics. He wore dark blue-black, and knee-boots. He handled one of the larger schaef teams but did not use a whip.

      Had there ever been trees along the road? Ewoud trudged along, glad of the wind but not glad about the dust and heavy sunlight. Why didn't the sea wind blow here? The trees began well back from the road, or what Ewoud guessed was a road, going by the ruts and lack of grass. The grey dirt turned to fine powder under the animals' feet and hoofs, sort of a walking dustbath for the great-haulers. The local men had wrapped scarves around their lower faces, but the merchants suffered. Meester Dogald seemed to take the dust as a personal insult and he muttered to his journeyman. Hanka was the man's name, Ewoud remembered it at last. The journeyman slouched on top of a bale of some sort of cloth. The trees at least looked clean, and Ewoud wondered again why they had been cut close to the road. Was shade considered bad? He liked shade in summer. They had leaves, big dark leaves with silvery undersides that flashed in the breeze.

      Brush grew between the trees and a thin strip of grass on either side of the road. The closer to the road, the shorter the green-white brush, and as he studied the foliage, Ewoud discovered that it looked chewed rather than cut. Not too many minutes later, one of the giant schaef edged as close to the edge of the road as he could and grabbed a mouthful of the leaves. "You! Bad ovsta," the beast's handler said, spatting it on the nose. The animal ignored him, chewing contentedly. The grass near the road looked like grass but dust covered. All he could smell was dust, and the pong of the giant shaef. Or was it the schaef?

      One of the hairy beasts tossed his head, thick stubby ears twitching as if flies bothered him. "Look to the sides," the man beside the schaef called. "We're being stalked."

      "Already?" Meester Hajo called back, but more quietly. He placed his staff into the wagon and removed a strung bow and quiver with black arrows in it.

      "Hard winter, drove the game farther south," the teamster replied, spitting.

      What would dare hunt a group this large? Then Ewoud recalled the pelt in the council chamber and his mouth went even drier and his bowels shivered. "Ah, Meester, is it the giant white beast with black skin under the pelt?" he squeaked.

      "One of the snow-ox hunters? No, Yoorst be thanked. These are laupen, like dogs but with smooth hides and ears inside their heads, not on the outside." The trader hung the quiver from his belt and removed an arrow, carrying it along with the bow, head turned so he could watch the trees to the side of the road.

      The sour stink burned Ewoud's nose, and he moved closer to the wagons. He didn't have anything larger than his knife with him. The hairs on his neck stood under his collar.

      "Behind us," a man bellowed. Ewoud whirled around to see a handful of sleek dark shapes running toward him. They looked almost as big as the schaef, longer, like racing snakes. Hajo stopped but did not fire. Instead he watched the trees beside them, raising the bow but not drawing it. What was he waiting for? Then Ewoud remembered his father's story of an ambush, and he peered into the shadows of the trees.

      "More!" Ewoud screamed, pointing as another swarm of dark shapes flowed out of the shade. Now Meester Hajo drew, waited, and released the arrow. Ewoud watched as it hit one of the beasts in the shoulder. The black thing staggered and another black shape attacked the wounded hunter. It screamed, a high, piercing cry like a woman's voice mixed with the screeching of ungreased wooden axles. Four more of the things raced on, and more arrows flew from the caravan.

      "Bwoooh!" One of the schaef behind Ewoud faced a laupen. The dark shape lunged for the schaef's head. Heavy claws caught the thick fur covering schaef's neck. "Bwooh!" The schaef tossed his head and sent the attacker flying back, almost over the wagon. It landed in the wagon instead, and one of the men with a spear stabbed it over and over. A little bit of Ewoud's mind thought the schaef looked pleased with his efforts. The rest of him gibbered and ran around in circles inside his head.

      "'That's the last of them. Move, now, before the dead-eaters come," the caravan master ordered. The schaef and great-haulers strained against their harnesses until they reached a trot, forcing the men to trot as well. It wasn't until they stopped that Ewoud discovered he'd wet himself. His face burned with shame, but no one said a word. Maybe he wasn't the only one. At least he hadn't soiled himself.

      That night, once the animals had been seen to and the wagons locked into a corral ring, the caravan master called a meeting. "Besides Hajo, Bjorn, me, and the guards, who has weapons skills? Not swords and staff work, but other things?

      One of the apprentices raised a shaking hand. "Sling and rocks, sir. For chasing birds."

      Did that count? If so... Ewoud raised a hand as well. "Rat sling, sir." He'd been tolerably good last winter, but what would it do against the dark hunters?

      "You have one with you?"

      The apprentice nodded, "One, and I can make another if you have tanned hide."

      "No sir." Ewoud looked down at the crushed grass and little rocks at his feet.

      "You, make a second one. You, Skinny, practice with it. The laupen aren't the only hunters in the forest, may Valdher have pity on us as we cross her lands." The caravan master made a two-handed sign like a steep roof, as did some of the others. "We'll take the watches tonight, since we know this land. Tomorrow will be a full meeting and we will assign duties then."

      Meester Hajo and the others nodded agreement. Dogald scowled. Had he been cursed, born to the Scavenger although he was born for Maarsdam? He acted like it, and Ewoud couldn't think of another god so known for foul moods and ill temper. Well there was Donwah, but She did not follow men the way the Scavenger did.

      "He doesn't want to work that hard," Ewoud heard Klaas Stukken whispering to Jan later that night, as they unrolled their bedding. "My master told me that Dogald thought we'd sail all the way up the river, and hadn't planned for an overland journey."

      Jan snorted, but only after looking left and right for masters and other journeymen. "I believe it. My father says that Dogald only works when he has no other choice but starvation. He leans on magic for everything he can."

      Now it was Ewoud's turn to snort, but only inside his own head. Any man who depended on magic for everything deserved to have trouble. That was just laziness and not good business. Spells cost money. So did candles and hiring a rat-catcher and making your own dried or pickled foods, but paying mages for what you could do more easily yourself? Folly. Even he knew that. It did explain why Dogald had a magic-working journeyman. Ewoud stretched out with a wince. Why wasn't Hanka affiliated with a guild? That was the law, or was it?
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      Ewoud started to roll over. His legs and shoulders burned and ached, reluctant to move. Could he stay still for a little longer? There wasn't that much light in the sky yet. He heard and felt plodding steps, and an animal bellowed, "Mbwaaah!"

      "Stop that, Arkoo, or I'll turn you into sausage." The teamster's voice shattered Ewoud's hopes. Ewoud counted to three, took a deep breath, and rolled onto his belly, then drew his legs under him. He got to all fours, then stood, feeling every joint and muscle on his frame. At least his hair didn't hurt. Ewoud went into the designated area beside the camping clearing and relieved himself, mindful of plants with large, fuzzy leaves. Everyone knew about sting leaf, and the woods here probably had their own version.

      Or perhaps everyone didn't. The men in the caravan gathered around the main fire just as the first sun touched the tops of the trees. One of the apprentices kept moving, never sitting or standing still. He walked with his back arched, as if afraid of leaning and touching something, and every so often tugged the seat of his trousers away from his rear. The boy rustled and winced constantly. "No, thank you, sir," he answered someone. "I'd rather walk." Ewoud and a few others smirked.

      "Right. The caravan follows Bushmaak law," the caravan master announced. "We rotate wagon order except for the fodder wagons. They come second always. Ovsta have right-of-way to water, then the great haulers. We drink upstream, and don't piss in the water. It draws water flies." Meesters Hajo and Moere, and Klaas Stukken all made faces and warding off gestures. "When we get near villages, keep any magic quiet. Some of the land-bound believe that mages are evil spirits in human form." The big man planted ham-sized fists on his hips. "And do not light any fires unless they are on bare-swept ground. The forests are dry, and if anyone of you put a pop-cone into the campfire, the rest of you have my permission to beat the fool until he sees reason or stars."

      "So. Road names." Ewoud's attention snapped back from trying to imagine what a pop-cone looked like. It was probably safer just to ignore anything that was not a stick if he had to gather wood. "Call me Omer. The chief teamster for the ovsta is Ruck, chief teamster for great-haulers is Darmel." The men each raised a hand in turn. Ruck was the pale man in blue, and Ewoud made a mental note to ask about the dye. It wasn't the same as the night blue they had at home, and might be worth importing—if they could. Some dyestuffs didn't travel well or at all. "Skinny," Omer pointed to Ewoud with his whip, "Hajo and Moere, you earned your right, Sour," that was Hanka the journeyman, "Donder," Meester Dogald scowled even harder, until Ewoud thought his eyebrows might touch his thick lips and stub nose, "Yap, Kai, Hunb," Omer called off. The teamsters all nodded, although one especially stocky and round man with the ovsta rolled his eyes under white eyebrows and sighed. "If you don't know why we use road names, ask one of the men who does.

      "We leave by sunrise and stop when the sun is two hands above the trees, unless weather says otherwise. We stop for snow and ice rain. If you think one of your beasts is ailing, speak up. We don't have time to be cutting an ovsta out of the harness if he drops dead on a bridge, and he'll do just that if he thinks you are ignoring him." Some of the teamsters snorted with laughter, and the men with great-haulers muttered behind their hands, shaking their heads. Ewoud had heard stories about great-haulers who decided to die by falling into wells or other inconvenient places, and suspected that the giant schaef, the ovsta, had learned from the birds. Or had Yoorst given them all the idea, as a way to punish men who abused His creatures? Ewoud shrugged a little—it didn't matter.

      "Those who are fully trained will have weapons work in the evenings, no exceptions. If you are not yet fully trained, stay clear. This isn't the place to be learning. Everyone takes a turn at night watch, rotating each night." Jan kicked at the dirt, glowering down at the hard-pounded soil. "You complain, you get two watches or my whip on your back. You choose." No one spoke, and Ewoud looked at Omer's arm. He'd untied his cuffs and rolled the sleeves, revealing arms larger than a rolled schaef hide. "Questions?" A bird trilled, and a different one peeped in reply from a tree across the clearing. "Get moving. We need to make up for the late start."

      By the time the road met the river, Ewoud had learned how to harness an ovsta, how to settle a great-hauler quickly, and could hit a squirrel two out of three tries with the sling. Rats were easier, and larger, and he still hadn't quite gotten the knack for using the sling to get squirrels well up in the trees. The apprentice could hit anything, and often did, bringing them back to add to the nightly meal. Only once did he miss, and everyone had seen it. He'd been aiming at something, and the creature turned its back to them, showing a pale brown hide with dark strips on its sides and spots down the length of the spine. "Shit!" the apprentice had squeaked and sent the stone wide. The teamsters had hurried the beasts down the road. "I'm sorry, sir," the boy told Meester Moere. "I didn't see the spots."

      "What is it?" Ewoud asked. It had looked more like a very large, blunt-nosed squirrel, but without a bushy tail, and with different markings.

      "A musk-vask," the teamster closest to him said, wrinkling his nose. "They smell like rotting mushrooms, and can squirt musk. Everything about them smells, including the meat, and you cannot get the smell out. Even bark tanning won't remove the stink. Leave them alone."

      Ewoud decided that he could do that. Yoorst frowned on killing animals if you were not going to use them, vermin excepted. None of the gods had patience with people who wasted their gifts. "Musk-vask. Thank you." Eating something that stank and wasn't cheese didn't sound smart to begin with, like drinking water downstream of animals or drinking smelly water.

      "So. Today you see why we do not use the river to reach Kehlibar this time," Meester Moere said. The skinny man lifted the brim of his large hat, wiped his forehead, and settled the hat again. It had been black, but now matched the dusty dirt below their feet. "There are stories that the gods decreed at the end of the Time of Cold that some rivers were forbidden to men, and that the Tanper was one of them."

      "Huh." The teamster sounded thoughtful. "My mother's father said it was because the Tanper's spirit wagered with Dontah and lost, and Dontah took away the Tanper's waters so she would learn proper manners."

      Ewoud felt his eyes bulging a little with shock and shook his head, blinking. Donwah would never do such a thing, and she controlled all rivers as well as the seas. There were no river spirits... were there? Perhaps they were like city gods, and some rivers had them but not all? He stopped the thought almost before it finished. His father had seen the gods grow angry, and Ewoud didn't want anything like that happening. The road provided more than enough excitement, and if half the rumors about the vlee were true, keeping the masters and the other traders happy would be difficult enough without unhappy deities making their displeasure known.

      They reached the river later that day. The road turned into the trees, and several of the men watched the shadows carefully, hands never far from slings, bows, and other weapons. "At ease," Ruck called. "The river folk keep laupan and other animals away."

      "And the two-legged animals?" Meester Dogald whined.

      "You'll see."

      Not too much later, Ewoud smelled rotting meat. Something large had died upwind of them. He hoped it wasn't in water. Omer had made them remove a dead something from a stream once already. The he remembered Ruck's words. Dead. Two-legged animals... Ewoud's mouth went dry.

      The river people didn't just cut off a person's head and hang it on the city gibbet as a warning, oh no. A weather-blackened body swung from a frame beside the road. Large birds with bare heads watched from the trees. Pieces of a second body lay on the ground under a frame on the opposite side of the road, and Ewoud saw marks on the bones where the dead-eaters had gnawed and torn the legs and hip-flesh. Whoever it was had deserved what he'd gotten, but to hang the entire body? That was a little extreme, unless the man had killed blood kin or travelers under refuge. If he'd been a traitor, he'd have been dismembered, unless they did things differently here. Ewoud shrugged. Break the laws, get punished, that all men knew.

      Ruck pointed to the remains on the ground. "She drugged a merchant from the tribes to the east and stole his goods, and his coat and boots."

      "Why kill her, instead of branding her and giving her to the man as a life-servant to pay off her debt?" Meester Dogald sounded as puzzled as Ewoud felt. "Had she done this before?"

      "No. But her brother dragged the tribesman out and left him beside the wood-house. He might have died of cold if an early fisherman had not found him and called the watch. As it was he lost fingers and toes." The teamster spat. "Theft's one thing. Leaving a man to die in the cold without coat and boots? Her brother confessed, and she hung. That satisfied blood price."

      Fair's fair, Ewoud mused. She intended the trader to die, and she paid with her life. It made good sense to him, and he tucked the information away with other laws he knew. Taking someone as a life-servant after they'd tried to kill you didn't sound very smart, and he wondered what Meester Dogald was thinking. His father had given Ewoud a long and detailed lecture on why men should not have bodily congress with angry or god-smote women, detailed enough that Ewoud's privates had tried to crawl back inside his gut from sheer terror.

      The caravan passed through Tanperhead and stopped at a trade inn on the opposite side, outside the town walls but within the protection of the town's watch. After helping unload one of the wagons carrying some items specifically for merchants in the town, Ewoud followed Meester Hajo and his journeymen down to the banks of the Tanper. The town of Tanperhead wasn't directly on the river, but covered a small hill. A road led down onto a flat area that held a market space and a wooden temple well above the river's current reach, then continued to the river. Ewoud didn't see any docks or boat-slips. But the teamster had mentioned fishermen.

      "Oh," one of the journeymen said. Four men waded in the waist-deep river, three dragging something just under the surface, one holding the end of it to make a large V in the water while the fourth man flipped a paddle back and forth, slapping the river. Had it misbehaved? Ewoud covered a grin with one hand. The water ahead of the third man seemed to churn, and the paddler called something and pointed the flat tool toward the point of the V. The others hurried together, closing the end of whatever they held, and Ewoud wanted to slap himself on the forehead. It was a cinch net, or close to one. They had driven fish into it, and now they closed the mouth of the net. Indeed, all four men began struggling, dragging the net toward shore, and two boys waded out to help them heave the wriggling mass onto dry land. The man with the paddle began grabbing fish and tossing some into barrels and others back into the river. The boys took over holding the net and kept tension on its sides while the fourth man walked his end in toward the sorters. The three sorters made quick work of the contents of the net.

      "Don't men usually net running fish at night, sir?" The journeyman sounded a little puzzled.

      Hajo spread his hands a little. "Some fish come upstream by day, and it could be that larger hunters follow the smaller fish. I wouldn't want to be in the water at night if a school of sea-fangs were following crook-jaws to their spawning grounds."

      "Ah, me neither, sir." Ewoud agreed with the journeyman, who had eased a little farther away from the water.

      A swarm of women now surrounded the barrels, haggling with the fishermen and carrying the still-squirming fish away in baskets. Some of the women stopped at an enormous table made of rough planks set onto old barrels and bits of wood, and cleaned the fish right there. Ewoud decided once more that staying on the good side of the fish-wives was a good thing, no matter where the fishwives lived. Their knives flashed as silver as the fish, and soon fish guts and heads littered the ground. The instant the last woman left the table, cats and dogs swarmed the terrace, squabbling and devouring. One especially small dog carried off a large fish head, pleased with the world, his tail cocked at a jaunty angle.

      "And so you see why we cannot always bring boats up the Tanper," Meester Hajo said. "When it flows deep enough for cargo boats, it floods miles wide and very fast, often with ice chunks in it. In summer it may dry enough you can cross without moistening your ankles, and miasmas bake out of the mud. The opposite problem of the Moahne, correct, Ewoud?" The trader turned and looked at Ewoud.

      Ewoud gulped, scrambling to recall. He'd been admiring one of the women's legs as she climbed the steep slope. "Ah, that is, yes sir. The rocks in the Moahne make rapids and falls that require, um, that is, eleven portages to go downstream, and the flow is so high at all times that there are no true banks, but a deep gorge from Moahnebrig almost to the sea." Was there something else? He couldn't recall.

      "Correct. I have seen the mouth of the Moahne once, and that was sufficient to persuade me that the elders were correct about not trying to float anything down the stream." Meester Hajo adjusted his hat once more. "It is always better to learn from other people's mistakes, especially their fatal mistakes."

      The road followed the river for two more days. Broad stretches of muck spread out upstream of the town, and marsh-grasses replaced brush. Clouds of blood-sucking little flies swarmed out of the grass at dawn and dusk, and both men and animals huddled in the smoke of the fires. The men's sweat attracted other pests, tiny black gnats that covered anywhere a drop of salty sweat appeared. A few snakes rustled through the grass, leaving trails that soon filled with water in the dark brown mire. It smelled like a sun-heated tidal flat coated with rotten eggs and fish guts in high summer, and Ewoud was not the only one to rejoice when they turned uphill, away from the river. No wonder his father never traded at the vlee, if this was what the way was like in fair weather. In fact, the more Ewoud saw, the less he liked the idea of trading in furs, if men had to endure miasmas, muck, and laupen every year, even the masters.

      That night as they ate the evening meal, one of the teamsters repaired a great-hauler harness, splicing a heavier strip of leather into a worn spot. As he did, he said, "My father's mother said that a priest of Sneelah told them once, many years ago, that during the time of the ice, the lands of the Tanper and other rivers north of the Kanegat Hills kept snow on them all year. They are so new that Dontah made new beds for them, and even so, some of the river spirits preferred to remain elsewhere, leaving the waters unattended."

      Hanka, the mage-journeyman, reared back as if he'd been slapped. "That's blasphemy. Nothing like that ever happened, because rivers belong to Donwah, not to any other."

      The teamster pointed with the blade of his long knife. "You're quick to curse what you don't understand, boy."

      Meester Dogald stood up. "Hanka, check on the wagon." The journeyman snarled but obeyed, stuffing the last of his meal into his mouth and slouching off into the darkness. The teamster snorted and shifted his grip on the knife. As he did, Ewoud saw something strange on the pommel, a piece of something that glowed.

      "Um, sir? May I ask a question?"

      The teamster raised one thin eyebrow. "Can I stop you?"

      Ewoud flushed and looked down. "Your pardon."

      The wood in the fire popped a few times, and the wiry man sighed, "Get on with it, boy, before I die of old age."

      The flush burned Ewoud's face harder and he squeaked, "Er, that is, ah, um, sir, what is it that glows on the pommel of your knife?"

      "Saka. It is the tear of a tree that cried from pain during the Great Cold. It brings safety from accidental cuts." The teamster handed Ewoud the knife, hilt first. Ewoud studied the half-rounded stone. It looked golden brown, like very dark honey, and had small black shapes floating in it. It felt cool to the touch, but also a little, well, peppery. That made no sense, and he decided that there was probably some kind of sap or salve for treating the great-haulers left on the knife that made his finger sting a little. The golden stone didn't truly glow on its own, not as a mage-light would, but instead caught and held the fire's light. Ewoud's mother would probably like some. Maybe that's why his father had never brought any home. Or maybe it was too cheap to be worth selling on. The heavy silver mount held the stone securely onto the weapon. Ewoud reversed the blade point toward himself—but not directly—and returned the knife.

      "Thank you, sir. It is lovely."

      The man grunted. Ewoud returned to chewing the meal, and after a few more bites gave up trying to identify the meat. The sour bread didn't quite agree with him, but it did have nuts in it, so it wasn't all bad. Just mostly bad. Didn't the people have flour here, good einkorn grain?

      No, this was probably the end-of-winter bread, Ewoud realized as he gnawed. That explained it. And of course the masters had bought cheap, and everyone knew about cheap bread in spring. The food would improve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Within the Walls of Kehlibar

          

        

      

    

    
      Ewoud smelled Kehlibar before he saw it. Smoke in the air stung his nose, both wood smoke and earth-coal smoke, and several of the ovsta sneezed. Human waste, and something else he did not care for also reached him. "The tanners dumped their vats into the river," a teamster grumbled. "Damn, now we'll have to water the beasts at the well."

      "The well owner probably bribed them," one of the great-hauler handlers called. The rude sounds and ruder comments gave Ewoud the idea that this had happened before. He had dim memories of one of the few tanners near Rhonari being doused in his own tanning waste and then chased through the streets by boys throwing mud and rotten food, then having to stand in the market for the rest of the day in the summer sun after he dumped waste into one of the sweet streams feeding the city's wells. Tanners' waste poisoned water, especially when they used black or brown virtiole to dye the leather.

      The beasts trudged on. The dirt under their feet had changed from grey to black, and fewer trees marched along the road. Ewoud saw more grass, and had caught glimpses of fields behind screens of trees. One field sported an especially brilliant green crop, and Meester Hajo wrinkled his nose. "Roggen. When the winter stays too late for einkorn and other grains, roggen can still make a crop."

      "Is roggen a leb-grain, sir?" Ewoud guessed that it would be.

      The balding trader raised one eyebrow. "What think ye?"

      Ewoud looked at the wagon ahead of him, and felt the smooth wood of his staff sliding in his hand as he thought. "Since it is planted and grows after wheat and the others have been frosted or can't be planted, I would say yes, roggen bread and porridge would be leb-bread."

      "Even if they are cut with wheat or other grains, and nuts, they are leb-breads," Meester Dogald snapped. "That sour black loaf we've been enjoying for the past six days is roggen, sour fermented and risen."

      "Thank you, sir." Proper manners never did injury, and Dogald was a senior merchant, even if Ewoud did not care for him or his journeyman.

      "Get used to eating it, boy, because once I settle your debts with your master, it's all you'll have until my man's injuries and honor are paid for." He shook his fist at Ewoud.

      Meester Hajo swung his staff up and held it long-ways, making a bar between Dogald and Ewoud. "Enough, Donder. You can settle with Skinny's master soon." Hajo winked. "I'm certain he will be interested in learning all the details of the claim." Hajo lowered his staff.

      "You insult me."

      "No, we use road names until we enter the walls." Hajo sounded far calmer than Dogald, and Ewoud wondered if Dogald allowed himself to be so rude in business dealings. Why was "Donder" an insult? Or was Dogald making it into one when no offense had been intended? He might replace Caster Paulaa in that proverb if he didn't calm himself.

      The caravan trudged around a tight bend in the road and stopped once all had moved clear. Ewoud stared, puzzled, waiting as Omer spoke with a man in a long robe over leather and mail armor. Kehlibar controlled all the trade in a region at least twenty days' travel across, possibly more. It was a free city, at least as eastern men considered such things. So why did it not have real walls? Granted, tall wooden walls built on equally high mounds of dirt with a ditch in front of them likely deterred common thieves and all animals, but really. Or were there proper walls inside the wooden ones? Where had the city found such big trees, or had they stacked trees on top of each other to make the wall taller? He wouldn't attack it unless he had lots of earth-pitch to burn the walls down, Ewoud decided. But a true city should have real walls.

      Jan Pelzerman hissed, "I thought this was a real city."

      Meester Moere hissed back, "It is, and Valdher-libahra is the patron goddess. She and Donwah are equally understanding and forgiving of slights."

      Ewoud gulped and Jan paled a little. "Thank you for the teaching and correction, sir," Jan whispered. For his part Ewoud decided that keeping quiet was the safest thing to do until he learned what he needed to. What he didn't say or ask couldn't offend anyone, especially not the gods. And it wouldn't bring shame on his family, either.

      The man in armor gestured to the caravan with his free hand. The other held a spear with a sharp-looking curved blade on the end. Caravan Master Omer folded his arms and tipped his head to the side, as if he were being patient with someone who ought to know better. Ewoud's mother used the gesture frequently. The soldier's hand waving accelerated, but the big man remained unmoved. At last the soldier stomped back through a small gate built into the much larger city gate. Omer stayed in place, like a tree rooted in good soil. The ovsta flicked their short tails and snorted, and one pawed the road dirt as if testing it, or as if he were planning to threat-charge someone the way great-hauler males did. His handler leaned over and murmured into the beast's closest ear, and the pawing stopped. The ovsta shook all over instead, releasing a fog of white hair and black dust that made the man sneeze. Maybe that's why they used great-haulers back home instead of ovsta. Ewoud didn't want to have to argue with the animals pulling his or anyone else's wagon.

      After some time, but before Ewoud could get too impatient, a man in a longer coat without armor stalked out of the small gate, the soldier behind him. The soldier gesticulated, pointing to Omer, the caravan, the sky, and the wall. Or perhaps he was shooing away flies, given how he swept his free arm. The man in the long coat studied Omer and the caravan, and said something. The soldier froze mid-wave, and Omer removed his flat hat, bowing to the gate. Long-coat turned and stalked back through the gate. Ewoud heard the sound of wood sliding, then metal protesting, and dragging noises. The great gates swung open, but outward. Why out? All proper gates opened in, or up, didn't they? Omer straightened up and glared at the soldier. The man's head whipped right and left, and Omer waved. The first wagons rumbled and groaned into motion, and the soldier jumped out of the way of the stolid beasts and their handlers.

      What had Omer said? Who was the man in the long coat? Did coat length mean he had more rank? Probably, since coats cost money and only rich and powerful men had servants to keep things clean if they were floor-length or longer. That at least made sense. Did the rich men here wear those pattens with platforms under them in wet weather, like some of the women supposedly did in Chin’mai? Ewoud waited until the wagon beside him began moving, then plodded into the city. The gate's shade felt good after the summer sun washing down on them.

      Oh. Inside wall of the giant logs, grass-covered dirt sloped down to a second ditch, and a second wall. Ewoud thought he could see doors in the dirt. That... Even if you lit the walls on fire, the dirt would still be in your way, and people could store things or hide in the dirt. Maybe Kehlibar wasn't so weak after all. Why did they close the outer gates by daylight? The dirt didn't rise quite so high behind the inner wall, but that part sat on a flattened-off hill, making it harder to get to the wall in the first place. Perhaps these people did know about walls, Ewoud allowed. But why no stone?

      As they walked through the streets toward the vlee, Ewoud's puzzlement grew. No one had a stone or even a plastered house. Tall, broad wooden houses and white-painted wooden temples stood here and there, seemingly without order or reason, just dropped wherever the owners wanted them. Ditches ran between the buildings, knee-deep, or so it looked. The buildings had been painted bright colors, some so bright that they made Ewoud wonder what paints and minerals could possibly create those colors. One house sported horizontal stripes in brilliant green, blue, and yellow that clashed with the orange-red door and window-shutters. Although the shutters stood open, Ewoud saw no glass. That was odd, and as he looked more closely, he realized that only one or two buildings had glass in their windows, and then only one or two windows at most. Everything felt slightly off, as if someone had started with the right idea and then twisted it.

      The people in the streets ignored the caravan. Ewoud tried not to stare at all the barefoot women and men. Even the Scavenger's beggars and night-soil collectors back home had some kind of shoe, but not here. None of the barefooted men wore robes, but loose trousers, thigh-length vests and pale shirts instead, most of them patched or mended in some way. The women wore proper dresses, but with a tight vest. Older women covered their heads with cloth, and younger women went bare-headed, hair in braids. Ewoud made himself study the road so as not to look too closely. The women all had large busts, or so it seemed, and he really did not want to get caught paying someone's daughter too much attention! "Bond-servants out doing the heavy work," Meester Hajo said to one of the journeymen, Ewoud couldn't see who. "The prosperous have already finished their business and are having the mid-day meal."

      At last the caravan crossed a dirt mound that seemed to extend left and right as far as Ewoud could see, then a wooden way over a ditch, and into the high walls of the vlee. Here they found cobblestone-paved paths and courtyards. "You, there," a formidable woman ordered, pointing with a trader's staff. "You, that way. Ovsta pens are there, great-haulers other side, keep them away from the wash troughs. Apprentice quarters are beside the ovsta pens, journeymen and sons through the blue door with the staff in white, teamsters the brown doors. No, other way," her staff whipped down and blocked one of the apprentices. "You heard sister-lady Bettana. No entry into the stores and sorting rooms until all are washed and fed and hear the rules of the vlee. Unload into the courtyard, then wash, then rules meeting. You know the order, sir," she told Meester Hajo.

      Ewoud looked down at the grey and black layer of dust covering him. No, he wouldn't want himself in with unwrapped trade goods, either, especially fabrics and furs. "That goes to the brewing house, over there," the sister-lady explained to a man with a hand-cart full of grain sacks. He nodded and trundled off that direction. Ewoud followed the wagons and found himself carrying bales and barrels under the eyes of several master traders and a very tall and broad man who could probably have carried a fully loaded wagon himself if he wanted to. Shadows stretched into the vlee's courtyard by the time they finished.

      "Sort yourselves, then go wash," the huge man boomed. Ewoud edged along the front of the buildings until he found the door with the white staff on it. He ducked inside and waited for his eyes to adapt to the near-total darkness. Two windows provided the only light at the moment. Ewoud peered at the travel sacks until he found his. "Steam wash is this way," a strange journeyman said. "Bring your clean smalls, if you have any, leave your shoes here." Ewoud did as told and followed the man through a passage, ducking under one lintel and stepping over a second one. "Keeps the heat in and cold out. This is the dressing room. Leave your clothes. One of the life-servants will wash them and leave them in our sleeping room. Rinse off in there," he pointed to a door with a bucket carved into it. "Then steam in there," a door with what looked like rocks and twigs carved on the surface. "If you come in and don't see buckets of fresh water, tell your master or me at once. The life-servants have orders to keep water and hot stones ready at all times in summer. Understand?"

      "Clothes out here, rinse in the bucket, steam there, and tell my master or you if things are not ready," Ewoud replied. About half of what the journeyman said made any sense. Steam? How did you get clean with steam?

      "The meeting and the evening meal are in two chimes. Someone will come fetch you until you learn the vlee." With that the journeyman left Ewoud standing in the middle of the room, surrounded by confusion. He blinked a few times, then stripped, leaving his smalls in a little cubby that he guessed was for that. Rinsing sounded good. He did not like being gritty, especially not where his smalls were tight. Ewoud poured water over himself, dunked his head in a bucket and rinsed his hair, then used that on himself again. He poked his head out the door, saw no one, and hurried to the steam room.

      "Come in, come in," another young man called. "You must be new. Sit there. I was about to pour." Ewoud found a piece of white cloth and sat on one end, draping the other over his privates the way the stranger did. The air felt very hot already, almost too hot to breathe. The stranger picked up a small bucket or large dipper with a long handle, dipped water out of a larger bucket, and poured it onto rocks. Hssssssss steam filled the room. It smelled like needle trees. "Just let the steam wash over and fill you. If you want to scrub, there are needle branches in the basket by the door." The stranger leaned forward, snagged one, and briskly flipped it back and forth, whipping himself a little. Ewoud decided that he wasn't ready for that, and instead breathed and sweated. "Once you feel clean, go out, rub yourself with the towel, and get dressed. Leave the towel for the life-servants to take care of. Oh, and don't even think of pleasuring yourself in here. It doesn't impress anyone and makes the house spirits angry at the disrespect."

      Ewoud's entire body blushed. "I won't." Ugh, who would do that with others around? And in this heat and steam?

      "Don't stay too long until you are used to the heat and steam. There's drinking water—spring-water—in the drinking bucket with cups beside it out in the dressing area. Always drink at least two cups before you leave." The other man added more water to the rocks and they sat in silence for a little longer. Ewoud felt clean but limp, and decided that meant he'd had enough. He stood with some care, slowly, not wanting to fall into the hot rocks. He wrapped the towel around his middle and eased out the door.

      He put on his smalls, left the towel on top of another used towel that he found in a wooden bin, drank two cups of cool water, and went back to the sleeping room. The others ignored him in favor of sorting their things and claiming storage space as Ewoud dressed the rest of the way. Someone had already cleaned his shoes. "Ugh, what in the name of Maarsdam?" Klaas Stukken was staring at an open cupboard built into the wall. "Where are the beds? Do we sleep on the floor?"

      "No, in the wall," Jan sniffed. "My honored father told me. It is so cold here in winter that people sleep in boxes, off the floor. These are sleeping boxes, sort of, built into the wall.  You can see the padded blanket. Lighter man gets the top shelf, and in winter they pull the doors mostly closed to keep heat in and drafts out." He folded his arms and looked smug. "He says you get used to it after a year or two."

      Ewoud considered the boxes in the wall, the steam bath, and decided that Kehlibar needed some serious improvements before it reached what he considered proper civilization. "The steam bath is through that door," he told the others. "I had one already."

      "Steam bath?" Klaas stared. Surely a journeyman knew better, Ewoud snapped to himself.

      "Yes. You leave your clothes in the dressing room, rinse off in the room with a bucket on the door, then steam in the room with rocks on the door. Once you've had enough steam, you rinse again, then dress. There are towels in the steam room to sit on and to cover yourself." Ewoud thought for an instant and added, "Life-servants collect your dirty things and the dirty towels, then clean all of them. They also bring the water, including drinking water in the dressing room."

      The other sons and journeymen all blinked at him, then Klaas shook his head. "This place is passing strange. But if there's enough ice on the river to support a wagon, chopping a hole to bathe does not sound pleasant."

      Ewoud thought about how cold the water would be under the ice, and felt his privates trying to hide. He wasn't the only one, if the others' expressions told truth. He pointed at the door. "That way. The sister-lady said to get cleaned up before the masters call for us." The half-dozen or so grabbed clean things and headed that way. Ewoud decided to look around outside if he could do so without being in the way or someone calling him to load more goods. He found his staff and went out into the courtyard.

      It stretched almost as far as the main market square in Rhonari, but with walls around it. All kinds of buildings tucked up against the interior wall, and the entire vlee boasted pens and stalls for lots and lots of great-haulers and giant schaef. That much Ewoud knew. There had to be wares-houses, or at least large storage buildings, because they only shipped goods out two or three times per year, and that only in summer unless the hard cold and snow came early. Ewoud stayed in the shade, edging along under the eves of the sleeping buildings—or so he guessed—and looked for wares-houses. Nothing seemed tall enough, so perhaps the large, barn-like things were for storage. A separate, low building with crimson shutters and doors sat beside the gate, and as Ewoud watched, a tall man dressed in dark colors ducked out the door. He unfolded rather than standing, and looked very pale, with white hair. He fastened something long to his belt before going out the gate, and Ewoud guessed it was a knife. Most trading areas and markets prohibited weapons other than smaller knives and staves, so having people leave them at the door made perfect sense.

      Ewoud hurried across an alley and stopped. The next building sported an oversize merchant's staff clamped to the wall, and the doors stood open, but it had no window openings. Ewoud eased in, then let his eyes adapt. Light pouring in through one window high in the wall lit a statue of Maarsdam. Unlike Maarsrodi, Maarsdam of the Free City of Rhonari, this figure stood beside a stack of barrels draped what looked like pelts and hides. Something yellow-brown glowed in the sunlight like a jeweled pendent. Ewoud bowed twice, knelt once, and said, "Hail Great Traveler! Thanks for safe travels, thanks for good trading now and to come. Hail, Great Traveler." Then he bowed once more before approaching the statue.

      Real furs hung out of the barrels. A piece of saka as large as Ewoud's fist had been set into the figure's chest, looking as if it hung from a silver chain. Here Maarsdam wore heavier clothes, a fur-lined jacket to the thigh, and a fur hat. His staff and boots remained unchanged, as did the bales and barrels around him. Ewoud wondered why real furs and not carved ones. Maybe the carvers here were not good enough.

      "Greetings, son of the west," a woman called from the shadows. Ewoud jumped a little, then told his heart to stop trying to escape his chest. The woman walked toward him and he saw her staff and heard a soft clinking from the ring of keys on a chain hanging from her waist.

      He bowed, "Greetings, honored sister-lady."

      She smiled. "Well spoken, young man. I am Heike, Maarsdam's daughter here in the vlee, and I assist sister-lady Bettana. You will only see me rarely, because my tasks center on the secondary courtyard," she pointed with the head of her staff toward the back of the temple. "You are?"

      "Ewoud Gaalnar Rhonarida, your worship, born to and for Maarsdam." He bowed again but not as deeply.

      Her eyes unfocused and she looked through him, for lack of a better word. Then she nodded. "Interesting. The Great Traveler is not the only one to claim you, only the most forceful, for now." The priestess nodded again and raised one hand in a blessing and dismissal. "Honor Maarsdam and bring good repute to your proud city, Ewoud Rhonarida, Tycho's son."

      He bowed until his nose almost met his bent knee, and stayed there until her steps faded from his hearing. Now he understood exactly what his father meant about not wanting the gods' attention! How did she know his father's name? Who else was interested in him? Surely not... the Scavenger? Ewoud bowed once more to the statue and scurried out into the sunlight. No, maybe Yoorst, since he was here to learn about pelts and furs. The sunlight helped warm him again, and Ewoud decided that it had to be Yoorst. The Lord of Beasts would indeed have an eye on men who traded in the skins of His creatures. With that comforting thought in mind, he returned to the sleeping room.
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      Two chimes later, Ewoud tried to be unseen as a deep voice thundered, "Which of you is Ewoud Rhonarida?" The enormous man who had directed unloading loomed over the gathered traders, journeymen, and apprentices.

      Was he in trouble already? Ewoud raised one hand as the sons and journeymen around him shifted, leaving a clear space. "I am, sir."

      "Good. You're mine, with Waldis, Jan, and Anders. I'm Tadol Haakom."

      Ahead of Ewoud, Meester Dogald sprang to his feet. "Your apprentice gravely injured my journeyman while on board ship and I demand recompense!"

      Meester Haakom folded his arms and looked down a very broad nose at Dogald as the other men groaned, muttered, and rustled away from Dogald. The sister-lady looked up at the stiff brown fabric of her head-cover and shook her head a little. Ewoud ducked. "What exactly did Ewoud do, sir?"

      "He grossly insulted my journeyman, interfered with him carrying out his duties, and then injured him severely by smashing a lantern against his head and shoving him down into the hold of the ship. These men," Dogald waved one arm at the gathering, "were witnesses."

      Meester Hajo rubbed his forehead and some of the others sighed loudly. No one wanted a part of the fight, Ewoud guessed. He didn't want a part of it, either.

      "One," Meester Haakom began, his voice quiet and slow, "Ewoud is not an apprentice but a son and heir. Two, we of the vlee have already heard about the incident, at great length, from your journeyman, who I must add seems incapable of understanding the words 'Be quiet.' Three, any man with any sense would stop magic being worked on the ship unless the captain is standing close by and supervising. Four, this is not the place for such claims, since Ewoud is not paid here." Haakom unfolded his arms and cracked his knuckles. "Speak with the notary mage about giving sealed statements that may be sent back in order to have your claim adjudicated. We have other, more important matters, to deal with."

      Dogald's shoulders tensed and he tipped his head back. Ewoud waited. Haakom's light green eyes narrowed. Dogald sank back into his chair with a snarl. The senior master nodded once, then bowed to Sister-lady Bettana. "Honored sister."

      She accepted his courtesy and stepped forward, a slender merchant's staff in one hand. She thumped it on the floor. "I am Sister-lady Bettana Bushmaakdes. I am responsible for your meals and living arrangements while you are at the vlee. Masters, should you seek companionship, I will arrange for suitable partners." She narrowed bright blue eyes and scowled at the others. "If you are not a master, you may not request company. Nor should you seek the same outside of the vlee. The city guards know who we are, and will turn you away from such places as you might attempt to visit. Should you insist, and a girl comes to the vlee with child, you will pay her honor price, her marriage portion, and support for the child until it is of the age to apprentice. Should you not have a gold koog and more to spend, I suggest you restrain your bodily appetites."

      The men and boys shifted and winced, a few making very quiet whistles. You could buy an entire wares-house and furnishings for ten koog, or feed a large family for at least ten years. Any interest Ewoud had in that sort of adventure wilted away. Even if a man wore an infertility charm, if the woman did not, a child could still come. And the charms did not always work on all men, as Ewoud's own father showed. No, better not to even think about that kind of thing, no matter what his body wanted.

      "You will note that we have our own temples within the vlee, just as we follow our own laws in the vlee, judge our own men, and settle our own debts." Sister-lady Bettana pointed to Haakom. "Meester Haakom is in charge of all trade disputes as well as being the senior fur merchant. His word is final unless the matter is such that an entire masters' court is needed. Meester Rohnald has charge over all beasts and is a beast-mage. He is not here because one of the great-haulers is ill. All men, no matter their rank, will take turns on fire-watch. The city is made of wood. Wood burns. You will learn how to assist the preservation mages and how to fight fires, if you do not know already." She turned to Meester Haakom. "Sir."

      "Thank you." He waited until she returned to stand with the other masters in residence at the vlee.  “Two-thirds of the people of Kehlibar are natives. Of the rest we are a tenth, and the men of the north and others are the rest. This means that if a disturbance begins, we must be out of it. The men of the north do not stay within the city walls in fair weather, so you are unlikely to meet them unless they come here," he pointed down with a finger as thick as Ewoud's wrist, or so it looked. "Likewise the men of Wald'dana, the forest dwellers who look to the city for some things. They come to trade and sometimes to worship, but otherwise no. The Wald'dani are not educated but smart. Very smart, and cunning, so do not think to trick them with magic or shoddy goods. You may find a knife in your ribs without knowing how it got there.

      "Men of Uk'taria have visited the vlee before, but do not expect them. They are of the far eastern lands, and their goods often travel farther than the men themselves. We have no one who speaks their language well." Meester Haakom shrugged. "They are lean, dark men who move quickly and dress in colors that make the eyes of the rest of us ache until they whimper for mercy. I do not believe the story that they are half-horse or half-hunting cat are true, but their textiles and perfumed ointments are worth a great deal. If one of their metal bowls or weapons is brought to the vlee, call me at once. Do not attempt to trade yourself, and I will explain why later.

      "If someone has saka, get a master. You do not know how to tell false-saka from true, and there are true artists who make false saka so good even the trees have difficulty telling it apart." Some of the older men snorted and Meester Moere grumbled, "Oh yes indeed." Had he been stung, or had one of his partners been tricked? Either way, Ewoud preferred not to repeat the experience for himself. "Only a mage can determine some of the copies, unless you grind off a piece of the stone and burn it. Do not do that yourself, or I will personally thump you for breaking the rules. Understand?"

      A wave of "yes, Meester," and "yes, sir," rose from the men. Meester Haakom introduced the rest of the masters currently at the vlee, then dismissed everyone. "Your meals are in the common room at dawn and dusk. Midday is for working." Ewoud's stomach protested and he pretended it wasn't. "Ewoud, Waldis, Jan, and Anders, be at the peltery at the first chime after the morning meal. Masters, I need to speak with you as a body, the rest are dismissed."

      As the younger men filed out of the large room, one of the older journeyman explained, "They already ate. They get first choice, then we can eat. And they get the finer breads and sweets." That sounded familiar to Ewoud—his father got first choice, then his mother, then the rest of the family and any journeymen in residence. Jan's lower lip stuck out as if he were pouting. Did his family do things differently? If so, it was not Ewoud's problem. He and the others followed the more experienced men to the dining area, where the smell of fermented vegetables slapped them as soon as the door opened. Oh dear.

      Ewoud considered the food piled onto his platter and bread-plate by the cooking servants and decided that he would not grumble about his mother's food choices again. "What is this?" an apprentice protested, but quietly, as he held up strips of something pale, possibly green.

      "More importantly, what was it?" Waldis Pelzerman poked at the mysterious mound. "Not meat. I hope."

      "Pickled cabbage. Get used to it. Everything here that doesn't run away first is pickled or turned into honey-paste because winter is so long," a journeyman stated. "I'm Jurgin, senior journeyman. Get used to sausage and do not ask why it tastes different. They don't eat as many schaef and cows here, and no worries about great-hauler surprise. I do not recommend the meat in the city market, unless it is very well cooked and is on a stick." Jurgin started spooning the mound of food into his mouth. Ewoud swallowed hard and then waded in as well. It tasted, well, he would not recommend the recipe to his mother. It needed salt, for one, and the sour flavor would have curled his hair if it was any longer. Jurgin pointed to a pitcher. "Sour milk is in white, small-beer in in brown, and the water can be drunk as long as you are in the vlee."

      By the time he finished the pile of pickled things, and the small strips of what seemed to be bacon of some kind, and had gnawed through the bread that served as a plate, Ewoud had no desire for any more food. He didn't care for any more of what they had just eaten, either. Should the opportunity arise, he would insist that pickled cabbage not appear more than once per month in his household, unless out of necessity. The small-beer met his standards, however, and the sour milk helped cool him a little. "Perhaps all the sours are to balance the heat in the bread," he ventured.

      "Nah, its because the masters are cheap," Jan snapped. "Ow!"

      "And there's more like that if you don't speak with respect," Sister-lady Bettana said. She held up her hand and a very large ring flashed in the fading daylight. "You eat better than most people in Kehlibar, and give thanks to Korvaal, Gember, and Maarsdam for that privilege."

      As they walked back to the sleeping room, Ewoud decided that his father had woefully understated the ferocity of sister-ladies.
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      The next morning's meal featured fermented milk with berries in it, more dark bread in little lumps—Ewoud couldn't imagine them rolling anywhere even if they were called rolls—and slabs of preserved meat cooked with herbs that tasted bland. As before, the meal filled him, and Ewoud chewed dutifully. Instead of small-beer, hot tisanes helped the men wash down the meal, along with more sour milk. No one spoke much, other than around yawns. A few younger men muttered dark comments about whoever had invented the sleeping cupboard. Ewoud agreed, albeit silently. Sister-lady Bettana had good ears.

      After the meal, and after washing up and visiting the privy building, Ewoud joined Jan, Anders, Waldis, and several journeymen in a low, long building not far from the main gate. Large windows let sunlight into the ends of the building, and long counters took up much of the interior. Rows and rows of shelves and small storage spaces covered the walls, and oil lamps hung from the ceiling off to the side of the counters. Ewoud saw that one counter had bundles and piles of furs scattered over it, looked back up at the oil lamps, and nodded. Dripping oil or wax onto fur could be a bad thing, especially if you were the person who allowed it to happen. The surface of the counter, or table actually, had notches and holes cut and carved into its edges. A large press of some kind lurked in the shadows at the far end of the room, beside a door.

      "This is the peltery," Meester Haakom began quietly. As he spoke, a hunch-backed man slipped into the room from the door beside the press and took a seat in a corner, then lit two mage-lamps. "You will start here before you are allowed to assist the masters and senior journeymen with actual trade with customers." He pointed to a heap of something at the end of one table. "What are those?"

      "Veshla hides, sir." Waldis sounded exceedingly confident, but then his father traded furs.

      Meester Haakom folded his arms, looking down the length of his broad nose. Ewoud did not gulp, but some of the others did. “Veshla furs are not hides. They are furs. We sort them as furs, into four categories. Any pelt that does not fit those four, we reject and return to the trapper. If you wish to purchase a rejected pelt for yourself, to use on your own clothing, you must buy it with your own funds and have it worked here.” He tensed his arms, making the muscles strain his shirt-sleeves. “Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Meester Haakom,” several of the journeymen replied in a ragged chorus.

      “Good. Ewoud, open the first bundle, the one with the green tag.”  Ewoud removed the green-painted wooden tag and set it in a small slot cut into the table. Then he untied the bands holding the mound of furs together. Black and dark-grey pelts slumped away from the mound, and Ewoud spread them further apart. At least thirty pelts sprawled across the long, wide table. “Waldis, what do you see.”

      Waldis scrunched his nose and peered at the furs. “All uniform in color, sir. None stands out for any reason, and I do not see any bald patches.” Ewoud noticed two stacked on top of each other and separated them. “Still no obvious problems, sir.”

      “Ewoud, sort them by color, grey on this end, black there.” As Meester Haakom watched, Ewoud tried to organize the furs. Some he could do easily, but at least a dozen he had to take to the window, compare, and then compare again back at the table. “There you see the first difficulty—some of these are cross-breeds, not pure colors. They have a market, and we generally sell them as darker grey when we tag them.”

      Ewoud returned to the window with one pelt, draped it over his sleeve, and ventured, “Sir, this one seems more brown than black.”

      Meester Haakom strode to the window and looked for himself. “Yes, it is. It is mynkha-colored. Set it aside for now.” Ewoud found space at the grey end of the table, rolled the fur, and set the little bundle on the corner. “Does anyone care to challenge Ewoud’s sort?”

      Joss, one of the journeymen, stepped forward and moved two of the darker grey to the lighter side. “These look frosted, sir.” He folded the pelt, showing a lighter under layer.

      “Hmm.” Meester Haakom walked to the opposite side of the room and opened a chest, removed a brush and returned to the table. He plucked one of the frosted furs off the table, set it on a second, smaller table and brushed it backwards, then forwards. The darker fur turned loose, and dark powder appeared on the table along with the hairs. “This has been dyed after tanning. It makes the hair too brittle to stand shipping, and it does not wear well at all. Not acceptable.” He repeated the process on the second frosted fur with the same result. “This is not magic tanned, but chemical, and is not acceptable. Reject these furs.” He plucked them up by the tails and tossed them into a rough wooden box on the floor.

      “Flip the furs over.” Ewoud turned each pelt hide-side up, and saw two that would not wear well. He held them up, then carried one to the window. Light shone through the leather despite the fur on the other side. “That we accept, but we give only two-thirds price for.” The bent-backed clerk sitting at the far end of the room grunted and Ewoud heard the scratch of a piece of writing-rock on slate. Meester Haakom glanced at the others, and pointed to one with an especially broad tail. “This is unusual but not magic or a flaw of some kind. Now you look at them.”

      Ewoud got out of the way as the others crowded around the table, studying the hides and inspecting the pelts for themselves. He wondered how they tanned the skins. Squirrels and veshla did not have enough brains for brain tanning, or did they? And there were so many of them, who had enough time to brain tan a thousand veshla pelts? But if they were bark tanned, that should have ruined the fur color. Leaving the fur on also made bark tanning more difficult. He needed to learn more about that.

      After a few more minutes, Meester Haakom cleared his throat. The sons and new journeymen stepped away from the table. “Roll those and organize them at the end of the table, there,” he pointed to the end farthest from the windows. The others looked from Ewoud to Meester Haakom and back, so Ewoud shrugged and quickly rolled each fur, flipping the paws in and rolling with the fur, then setting them in snug rows by color, the way he would hides tanned with the legs on. Once he finished, Meester Haakom nodded. “So. Veshla and a few squirrels are the most common furs, and the ones we want the most. However, there are some others that you may see, two of which are so rare that if you are presented with one, you must call a master immediately. If you attempt to trade for it yourself, you will lose your position instantly.”

      Ewoud gulped, but silently.

      Meester Haakom lumbered across the room, ducking under the ceiling beams. He bent over a chest that had been fastened to the floor, unlocked it. The lid opened with a loud screech. “Do not oil the hinges or you will be fined everything you might make this year,” he warned, looking over his shoulder. Then he removed a canvas-wrapped bundle and brought it to the sorting table. There he unrolled the rough buff-colored cover, revealing a white satin lining stitched to the canvas. Ewoud noticed movement and glanced toward the accountant. He braced on his walking stick, stood, and walked over to the table, standing beside Meester Haakom.

      “This is bank rat.” Haakom unrolled a dark brown, oval pelt as long as one of Ewoud’s arms and almost as wide in the center. “We pay nothing for the raw pelts. If it has the head, paws, or tail still attached, return it, unless it is a god-washed pelt, of course. Look for the double pelt, and the long red guard hairs.” The accountant handed the trader a small bristle-brush, and held down one end of the pelt as Meester Haakom brushed the fur backwards. A short, thick black under-coat appeared, then the longer dark brown hairs, and a scattering of longer, reddish hairs. “If it is prepared, and the fur layers are thick enough, we buy the pelts. You do not do anything other than come get one of us,” he pointed to his chest. The accounts keeper rolled the fur, clearing the table.

      “Now, this is part of a tamman. Only the men of the north bring them in, and you will know the moment you see a North Man.” Ewoud’s mouth hung open a little at the sight of the beautiful, pure white fur. Once unrolled, it extended two-thirds the length of the table, and half the width. “This is half a tamman. The other half we sent on, but there is a flaw in the hide.” Meester Haakom flipped back the cut side of the pelt, showing what looked like scorch marks. “Some fool tried branding his mark on the hide. He no longer trades in the Free Cities.” Ewoud shivered at the hot anger in Meester Haakom’s eyes. “Tamman has a triple coat in winter, double in summer. The North Men only bring winter pelts. The animal, I am told, resembles a larger version of out house cats, but with very long legs, and claws fixed out like a dog, with a curved, feathery tail like a dog. I have not seen an entire pelt with head, paws, and tail, only these. Never, ever attempt to bargain for one of these. And if anyone but a North Man tries to sell you one?” he turned to the accounts keeper.

      The hunch-backed man snorted. “Run him out, at spear point if need be. Do not touch the pelt, do not accept it or reject it, chase the man out and toss everything he brought after him. He is violating our trade laws, those of the North Men, the laws of Wald’dana, and of the Great Northern Emperor. And I will know if anyone tries to do otherwise.” He made a complicated gesture with ink-blotched fingers, and the pelt twitched. “This has been properly caught, properly tanned, and properly marked and purchased.”

      Jan made a face. “How can you say it was properly marked with that huge scorch on the hide-side?”

      Ewoud scooted a pace sideways, away from Jan’s vicinity. The others did the same, leaving him on his own. The account’s keeper’s eyes narrowed and the hand resting on the table twitched. Jan’s scarf wrapped itself tighter around his throat, then tighter still, and his eyes began to bulge as he fought for air. Then the scarf flopped limp and loose once more. Jan bent over, hands on knees breathing as loudly as a seasheep. “Because I am a master mage, and I am familiar with mage marks.” The accounts keeper’s bland tones raised the hair on Ewoud’s neck. Not all mages wore guild tags and elaborate clothes, and he made a mental promise to be polite, respectful, and obedient to all the staff working at the vlee.

      “So tamman we buy only from the Men of the North. They almost always ask to speak with one of the masters. Fulfil their request.” Meester Haakom met everyone’s eyes, making the command absolutely clear.

      “Sir, how do we know such a man?” Kirk asked.

      Ewoud bit his tongue to keep from answering. How could Kirk not know? Everyone had seen at least one of the North Men, or had read about them! Hadn’t they?

      “They look like this.” Meester Haakom pointed to the tamman. “White of skin, hair, and clothes. White hunting cats. You will know.”

      He and the accounts keeper rolled the tamman hide once more and he locked it back into the chest. Then Meester Haakom turned to the young men. "You, you, and you, have hides to sort. You," he pointed to Ewoud, "and you three, start bringing fur bundles in from the trade building."

      As he struggled to keep the bundle off the ground, Ewoud decided that this would be a very long trading season indeed.
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      So much for the privilege of being the eldest son of a prosperous family. Ewoud crouched and peered into the corner of the room, looking for any lingering bit of dirt. He stood and swept the corner once more, just in case, then gathered the dirt and small rocks into a pile, swept them into a pan that had passed kitchen use, and carried the dirt to the rubbish mound. Once every eight days the life-servants carried it out for the scavengers of Kehlibar to sort through.

      The routines of the vlee felt familiar. Wake before dawn, dress and clean the sleeping area, then eat. Depending on what was needed, Ewoud worked in the peltery or helped log incoming and out-going goods, or assisted other masters with their trade. He'd learned more about furs good, furs bad, furs forged and painted, than he'd imagined possible. He preferred hides, but Ewoud kept that to himself. He also found himself in the great-hauler pens, sorting and harnessing the birds as caravans came in and out. The local men took care of the ovsta, each man with his own teams that he cared for. They did smell as bad in the rain as Ewoud had suspected.

      Come evening, after the gate closed, the men of the vlee and some women worked on staff and sword practice. A few, including journeyman Hanka, also did knife work. Then came the night meal. Everyone took at least one rotation on fire watch, learning how to carry the big leather buckets and how to make certain that the waterproofing spells and pitch-seals on the seams remained sound. On the eighth day, those who wanted attended worship at the temples within the vlee while Scavenger-born or their local brothers removed the scraps and rubbish from the vlee. Despite the sister-lady's warning, some of the journeymen and sons also snuck out into the city for companionship.

      Ewoud thought about it. He'd made acquaintance with the professional women of Rhonari, and he wore a contraceptive charm. But he had a nagging suspicion that if he wasted his energies now, he'd not have such an easy time siring children once he married. Despite being cold-blooded, his father had managed ten offspring, but he'd also been continent until marriage, saving himself. Between the sister-lady's threats and his own fears about having a cold-streak even though he'd been born to Maarsdam, he opted to abstain. The trouble he did not seek out was one less trouble to worry over. He had more than enough woes as it was.

      Ewoud returned pan and broom to their places and returned to the peltery in time to help Kirk as he staggered in with an enormous sack full of pelts. "Meester Guess-Who just bought these," Kirk whispered. Ewoud couldn't suppress the groan as they carried the sack to an empty counter. "He wants them sorted and packed as soon as possible." Which meant the free moment Ewoud had been hoping for had just vanished, because Meester Dogald still wanted "something done about" Ewoud.

      Should they wait for a journeyman? Kirk and Ewoud exchanged a look, and both shook their heads. "I'll get tags," Kirk sighed, resignation obvious in his stooped back and slumping shoulders. He trudged across the room and found Meester Dogald's tags and the quality tags while Ewoud set separators on top of half the table. Then he reached into the sack and pulled out an armful of furs. "They're a mixed lot." Kirk set the tags down, pulled a veshla skin out of the mass, then tugged a bank-rat pelt loose.

      "Kind, then quality," Ewoud suggested. Kirk began pulling pelts out of the heap and passed them to Ewoud, who laid them between the temporary partitions. "Veshla, veshla, bank-rat, bank-rat, veshla, rabbit?, veshla, veshla, can't tell, veshla," Ewoud recited under his breath. "Mynkha? Veshla, bank-rat, bank-rat, bank-rat, can't tell," the piles grew higher and higher, and the number of unknown pelts soon towered over the others. By the time Kirk finished emptying the sack, Ewoud had grave doubts as to the size of the remaining population of fur-bearing creatures in the eastern forests. There were enough pelts to populate the entire land, as far as he could tell. The quality did not match the quantity, alas, even he could tell that.

      Kirk surveyed the results, fists on hips. "I think we need Waldis, or Meester Haakom or Meester Arsenloe."

      "I'll get Waldis. The masters are in a price meeting, those not on the trading rotation." Ewoud trotted out before Kirk could move, eager to be out in the sun and fresh air. He hurried to the secondary general storage building and found Waldis keeping notes for one of the brewers. "Your pardon, sir, but Waldis is needed in the peltery."

      The stocky brewer took the note board and stylus. "Go, boy. The grain can wait."

      Waldis waited until they were half-way across the great courtyard. "What does Meester Haakom need?"

      "Meester Dogald, and he bought a mixed lot that Kirk and I can't sort. The masters are discussing prices and can't be interrupted—"

      "Unless there's a fire or the Great Northern Emperor himself arrives," Waldis finished. "Ja, ja, lazy," he ducked under the door, paused as his eyes adjusted, and gaped. "Ohshit." He grabbed one grey veshla and flipped it over, looking at the skin. "These are already paid for?"

      Kirk ducked as he mumbled, "Yes. Meester Dogald bought the entire sack."

      "Shitshitshit." Waldis dropped the grey fur onto the floor, took two-handfuls of his own hair, and closed his eyes as he pulled on his hair. "Right. You already sorted them by kind?"

      "Yes." Kirk pointed. "Veshla, bank-rat, rabbit, squirrel, unknown, and mynkha."

      Waldis let go of his hair and shook all over. "We start with hide quality and the unknowns. Kirk, get two boxes, because one's not going to be enough. Ewoud, you know hides, so look at them and pull out the really bad and mostly bad ones. Then I'll look at the fur, and any good ones we'll leave on the table. Kirk, start looking at the veshla, and box any really bad ones."

      That sounded like an excellent plan, and Ewoud began flipping the furs over, testing them for pliability and soundness, then looking at the quality of the leather. It needed to be even, no thin spots scraped in it, and without raw or lumpy spots. The third one he picked up stank. "This is barely tanned. I think they waved it over the vat twice, then packed it." Into the refusal box it went. Another could have been used for a floorboard or hand fan, and he waved the rigid rawhide back and forth. "I'm surprised it didn't crack in the sack." Thunk into the box.

      "These have holes in them." Kirk held up two veshla, and Ewoud winced at the light visible through the fur-side. "We have a problem."

      "No, Meester Dogald has a problem," Waldis corrected. "Hand me the brush, please. Ugh, that's what I thought." Broken hairs pulled out of the hide even brushing with the grain. "Bad chemical tanning. Meester Haakom will not be pleased."

      "Neither will Meester Dogald." Kirk looked at another pelt, put it to one side, and added another to the box at his feet.

      By the time the three would-be traders finished their rough quality sort, over half the furs overflowed from the reject boxes. Of the rest, several appeared to have been dyed, and Ewoud wrinkled his nose at four more. "The marks on these do not look right. Meester Arsenloe needs to read them."

      The far door opened, and they heard uneven steps and a staff on wood. "What is this?" Meester Arsenloe called.

      "One of the masters purchased a unsorted lot, sir, and some of the marks are unfamiliar." Ewoud opted for diplomacy before Waldis or Kirk could be too honest. Waldis rolled his eyes but scooted out of the way as Meester Arsenloe limped over. Kirk hurried to the notary and accounts keeper's table and brought his chair over to the sorting area.

      "This is from Preuss, a clan well to the north and east," Arsenloe said. He touched it with the rock that hung around his neck and Ewoud saw a little flash. "It is valid." Waldis moved the pelt back to the veshla pile. "This is not, nor is this mark. Put them on my table." Ewoud hurried them to the back of the room. "This is... Meester Haakom needs to look at it." The mage pressed his lips together. "And you rejected all those," he pointed to the boxes.

      "On quality grounds, sir." Waldis pulled one from each box and handed them to the mage. Arsenloe studied the furs, nose wrinkling as the pong from one of the half-tanned hides reached him. "We only rejected those with obvious flaws and falsifications."

      Arsenloe returned the pelts, then brushed his hands free of hairs. "Do not tell me who purchased these. Kirk, get my tablet and writing stick. Continue sorting, and I will make notes."

      They'd gotten through the veshla and the mynkah, with two pauses to let their eyes rest and to use the privy, when Ewoud held up a bank-rat pelt. "Sir, I thought this was bank rat, but now I'm not so certain. And, um, I think it has been dyed." He gave it to Waldis, who took it to the window.

      "It has been dyed, and I'm not certain..." his voice trailed off. "Meester Haakom needs to see this."

      Arsenloe pointed with his writing stick. "Put it there." They'd gotten through most of the bank-rat when Meester Haakom lumbered into the peltery, muttering under his breath about stubborn fools and Radmar's wheel. "Ah, very good, sir," the mage called. "We have pelts of unknown animals, and one that might not be a bank rat."

      Haakom's sigh could have filled The White Wave's sails and propelled it the length of the Scythe. "No matter how often I tell journeymen..." Ewoud, Waldis, and Kirk backed away from the table as Meester Haakom picked up the bank-rat. "Huh, this has been cut out of a larger fur. And dyed." He took it to the window and drew his knife, then scraped the leather-side. "Scavenger take them, someone overdyed a god-washed pelt. It's not bank-rat, but something larger, without a double-pelt." The big man shook his head and returned to the table. "Schry, another schry, mountain mynkah, maultan, false-ovsta," he flipped through the unknown furs. "Keep the schry and the mynkah. The others we don't buy but the locals do." He pinched the bridge of his nose. "Someone got sheared like a schaef."

      Ewoud and the others all sagged. Meester Dogald would blame them. Meester Arsenloe took a deep breath. "Who brought these to the peltery?"

      Kirk raised his hand, very slowly.

      "What were your instructions?" Arsenloe didn't sound angry, or did he? He sounded cold, and that probably did not bode well.

      "Sir, I was instructed to bring them here, sort them by kind and color, tag them, and pack them." Kirk hesitated, licking his lips. The masters both looked at him. "Um, I was not supposed to reject any, just sort by kind and color, tag, and pack."

      Arsenloe used his walking stick to flip one of the raw furs out of the box. "If you pack that with the others, it will ruin them and attract vermin."

      Meester Haakom picked up the raw fur and frowned so hard his eyes disappeared in wrinkles. "This is not acceptable. Word will spread, and we will have more people bringing inferior goods to trade. Not acceptable." He held the fur with two fingers, at arm's length. "Absolutely unacceptable and all know this," he enunciated. Ewoud's knees shook a little and he ducked, afraid of what might happen next.

      The main door banged open and Journeyman Hanka marched in. Ewoud and the others retreated to the safety of the other side of the room. The chief fur merchant stood motionless, still holding the offending pelt. "Are they ready for packing yet?" He ignored Meester Haakom and stared at the table. "What fool thing have you been doing? These are not color sorted! And why are those in boxes, boy? Your job is to sort and pack. Meester Dogald told you to sort and pack them, not dump them into boxes." He saw Ewoud and his grimace turned into rage. "I should have known you'd be involved. Trying to make Meester Dogald look bad, are you? I'll show—"

      Fwap. Meester Haakom slapped the journeyman across the face with the part-rotten fur. "Your master," he said quietly, "was deceived. These young men have been attempting to save him from the worst consequences of his error."

      Ewoud saw the journeyman's fingers moving. Meester Arsenloe's hand moved faster, and the journeyman yelped, then blew on that hand. "You know better," the hunch-backed mage murmured. "Stay within your specialty."

      What was Hanka's specialty? Ewoud couldn't recall. Surely a preservation mage, because most traders hired preservation mages in order to provide a second level of security on things like wax or herbs or salves and oils that might go bad. Or a notary mage, that also made sense, like Arsenloe's assistant was. Hanka snarled, the corner of his mouth rising, baring his teeth as his eyebrows lowered and his eyes tried to bore into Ewoud. Should he be scared? No, but wary. Hanka wasn't as big in the shoulders as Ewoud, or at least didn't look that big, but he was probably older and was a mage. And Meester Dogald would side with him.

      "I will personally supervise the further sorting and tagging of these pelts, and report to Dogald with the final tallies." Meester Haakom folded his arms and loomed. "I can tell already that it will not make a full barrel. And I will return the rejected pelts to him. Personally." Ewoud savored the idea of Haakom upending the boxes over Dogald's head, then made himself scratch out the picture. Upsetting the masters farther would not end well for him. "You are dismissed."

      Hanka opened his mouth, thought better of whatever he'd intended to say, and bowed. "Meester Dogald will be pleased that you showed such personal care with his purchase," Hanka managed, then eased out of the peltery much more quietly than he'd entered.

      "Start color sorting," Haakom ordered, pointing to the bank rat. By the time they finished, at least half the original sack of furs found their way to the rejection boxes for flaws, false colors, improper tanning, or being of a kind the vlee did not purchase.

      "Sir," Ewoud asked, "Why don't we buy the maultan?" He liked the soft, short fur, even if it was rather small.

      Meester Haakom straightened up from comparing two pelts for color. "We did until four years ago. The imperial court sent word to stop, because of an illness in the animals. They had reports and witnessed accounts of the dead animals passing a fever to men, probably through the miasma their bodies carried at death. The fur merchants considered and decided that we would stop purchasing them until two years had passed without a report of illness."

      "The imperial court, sir?" Kirk squeaked. "A message from the Great Northern Emperor?"

      "No, from his court. They govern the far northern lands as well as the Empire, and so know more about the east than we do." Meester Haakom sounded very calm, Ewoud thought, remembering his collapse at the news of the emperor's visit.

      Meester Arsenloe added, "And there are messenger mages in the imperial court, a guild no longer found in the western lands." He'd returned to his usual place at the far end of the peltery's main room. "Sir, before color sorting, Meester Dogald has eighteen vyshla, eleven bank-rats, four mynkha, and four schry of excellent quality, and eleven veshla, three bank-rats, and one mynkha of good quality." Ewoud compared those numbers, and the piles, to the heaped-over reject boxes. Oh, Maarsdam have mercy, because Radmar had spun the wheel hard against Dogald.

      "Sort by color and set those in the proper box for Meester Dogald, please," Meester Haakom said, rubbing his forehead with one hand. "I will take the news to the good Remko." He departed, leaving the peltery door open a little. Kirk, Ewoud, and Waldis folded, rolled, and tucked the furs in the appropriate spaces in Dogald's box, carefully ensuring that the tags all showed above the coiled furs.

      Just as they finished, an servant trotted in. "Sir, there are pelts to be collected," he panted, then hurried back to his usual tasks.

      "Kirk and Waldis, please fetch the furs. Mister Ewoud, remain here. I need to step out, and do not care to leave such a large number of furs unattended." Arsenloe winked as he struggled to his feet.

      Ewoud tidied the sorting area and swept around the door where men had been coming and going. The masters found things to occupy his hands if he was not actively doing something, Ewoud had discovered. Kirk and Waldis returned with a smaller bag. "Maarsdam as my witness, you can hear Meester Dogald across the width of the courtyard," Waldis said with a whistle.

      "Ach ja," Kirk nodded vehemently. "He's calling curses down on everything and everyone except himself and Meester Haakom." His small eyes glittered a little with excitement. "I think everyone in the vlee will know by the evening meal about Dogald's mistake."

      Ewoud licked his lips before venturing, "That may be true, but calling curses down... That can end badly."

      "That's the point, isn't it?" Kirk frowned.

      Waldis shook his head slowly. "That's not what Ewoud means. His father was one of the merchants in Milunis when the ambassador from the southern king swore falsely by the gods and they punished him."

      Ewoud raised one hand, palm out. "My hand to Maarsdam, Father says that nothing but ash remained of the man's body, and the gods left his clothes untouched, even his smalls. The priests have confirmed his words."

      Kirk paled a little, and all three busied themselves sorting and tagging the furs. Only one needed to be rejected due to a tanning problem. "It is an interesting pattern," Ewoud allowed.

      "If you could find out how it was done and repeat it with the same results, you could sell the hides for even more, because the tailors and leather-workers wouldn't have to piece so many furs." Waldis looked at the bi-colored pelt. "I almost wonder if it fell over the edge of the tanning bucket, half in and half out, and the tanner didn't notice. Some things have to be done in darkness, because the sun changes the dye color." Waldis set the pelt aside. "I might see if I can purchase that one for myself, to show my father and his dyers."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Six days later, Ewoud learned why Waldis had not been upset that Meester Dogald's furs had not amounted to enough for a bale or barrel. "These are for a bale," Meester Haakom said, indicating a large heap of clawkarl pelts. They looked a little like hunting dogs, but were larger and wild. "Barrel won't work because of the shape and how they are tanned. They need to breathe a while longer."

      At his command, Anders fetched waxed canvas from the storage section and the four young men spread it evenly over the bottom of the press. Kirk, the tallest, wound the top plate as high as it could go, and the others started spreading the pelts out, then stacking them, careful to smooth the fur before the added the next pelt, head-ends all going the same way. The pile reached Ewoud's waist by the time they finished.

      "Good. Now put the frame boards in place. Ewoud and Kirk, make sure that the canvas hangs out over the top of the frame." As Meester Haakom watched, Waldis and Anders made a box with the boards, while Ewoud and Kirk pulled the canvas up, draping it over the top of the wood. The pelts just fit into the boards without having to fold in the legs. "I'll turn the screw. You four keep the canvas taught."

      The wooden mechanism protested as the big man started walking around and around, lowering the heavy plate. Once he touched the top of the furs, he pulled the fat wooden pole out of the screw and replaced it with a longer one. Meester Arsenloe took Kirk's place and the young man joined Haakom on the beam. As the plate pressed down, the canvas tried to go down as well, and Ewoud found himself leaning back with all his weight, pulling on the end of the canvas. Around and around, until even Haakom could no longer move the mechanism. Kirk panted, and the master pointed to some rocks. "Bring those and set them on top."

      Ewoud crouched down and heaved the smooth, clean grey speckled stone, staggering with it over to the press, and setting it carefully on top of the wood and metal plate. "That keeps it from rising once I let go, because it will try to fight. We'll leave it for the night, and finish wrapping the bale tomorrow."

      At the night meal, Ewoud grimaced as he thought about the bale. "What? Find a mouse?" Jan said, poking him in the ribs.

      "No, just thinking about moving the bale of furs. And about loading the bale of furs. We can't roll it like barrels, and it has to go into a wagon, so someone has to lift it."

      The others groaned as well. "We should have more mages here," Jan sniffed. "We heirs are working too hard. These are mage tasks."

      The senior journeyman pointed at Jan with his spoon. "Do not say that where others can hear you, especially not men from south of Platport. There are stories that the northern cities are making to much profit from the lack of mages in the south, and some are even calling for the Great Northern Emperor to force northern mages south until the dearth ends."

      Klaas stirred his porridge and thought. "So, like just price claims, but just magic?"

      Jurgin finished his mouthful before answering. "Are mage skills leb goods?"

      "No. We can preserve food, and weigh things, and heal, and other things without mages," Ewoud blurted, then added, "Um, just not as easily or well, or so my father once said a priest told him." The others glared at him. "Well, you can make oil lamps and candles, and pickle meat instead of using a preservation spell."

      "But you can't settle beasts and find out what's wrong inside them, or heal people, without magic, or confirm a merchant's seal," Anders snapped. "So magic is a leb-good, and subject to just price."

      Jurgin planted his elbows on the table. "So, you go tell Journeyman Hanka that he must serve at a healing temple, wherever the need is greatest, so long as there is a need, and at no more than the town, or village, can afford to pay him."

      Anders raised both hands, palms out. "Oh no, you tell him. And he's not a healer, is he?" The dark young man looked to Ewoud.

      Ewoud shrugged and swallowed. "I don't know. I'm not going to ask, either. I guessed that he is a preservation mage."

      "Nah, that's me," Jurgin admitted. "But barely. I can keep wax from melting in heat on the road, and honey from turning into honey-candy lumps, but that's all."

      "I still say some magics are leb-goods," Anders grumbled, but more quietly. Sister-lady Bettana had arrived, and no one wanted a thump from her ring. Ewoud wondered if she had been born to Donwah and had been blessed with some of the Water Lady's temperament. Or maybe it was the city goddess, who had already punished someone for impiety by having birds drop nuts on his head. Very large, dense nuts, the kind that had sharp prickles on one end. Ewoud turned his attention back to the food. At least there were not so many pickled things tonight. Pickled cabbage and porridge sweetened with apple butter... His stomach churned. Bad idea, very bad idea indeed.

      Ten days later, Ewoud found himself in the main trade house by the gate. Hanka glared at him. "Radmar forgive me what I have done to be cursed with you," the journeyman said, echoing Ewoud's own thoughts exactly. "Go, start pulling samples." Ewoud waited. "Well, are you deaf as well as violent?"

      "No. Which samples?" Ewoud could not bring himself to call Hanka sir in private.

      "Basic trade goods."

      Ewoud inclined his head toward the journeyman and set to work. Tiny glass jars with salt, sample books with swatches of different weights and colors of fabric, some metal goods, and illustrated pages with herbs on them all found their way to the front counter, where Hanka set them out for visitors to look at. They did not need a sample of the dried fish, thanks be. Everyone knew what that looked like.

      Once he finished with that, Hanka set Ewoud to cataloguing the goods currently in the main sales room, comparing the shelves and drawers to the list from the day before. Ewoud grumbled to himself but tried not to be too irritated. His father did the same thing with their wares-house at least once a week, more often when trade season became busy. Ewoud opened a cabinet and heard rustling. "May I borrow a mage-light?"

      "Why?"

      Ewoud gritted his teeth at the journeyman's tone. "Because vermin have gotten into this cabinet."

      "Are you—Blast it!" A rat scuttled out of the open cabinet door, glared up at the men, and hurried off on his own business. The brightest mage light Ewoud could recall shone into the depths of the wooden cabinet, and Ewoud gingerly reached in, removing soiled fabric and the remains of hard bread. He didn't see anything more, other than a hole gnawed in the back of that particular shelf. At least it was on the floor level, so the rat hadn't fouled more things. "The Scavenger's toll?"

      Ewoud thought for a moment. He wasn't certain—perhaps Hanka might have the right of it. "I don't know, sir, but it might be better to wait and ask Maarsdam's Daughter before disposing of these." He pointed to the cloth and food.

      Hanka opened his mouth, considered, closed it, and then grunted. "Put it back and I'll ask the priestess when the time is appropriate." Ewoud complied, tidied the floor in front of the storage cupboard, and returned to inventory.

      A customer came in, a man in dark clothes and the odd wrapped shoes of the woods. One of the journeymen said the fabric wasn't fabric but bast, the inside of tree bark. Ewoud tried not to stare at the man's large, rounded feet and lower legs. "Here," the bearded individual announced. "Wax. Ten hives worth." He thumped a tightly woven basket as big as Ewoud's chest onto the trade counter. Without waiting for Hanka, Ewoud set up a balance scale where the stranger could watch the weighing. The journeyman glared a little. Had he gotten the wrong scale? Ewoud checked again. No, this was for medium weights, between one and fifty gaalrund. Hanka opened the lid on the basket with great care, then set the lid aside.

      Did they weigh the basket with the wax or remove the wax? As Ewoud struggled to recall, Hanka and the stranger both reached into the basket and lifted. "Hold it down, novice," Hanka snarled over his shoulder to Ewoud. Ewoud hurried over and ducked under the men's arms, taking a grip on the bottom of the basket as the others lifted. A cloth wrapped bundle appeared, smelling of sweetness and light. Pure wax, not the raw comb wax, Ewoud knew. Hanka carried the mass to the scale, setting it on the goods pan. Clang. Ewoud guessed ten gaalrund and set the appropriate weight on the opposite side. "Ten?" The mass rose. Ewoud added another gaalrund, then a second one, and several ten pooz disks until everything balanced. "Twelve gaalrund, thirty pooz," he announced. Hanka scowled at him, expression as dark as a storm cloud, then cleared his face and picked up a bead counter.

      "Wax finished, twelve gaalrund thirty pooz," the beads clicked on their wires. "Forty one hrook, at a quarter vlaat per hrook," more beads moved.

      "Neh. Finished wax half vlaat," the native protested. He pointed to Ewoud. "You. What is price? Look on talking board."

      Ewoud found the day's price board and read down the list. "Finished wax, packaged, not comb, half vlaat per hrook," he confirmed.

      "My error, good sir. Half vlaat per hrook, forty one hrook, twenty vlaat and one half vlaat." Hanka recited aloud as he moved the beads, and showed the stranger the results.

      The stranger counted on his fingers and nodded. "Two hrook salt, four arm-lengths dark blue cloth, one hrook fine soap, and the rest in fish."

      Ewoud set to work getting the items, hiding a grimace. That should have been Hanka's job. And why had he mis-remembered the price of clean wax? That was one of the things the masters made them recite over and over until everyone knew it by heart. As he returned with an arm-load of fish planks, he felt an odd mental pressure and stopped, watching Hanka.

      "This?" the journeyman held out cheap blue cloth.

      "Neh. Winter heavy." The stranger touched a fold of good, dense winter wool. As he did, Ewoud felt magic. Was it from Hanka or the stranger? Ewoud started to warn Hanka when the stranger's hand moved to the cheaper material. "This one."

      Hanka's hand moved as well and he said, "Very good material, yes sir." Ewoud set the fish on the counter and started to protest, when Hanka shoved the heavier fabric at him so hard that he staggered and almost fell backwards into the cabinets. "Put that back, since the gentleman does not care for it." Ewoud hesitated, then did as told. Hanka would not have worked the magic without permission, would he? If he did, then Meester Dogald had told him to cheat customers. That was bad. Maarsdam frowned on blatant cheating. Or was the man the person who had sold Dogald the bad furs? If so, then Radmar's wheel had spun and balanced. Ewoud folded the cloth and fretted.

      He should stop Hanka before the deal was shaken on. But if the masters had given permission to balance the loss by cheating... Ewoud wrung his hands and tried to decide what to do. He had to tell Hanka's master, but Dogald wouldn't believe him, and if he had given permission then what could Ewoud do? And the other masters would likely believe that Ewoud was sowing trouble.

      The journeyman and the customer shook on the trade. The native seemed a little confused or perhaps overwhelmed, and Ewoud bit his tongue. His younger brother Wiebe had said... had said... oh what was it? Ewoud tidied the counter as Hanka saw the man out. Some kind of mage spell that was like notary mage but not exactly, something about intention and doing instead of just reading. No mages in the Free Cities practiced that kind of magic and the guilds discouraged experimenting in it, that much Ewoud remembered clearly. "Oh, fish scales," he blurted under his breath, frustrated.

      "What?" Hanka loomed beside him. Ewoud straightened slowly, gaging the man's weight and strength. Almost equal in size, Ewoud had bigger shoulders and arms, but the mage wouldn't fight fair, Ewoud knew in his bones. And he was older, more experienced.

      Ewoud lied. "Just frustrated that I couldn't remember the price for that fine salt, the pink powder kind."

      Hanka narrowed his eyes and tried to stare through Ewoud. Ewoud didn't break gaze, though he wanted to. "Well, study it better." The door opened and they turned to attend to the customer.
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      By midsummer's passing, Ewoud knew he should have spoken up. The other sons balked at working with Hanka more than once, and if the masters had duties outside the main business building, such as bargaining over wood and similar large goods, well, that left an apprentice or Ewoud. He had mentioned the rat at least, and Maarsdam's Daughter recommended leaving it be as the Scavenger's toll taker. Losing some food and fabric cost less than having furs or other thing spoiled, so Ewoud told the others not to pester the rat.

      One morning, storms battered Kehlibar. They'd passed around the city the day before, and Ewoud guessed that one of the showers had realized its mistake and had come back. He'd been standing stood double fire watches because of the dryness, but now Ewoud wished the rain had waited for the evening. Water poured down outside the trade building, interspersed with thunder, no doubt discouraging those who wished to do business in the vlee. The rain fell straight down, something Ewoud found most curious. Rain from the sea came sideways, unless it was the small wet, the sort that made winter so bone-aching. Not in Kehlibar vlee, and Ewoud whispered thanks that the courtyard had been paved. The sea of mud outside the vlee's walls...yuck. Meester Hajo said that even the paved parts of Kehlibar had mud on them, tracked in by the wooden wagons and animals, and people.

      Hanka drummed his fingers on the top of the counter and stared at the door. Was he trying to summon a customer? He might exercise care if that were the case, Ewoud sniffed. He'd heard the stories about the gods granting wishes in a very literal fashion. "Send me a hundred veshla" might lead to a swarm of the beasts erupting from the storage cupboards. If so, it would serve Hanka right, Ewoud sniffed again. Then he checked to make sure that he was not facing toward Hanka or the window, so the journeyman couldn't see his expression.

      They heard splashing, an animal complaining about animal woes, and a man soothing it. Hanka flicked his fingers and mage-lights flared. Such a waste of magic, Ewoud grumped, even as he straightened up and lit an oil lamp beside the price board. Salt had gone up because of wet weather. The door opened, and a very tall man folded himself under the lintel, lifted a heavy bag over the threshold and closed the door. He wore blue, and as he stood, his head seemed to brush the beams above him. A man of the north stood before them, and Ewoud wondered what treasures he carried in the sack.

      Hanka looked bored. Or was he trying to hide excitement as well? Ewoud turned, intending to get a trade master, when Hanka clamped one firm hand on Ewoud's shoulder, pressing flesh to bone until the pain brought tears to the younger man's eyes. "No. I will conduct the trade. Meester Dogald has given me permission." He shoved Ewoud to the side, sending him staggering, blinking. "Greetings, far traveler."

      The northerner studied them. He stood at least a head taller than anyone but Meester Haakom, but seemed a little leaner. Only a little, and Ewoud would not want to come to blows with the man. Between his reach and the width of his shoulders, he'd have a great advantage over most swordsmen.  Ewoud had been training, but not to that level. The man's close-fitted blue vest over paler blue shirt and dark-midnight trousers must have cost a great deal, or he had a source of dye unknown in the west.

      "Greetings." He strode forward, opened the bag, and heaved an enormous white pelt onto the counter, knocking the display goods off. Ewoud grabbed the salt and other fragile things before they fell off the counter and shattered. "I have two such." The heavy fur seemed to glow a little in the mage lights, and Ewoud's heart skipped a beat, or at least started jumping wildly in his chest at the sight of an entire tamman hide. The north-man flipped part of the hide over, revealing a mage-mark. He folded his arms and waited.

      Ewoud glanced at Hanka, saw his dilated eyes and twitching fingers. "Go get more salt, boy," Hanka commanded. "We need salt." Ewoud bowed and ran out the back of the building, down a small passageway, and raced to the peltery, ignoring the rain. He gasped for air, then opened the door and peered inside. "Meester," inhale, "Haakom?"

      "He's coming. What is it?" Anders asked. Meester Arsloe started to rise from his seat at the back of the room.

      "Man of the north," gasp, "two tamman. Marked. Journeyman Hanka on duty." Ewoud backed up, closed the door, and dodged raindrops all the way back to the business building. He hesitated in the covered alley, panting quietly, then eased back in. He had to be present, had to keep Hanka honest.

      "Did you fetch the salt?" Hanka demanded, peeved sounding. Since Ewoud had already done it before Hanka's arrival, he seized the excuse with both hands and his teeth.

      "Yes, sir. Pink and white, fine and coarse, sirs."

      "Four hrook packed for traveling," the customer ordered. "Coarse pink."

      "Yes, sir." Ewoud weighed the salt on the small-lot scale, then added a few grains for bonus, just in case. The Northerner grunted with approval. Ewoud hoped it was approval. Then Ewoud found some of the waxed fabric scraps and laid one on top of the open leather pouch, flattening both with one hand, then smoothing away wrinkles before starting to gather then into a pouch-shape. Only then did he pour the salt into the pouch, showing the empty pan to the customer before tying the sack and preparing to seal it.

      "You use no magic?" the north-man half-asked, half-observed.

      What to say? The truth. "On the seal, yes, sir, but should the seal be cut by accident, or the pouch dropped in water or rained upon, the waxed cloth gives extra protection." Donwah's touch could shatter any protective spell. Ewoud tried hard not to see Hanka flinch at the reminder.

      "Huh. Well said." With that the man turned back to haggling with Hanka over the pelts. Ewoud added the bag of salt to the man's other goods, but he really wanted to use it to hit Hanka in the head. Tamman had a set price. The price almost glowed in white on the black price board behind the counter, and had been agreed upon by the masters and the northerners themselves. If Hanka thought he was going to prove to the masters that he was ready for elevation to their ranks, he had picked a singularly piss-poor way to do it, in Ewoud's opinion.

      As Ewoud watched, Hanka grew more and more excited, although he hid most signs well. The north-man... Ewoud thought he grew impatient and angry, although he carried himself quietly. His eyes had widened, and one finger tapped the scabbard of the knife on his belt with increasing speed. Please, Maarsdam, may Meester Haakom come soon, please, Ewoud begged.

      "Enough of this!" the north-man snapped. "You insult me and my kill." Ewoud cringed away from the counter, trying to disappear into the cabinets. "Tamman has a set price that is known to all."

      Hanka gulped. His fingers flickered once more, and Ewoud felt magic. "Most honored sir, that was the policy last season yes. I hesitate to venture to correct you in this case, sir, but due to difficulties in the west, all furs are nowk—!" He clutched his throat as the northerner raised one finger on his left hand. The collar on Hanka's shirt tightened of its own accord. The customer was a shifting-mage!

      "You try to force my mind. Your laws and mine forbid that," the bigger man snarled. Ewoud froze like a mouse when the great sea eagles flew over the water-meadows. "You dishonor all trade and my person with such." The man's voice remained low, calm, deadly.

      "Yes, he does, Count Mangus," Meester Haakom's voice boomed from behind Ewoud. Ewoud sank to the floor, hiding. "The price for tamman shows here, for all to see, and journeymen are forbidden to bargain for great hides." Haakom laid one paw-like hand on Hanka's shoulder, then swept him aside. The grey-faced journeyman fell onto Ewoud, gasping, eyes closed as he sucked air. Ewoud stayed where he crouched, not certain who he should fear more: Meester Haakom, the northerner, or Hanka once he got his breath back.

      "Ewoud, begin gathering his lordship's order." Meester Haakom's command ended Ewoud's indecision and allayed one fear. He was not going to be ripped apart on the spot. Ewoud squirmed out from under the journeyman and quickly selected, wrapped, weighed, and calculated the purchases. Soon the second counter held an enormous mountain of trade goods, and Ewoud's mind boggled at the numbers on his slate. One tamman hide could almost pay for two ships, their crews, and the dock fees at the prime berth in Rhonari! He showed the numbers to the noble and the master, and both gestured their approval.

      "Boy, a question?" the noble asked at least.

      Ewoud almost lost control of his bowels, and he squeaked, "Yes, noble lord?"

      "I am my lord. Why do you use so little magic?" Was it a complaint?

      The words spilled out before Ewoud had a good answer ready, "My lord, we use almost no magic in my family. My sire was born under Donwah's sign, my lord, sir." As he heard his own words, Ewoud wanted to duck under the floor boards and crawl back to Rhonari. He'd betrayed his father's secret!

      "So the tale is true," the northern lord sounded thoughtful. The tall man turned back to Meester Haakom. "You will see to that one?"

      "Yes, Count Mangus. He will be disciplined." Ewoud did not like the look Meester Haakom cast upon him. "As will any who assisted him."

      Ewoud barely made it outside to the closest privy before he wet himself from fear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Why did you not tell anyone?" Meester Hajo demanded. Ewoud faced seven masters. They sat behind a heavy table, stone-faced. A notary recorded everyone's words. At the back of the commons room, apprentices, journeymen, and others rustled, watching the trade court. Meester Haakom had recused himself, and Meester Dogald's demand to serve on the board had been denied.

      "Because the first time, sirs, I thought Journeyman Hanka might be following orders from his master." Ewoud could feel Dogald's eyes burning on his back.

      "Why did you think that?"

      "Because Meester Dogald's loss with the pelt purchase. If the man had been responsible for the deception, then cheating him back would balance on the Wheel." The words sounded stupid to his ears as he said them. "And because everyone knows that Journeyman Hanka and I do not get along, and it would be expected for me to lie to make him and thus his master look bad." Ewoud had spent far too much time remembering that during the past two days of confinement. He didn't dare lie.

      "So stupid as to be true," the beast-mage sighed, rubbing his forehead with one hand.

      "Aye, and it matches what two apprentices have confessed to. Just to be so open about risking Maarsdam's wrath..." Hajo stared at Ewoud. "He knew you were from Rhonari."

      "I believe so, sir."

      Meester Vansluit, the light merchant, raised one scarred finger. "How does that affect this judgement?"

      Hajo leaned back and crossed his arms, still looking at Ewoud. "Because there are stories of a merchant who was born under three of Donwah's signs but born to Maarsrodi, and rumors that his difficulty with magic were passed on to his sons and daughters." Hajo sat up again. "Or there were until one son proved to be a mage."

      "It appears that at least the first time, Hanka requested Ewoud, believing that Ewoud had inherited his father's nature. In which case, Ewoud could not notice Hanka using magic to shift men's perceptions and manipulate their trade." Meester Arsenloe sounded disgusted. Well, he was a mage, and this reflected very badly on the mages and their ability to control one of their own gone wrong. "Given that his guild membership had been falsified, it does not surprise me."

      "What? What do you mean?" Meester Dogald demanded from the watchers' benches. "He is a notary mage. The notary in Bushmaak certified his papers as true."

      "Hanka is a notary mage. He is also an illusion mage of a very unusual kind, and should have so registered, not as a notary. The stronger gift controls the guild affiliation," Meester Rohnald said. 'This is not going to help us in our arguments against mages being forcibly sent to where they are needed."

      The room swayed, and Ewoud caught himself, unlocking his knees before he fainted from fear. He'd ruined his family by not speaking out sooner. He and his brothers would lose their status, his father and mother would be forced to pay high restitution, and his sisters would not find husbands. Why hadn't he protested harder? Why hadn't he gone to one of the other masters with his fears? He'd insulted Maarsrodi as well as his father.

      So wrapped in his own terror was Ewoud that he did not hear Meester Vansluit's first words. Only when the trader stood did Ewoud break out of his own gibbering mind to hear, "...ten lashes and bread and water for five days of confinement, and then privy duty as well as peltery work. Because of your honesty, and because you prevented a grave insult to the representative of the Great Northern Emperor, you are spared damage and honor payment to those Hanka injured."

      Ewoud heard every other word, and stammered, "Th-Th-Thank you, sirs, for mercy. I will never fail to act again."

      "Good. Obedience and respect for age and honor are important, but men know when such respect has been lost and act accordingly." Meester Arsenloe raised on eyebrow. "Take that to heart, Ewoud Rhonarida."

      "Yes, sir. Sirs." Ewoud bowed. Lashes, bread and water, and extra work? He could survive those. More importantly, his family's honor and reputation would survive those.

      "Go, and be ready to begin your punishment this evening, with the night meal," Meester Hajo ordered. Ewoud went.

      The next morning, he discovered just how much lashes even with a single-tail whip could hurt. Meester Dogald laid the blows on with a will, or so it felt to Ewoud. It took everything in him to keep from pleading for mercy or screaming, and Ewoud tasted blood in his mouth after the third blow from biting his tongue. When Jurgins and another man untied him from the post, Ewoud collapsed, whimpering without shame. They dragged him back to the room where he'd been confined and left him lying on the floor, hurting too badly to move. He'd never felt pain so bad or such shame. His father would know instantly what had happened once they went to the bathes. Maybe he could skip bathing, say he'd taken a vow like that sailor who said he'd promised Donwah never to touch water again. But promising gods things did not end well, did it? He hoped that Hanka got twice as many blows of the whip.

      When Ewoud woke, his back hurt a little less. "Do not move quickly or you will tear the skin open further," he heard one of the beast-healer apprentices say. "Lucky for you that Meester Rohnald is used to this kind of injury, and your hide is not that different from an ovsta's." He wasn't as furry, was he? Ewoud couldn't remember. He absolutely had to move, and he pulled his knees under himself and pushed upright with his arms. "Stop." He wasn't going any farther. Ewoud hung his head, panting, tears falling. Something ice cold touched his back and he almost screamed. Then the pain faded from agony to mere torture. "Now you can move a little more. Privy-bucket's in the corner."

      Another day passed before Meester Rohnald allowed him to leave his cell. Ewoud had not wanted to move, nor to eat. "Do not begin privy duty until those have scabbed and stay that way. If you get blood poisoning from the miasmas, there's nothing I can do for you," the beast-healer warned.

      "Yes, sir."

      Meester Haakom did not slap Ewoud on the back, unlike Meester Dogald. Four days after his release from confinement, Dogald passed by as Ewoud carried an arm-full of wood for the brewers. The master smacked exactly where the whip-welts lay. Ewoud staggered and almost hit him in return. He managed to catch himself just at the last moment, not dropping the wood, not striking his superior. "Enough, Remko," the pelt master rumbled from behind Ewoud. Dogald snorted and continued on his way. "He blames you for making Hanka so angry that he forgot not to use persuasion spells," Haakom told Ewoud. "None of the rest of us believe that argument, you may be certain. Avoid him."

      "Sir, um, where is Hanka?" Ewoud had not seen him, and wondered how many stripes he'd gotten. Lots, Ewoud hoped.

      "He's on the gibbet outside the city wall. He broke their laws, ours, and those of the Great Northern Emperor. All three ruled that he should die as one of corrupt blood." The pelt master sounded as calm as if he were discussing fur colors in veshla, and Ewoud wanted to vomit. He never intended the man to die! "If we cannot trust ourselves to do business honestly, and if he was so willing to violate all the rules of the vlee and of Kehlibar, then he is no merchant. And we learned that our customers were not the only ones he 'persuaded' with his mage talent. Two women's fathers demanded his life." Meester Haakom clenched one fist, voice still calm. "No man can tolerate that."

      No. Ewoud knew what he'd promised to do to anyone who injured his sisters or led them to dishonor through deceit. "No, sir."

      Ten days later, Meester Arsenloe called him back to his desk. "Ewoud, have you spoken to anyone from the north since that day?"

      Ewoud tried to remember as he stretched his still-tender back. "No, sir, not that I know of. I bowed to one man as he left the courtyard and I came into it, but we did not speak."

      The accounts keeper and mage sighed, rubbing under his nose. "I believe you. Young men are worse than women when it comes to telling stories, even if fish are not involved. You may return to your task."

      "Thank your, sir." The next to last person Ewoud wanted to see was someone from the north. If he ever returned to Rhonari and became a master, he would confine all his travels to the west and perhaps Chin’mai, where snow never fell and the sun turned men the color of jerked meat.
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      Ewoud walked briskly but did not run to fetch Meester Wandel. The lean man had only just arrived from a trading trip well to the south, bringing with him wild stories augmented with pure chaos as his ovsta tried to fight the others. Ewoud tapped on the door of the dining commons and bowed. "Yes, Ewoud?" Meester Moere sighed. Mornings did not agree with the food-stuffs trader.

      "Meester Wandel is needed, sirs. A man has brought saka, red as well as gold and yellow."

      Wandel almost overturned his chair as he sprang to his feet. "Where?"

      "The main trading room, sir." Ewoud lurched out of the way as the master raced past, dignity be damned. Ewoud took that as a bad omen and debated following or hiding somewhere. No, it was not his fault, not at all, and he needed to be at his place when whatever happened, happened. Instead he followed at a safe distance, enjoying the cold bite in the air. The last days of summer brought miasmas out of everything, or so it seemed, and without a sea wind... He would not bemoan the wind of Rhonari again, at least not in summer. Ewoud strode instead of trotting, getting his breath back. The journeyman's panic had afflicted him as well.

      Ewoud ducked into the back door of the trading room in time to hear Meester Wandel's voice rise in volume. "No, we do not buy red or rose saka. Such is reserved for his majesty the great northern emperor. All other colors but not those."

      "You call me liar? Say my goods not true?" A stocky man in brown shook his fist at Klaas, the journeyman on duty, then at Meester Wandel. "You call me liar!"

      The master's narrow face showed nothing but politeness. "No. I say we do not buy red or rose saka. Others we buy based on size and kind."

      "This is honey saka." A crooked finger poked a lump of stone as big as Ewoud's two fists together across white fabric. Even Ewoud could see the red tint in over half the lump. He'd never seen a mixed piece, and wondered why it did that.

      "Part is honey saka, yes. But this," Wandel picked up a pointer of white wood and pointed to the larger portion, "this has rose in it. Imperial law, merchant law, we cannot buy this. Only the men of the north may buy and then only for the emperor."

      What would happen if someone did break the law? Ewoud did not recall, but his still-aching back persuaded him not to think too much about trying. Maarsdam's justice could be swift indeed, and painful. Wandel added, "If the stone is cut, then we buy the honey saka."

      "How dare you challenge my truth," the customer hissed. "May the gods strike all of you for this insult."

      Wandel looked to the journeyman and moved his hand in a curious gesture. Klaas bowed and trotted off. As he did, the main door opened and a man in blue and white stepped over the threshold. Had the master prayed for a sign? If so, Maarsdam had moved quickly indeed. Ewoud scooted a few steps farther away, in case the gods chose to repeat their action of Milunis.

      "Well met, good sir," Wandel said. The man in brown turned and seemed to shrink. Was it because the northerner stood a head taller than him, or something more?

      "Well met. I bring—" The north-man paused, head tilting a little. Ewoud noticed embroidery on his cuffs and vest. Other northerners had worn plain white, or geometric patterns on their clothes. Could he be a mage, and those guild signs such as some of the free cities' mages wore? "That is rose saka. A large piece indeed."

      Wandel stepped back from the counter as the north man came towards them. The man in brown put one hand on the stone and stuck his chest out. "Is honey. They insult me, as do you."

      "I will give you ten hrook for the stone."

      The trade master eased closer to Ewoud as the man in brown seemed to swell further. "Ten? Ten! How dare you. This is at least eighty."

      "Eighty? For a stone of rose and honey, clear honey at that?" The north man shook his head a little. "For the size, I give eighteen. No more."

      The two bargained back and forth for an eternity, or so it seemed, with the man in brown turning red in the face and pounding his fist on the counter, and the north-man growing colder and never changing expression. Of the two, Ewoud thought the man in brown might be easier to bargain with, or would he? Could his anger be a bluff, like a male great-hauler trying to scare away smaller males? Did Ewoud want to find out on his own? Well, he would have to some day, and he watched the men closely, trying to learn. The actual bargaining sounded familiar, but their reactions and moods puzzled him. So did some of the dialect words that each man used. Meester Wandel just stood, arms at his sides, watching.

      "Forty, but no more. This is too pure, too clear for many to want it." The north-man raised one eyebrow.

      The man in brown's eyes flashed wide open. "Valdher and Torval be my witnesses, I should teach you proper manners and respect, and would had I time enough." He extended his hand, palm down. The north-man slapped it from below and turned to the watchers.

      "Forty hrook against my account to this man."

      Meester Wandel poked Ewoud in the ribs and the two set about gathering sufficient goods and silver to make the amount, as well as what the man in brown had already agreed to.  He continued grumbling and glaring at all and sundry, swept his goods into two sacks, and stormed out. As he left, he called over his shoulder, "For this insult, the gods will punish you."

      What insult? Absolute confusion hung over Ewoud like a cloud and he struggled to focus on fetching and weighing the goods the northerner requested as the trader and customer haggled and bargained over furs and pots of balm. For Klaas and Meester Wandel to refuse to buy the stone was a grave insult, and so was the north-man's bargaining, but the local had sold the stone even so? Each part made a little sense, but taken together they left Ewoud as confused as a great-hauler trying to read a ledger. Get more salt, Ewoud told himself, and fish. That makes sense. Fine white lace also made sense, even if it tangled too easily for Ewoud's peace of mind.

      Once the trading finished, the north-man looked at Ewoud. He had dark eyes instead of blue, eyes that showed nothing of the man behind them. "Is this the one who preserved your  honor?"

      Wandel looked to Ewoud. Ewoud took a deep breath and told his knees to stop shaking. "I fetched Meester Haakom so that fair dealings would be done, yes sir. Meester Haakom disciplined the journeyman for his poor judgment." That sounded safer than what Ewoud wanted to say.

      "Hmm." The customer leaned closer and studied Ewoud, then leaned back and jerked his head down in a nod. "So the tale is true," he said, more to himself than to Ewoud, and left after collecting his goods.

      Ewoud looked to the master. Wandel relaxed, his expression as confused as Ewoud felt. "Where is Klaas?"

      A loud thump answered the question. "Sorry, sir. There's a problem in the first wares building, roof leak, and Hajo grabbed me to help move things. The mages are checking preservation spells and seals, sir." Klaas came in with a piece of white-painted wood. Someone had attached pieces of saka to it in all shades but red and pink. Colored spots stood for the forbidden colors. "I do not know who moved it, sir."

      "Prop it in the corner by the door so it will be on hand from now on." Wandel ran both hands over his tightly braided black hair. "I need a trim." He turned to Ewoud. "Do you understand?"

      Understand what? Discretion warred with honest, and Ewoud opted to thread between them. "I understood in part, sir. We do not buy, cannot buy, rose or red saka. Men of the north who act for the emperor can. Clear saka has less value than does that with inclusions and shadows, but fully clouded saka is only for beads and baby-rings, and hand cooling bags." That had been a surprise, that people made bags of copper wire and silver, filled them with saka beads, and used them to cool their hands so they did not get sweat on things.  "I understood most of the bargain, I think. Some of the, ah, hard words made no sense, though, sir."

      Both master and journeyman smiled. "If they were the same as he used before you went to fetch Meester Wandel, they were...choice," Klaas allowed. "I know a few in that dialect, but only a few."

      "They mean the same as our insults, although I still do not quite know why calling someone an apple-eater is rude in the north. But then, if you wish to start a fight with a man of Chin’mai, accuse his mother of having dry feet." Meester Wandel shrugged. "I recommend that if you do not understand both what a word means and how men consider it, you should not use it."

      That sounded like excellent advice, and Ewoud bowed toward the trader.
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        * * *

      

      "Fire!" All the chimes clanged and deep danger drums shook the men of the vlee awake that night. Ewoud struggled out of the sleeping cupboard, almost falling on top of Jan as the other man struggled to pull on his breeches. "Fire in the wares house!" Ewoud heaved on his trousers, shoved feet into shoes, and ran for the door.

      "Here," Jan tossed a heavy jacket at him. "Sparks and embers."

      Ewoud joined the men streaming toward the red glow of the wares house. It was the same one that had suffered the roof leak. A large shadow loomed up and pointed to the journeyman and sons. "You get a bucket. You grab the pull-pole, you and you, to the beast pens, in case someone tries to be stupid." Human or animal act stupid? Ewoud picked up the leather bucket and joined the line of men passing empty buckets to the well and filled buckets back to the fire. By the light of the flames he could see movement as other men used poles with metal hooks to drag things out of the building, or to pull bits of roof off and away from the flames. The rough handle of the bucket rubbed his hands. Men yelled, calling for others to move things farther away. One apprentice—was it? He looked young—appeared on the roof of the next wares house with a broom. In the flaring light, Ewoud saw him moving back and forth, sweeping away burning bits. The tiles should hold, but if some of the lead softened...And parts of the roof remained wood, like that of the others. Yellow fingers and crimson grabbed at the building, while glowing bits of destruction danced in the night wind.

      "More water!" The men and boys passed bucket after bucket as quickly as they could without spilling. Hissing splashes alternated with roaring sounds. Ewoud's shoulders and hands hurt. Something stung the back of his neck and he passed the bucket then slapped at the pain, knocking free whatever it had been. Darkness and roaring, the sound of flame licking and devouring, and of men calling back and forth, that he would always remember. "More water!" The heavy buckets moved. Where were pumps and hoses, like they had on the ship? He passed another bucket, tossed the returning empty to the man beside him, and shivered. Had the fire touched the city as well?

      Master and apprentice, no one carried rank in a fire, that Haakom and the others had drummed into Ewoud. Another figure appeared on the roof, also with a broom, and swept embers away. Who was it? Someone, that was all that mattered. How many goods could they move out of the wares house? And what else might be burning? Grab the bucket, hold it by both handles, pass it without swinging, take an empty bucket. Then no more empty buckets, only filled ones. "Apprentices running empties back, load and pass faster," the man beside him panted. Ewoud nodded, breathing through clenched teeth. Soot and smoke made breathing hard, and soon nothing but buckets and breathing mattered.

      Crack! Whoosh! The roof caved in. "More water!" Bucket after bucket, leather handles stretching, Ewoud's shoulders burning, his back starting to ache as well. He didn't dare look up to see if the sky turned pale. Too many things floated in the air, burning and jagged, bits of soot, embers, sparks still.

      "Stop." Had he heard properly? "We need to move goods to the other buildings." Ewoud wanted to groan or cry. Instead he handed the bucket to someone and followed a group to where barrels, bales, and sacks lay in a jumble, surrounded by water and debris. "Those go to the far end of the row, away from the fire. We'll sort them after dawn." Ewoud nodded and helped Master Vansluit tip the first barrel onto its side, then began rolling it away from the water and ash. At least it was not a bucket, and they could roll it. Or had he died and gone to the place of punishment? Ewoud did not think. He rolled, dragged, carried, rolled, and longed for a respite, just one instant of mercy and stillness. He'd never been so tired.

      "Enough." He blinked at the mountain of a man looming ahead of them. "All the goods are safe. The fire is out. Go sleep." Ewoud stared, blinking again. Meester Haakom pushed him back, away from the bale, but gently. "Rinse off, then sleep," he repeated. Ewoud made it as far as the floor of the sleeping room. He sat against the wall, resting his back against the boards for just a moment.

      Cloudy sunlight trickled into the room. Someone had opened the shutters and removed the storm boards s well. Everything smelled of soot. "Your turn to steam," Waldis reported. Leave everything here for the servants to wash. Go."

      The steam felt good, even if the room smelled more of smoke than of needle leaf. A life-servant scuttled in, left towels as Ewoud dried, and hurried out, carrying the dirty towels and some ashy clothes. She kept her head down, eyes to the floor, face hidden behind a veil of ragged hair. What had she done to be made a life servant? Or was she one of those who would never find a husband or learn a trade, and so had been given as a bond-servant to be raised and then labor for her keep and to pay the cost of her upbringing? Whatever the cause, Ewoud thanked the gods that he'd been born free, and that his people did not practice life-servitude. He finished dressing and for lack of a better idea went to the dining commons.

      Trays of bread, pots of preserved meats and pickled vegetables, and pitchers of small-beer and sour milk waited. "Eat what you need, then check the list," Meester Meroe said around a chunk of something. "Duties are posted there. Don't try to go out the main gate."

      "Yes, sir." Ewoud used the pickled yellow root and bors to soften the bread, then smeared a little meat on it before eating. The small-beer soothed his throat. Bors... he didn't know if he liked bors yet or not. What did it taste like not pickled? He had to have eaten it, because nothing that shade of blue existed back home, and he'd have recognized it fresh. The journeymen said it helped prevent winter tooth-drop. Ewoud gnawed and tried to sort out the flavor. A little sweet and spicy at first, like that warm-scented bark they used for making sweet breads, but heavier and meaty in a slightly unpleasant way. Pickles should not coat the tongue, and bors lingered in his mouth the way too-fatty sea-schaef did.

      After filling the empty place in his middle, Ewoud glanced at the duty board now propped up at the end of the hall. He was to work in the peltery.

      "I don't understand why we're not all working to clear the debris and repair things?" Anders looked at two bank-rat pelts, took them to the window and peered at their fur. "Spots?"

      Ewoud left the veshla he'd been rolling and joined Anders. He rubbed the fur back and forth. Still dark brown with very faint shadows of spots on the fur. "Spots." That was for the masters to deal with, and if no one had caught it earlier, he wasn't going to worry about it. He'd already been thumped once by Hajo for missing a mynkah being sold as veshla. No one had told him to sniff the pelt—if it smelled of fish even after tanning, it was mynkha. That is, unless it was river-slider but only two of those had been sold that season. Most went east, or so Meester Haakom said. Ewoud returned to rolling pelts.

      After a while of rolling and thinking, he ventured, "Perhaps it is because there are too many of us. We won't all fit, and all I know about wood is that it burns and some is very expensive but other kinds aren't." And that young, whippy branches stung when his mother and the priests of Korvaal had used them on his back side after he and his friends had tried to sneak fruit from the orchard. That had been enough to convince him to leave the fruit alone. "And if they are using ovsta and great-haulers to bring things in through the main gate, too many people will make the animals nervous."

      "There is also damage on the city side of our wall, and the less the people see of us for today, the happier all are." Meester Arsenloe's voice carried from the door leading into the locked and spell-warded storage room for the highest value pelts. "Whoever set the fire also burned two houses outside the vlee, although if by design or accident no one knows. If he or she is caught, may the gods have mercy on them, because the people of the city will not." He limped over to where Anders stood puzzling over the two spotted pelts. "Something wrong?"

      "Yes, sir. These have spots, and I do not think they are painted on, or dye problems."

      "Hmm. So they do. They might not be bank-rat, or they could be bank-rat from a new area. Set them aside for Tadol." The mage limped back to his desk and sat heavily. "I am too old to be fighting fires all night."

      Ewoud and Anders exchanged confused looks. Surely Arsenloe's deformation had kept him from working, hadn't it? Before either of them dared ask, Meester Dogald stormed in. "Here." He threw an envelope at Ewoud's face. "I have done my duty."

      Once the door closed behind him, Arsenloe intoned, "And may the beauty of the gods go with you as well." Ewoud shrugged, slid the folded paper into one pocket and resumed rolling. They needed to be ready to fill the barrel as soon as the coopers finished it.

      "...the good news is that no goods burned up, and only one small bundle of that strange, loose bark cloth got so wet that it couldn't be saved," Jan told everyone the next morning. "The bad news is that the gate is damaged, and the building too rotten to keep standing. The masters are debating having masons take it apart to reuse the stone, where there is stone, or giving the stone to the people who lost houses as part of the damage recompense." He shrugged with one hand. "There are no priests of the Scavenger here to ask."

      "Wait. Damage Recompense? I hadn't heard that yet." Klaas weaved his cup toward Jan. "There are claims against us for the fire?"

      Jan leaned back and peered left and right for Sister-lady Bettana before leaning in and lowering his voice. "I heard that they caught the man who set it, and that he wanted to burn us out to avenge an insult. Since our fire spread to their buildings, we owe damages." Ewoud froze. The man in brown. He'd been serious with his threats.

      "I will believe it when the masters tell us," Klaas said. "Arson is too serious to accuse anyone without very, very good reason. The penalties here are higher than in the free cities."

      Before Ewoud could ask what they were, Anders poked him, tipped his head toward the kitchen door, and said more loudly, "What was in the message?" Sister-lady Bettana strode into the dining commons, looking left and right for any hint of disorder or impropriety.

      Ewoud had read it just before going to sleep, once he remembered that it was in his pocket. "I'm to return to the cities at the end of this season. No, my father is not ill or deceased, but it said little else." At least, little else that had made sense. Why would someone specifically request his presence after port closing? He couldn't think of any religious rituals that needed him to participate, and if one of his sisters had found a husband, well, he had no say in that, unless it was that cooper's journeyman who had been a little too interested in Rikila, and Ewoud's father had already informed the law-keepers that the journeyman was not to be permitted anywhere near the family. Riki was not yet twelve, far too young to marry or hand-fast. The journeyman felt slimy, like rotten fish, even if he was skilled in his trade. Ewoud had wanted to plunge him into the harbor to see if that might remove the ooze that seemed to follow the man.

      "Maybe your father found a girl for you." Waldis winked. "If you marry early, he can make certain that another generation knows how to manage the business before he passes."

      Several of the men from Bushmaak shuddered. "Not funny," one of the journeymen brewers snarled, but very quietly and only after glancing left and right for the sister-lady. "You never met Antil Smithson, the poor bastard."

      "Oh, Korvaal, Marsmaak, and Radmar have mercy," another older journeyman murmured. The others gave him curious and eager looks. "His grandfather would not allow any one else to have any say in the business. Even after the old man had started to," the journeyman tapped his temple and stuck his tongue out of the side of his mouth. "Made all sorts of terrible business decisions. Antil's father had died. Antil petitioned the council for assistance, but the old man overrode him, had him flogged for disrespect. By the time Smithson the Elder passed, the family's debts..."

      The brewer nodded. "The council's bailiffs overturned his trade table and declared the family bankrupt." Everyone gasped, horror struck. "Antil, the others in the family, are still working to pay off the debts. Old man died eleven winters back."

      Several of the sons had turned greenish-grey, and Ewoud shuddered. He'd heard stories, but oh, may Maarsdam have mercy.

      Silence covered that portion of the long table for quite a while. At last Anders cleared his throat, choked, and coughed. "Sorry." He wheezed, then caught his breath. "Is it true that there are stories that Great Northern Emperor will be visiting the Free Cities soon?"

      Ewoud and the others from Rhonari exchanged glances. Waldis took a deep breath. "I was told that a messenger from the Great Northern Emperor visited the city council and said that yes, his majesty would be requesting the hospitality of the city come winter, and that he left a token of his truth."

      If the others' eyes opened any farther, Ewoud feared their eyeballs would drop onto the table. Anders chuckled, then said, "No. The Great Northern Emperor doesn't really exis—"

      Klaas clapped his hand over Anders' mouth and hissed, "Do not allow anyone to hear you say that, especially not men of the north. He lives, and rules, and if it has been a few years since he visited his cities, we should be grateful."

      Several of the men nodded their agreement. The brewer's journeyman reached into his collar and rubbed a silver charm. "Oh yes, Maarsdam and the city gods be thanked. Do you want to be under the Duke of Guill, the one who bled the merchants so dry that the city almost collapsed? Even farmers wouldn't trade there because of the taxes and fees-so-called, and the guilds abandoned the place for three years." Half those within hearing made the horns, warding off the very thought. "Ja, thought so."

      That led to stories about bad city rulers and foolish taxes, topics far safer than the emperor and his visit as far as Ewoud was concerned. He gnawed a hunk of the dark, sour bread and tried to puzzle out if Anders had been joking or serious. If serious, it might be wise to avoid dealings with him once he came into mastery. If the emperor were anything like the gods, or even as powerful as a quarter of the tales of his might, such jokes suggested very questionable judgment on Anders' part. Folly in one area might bleed into others. Or perhaps it would be wiser to wait and watch, and see if Ewoud could take advantage of his associate's stupidity? He chewed and weighed the future.

      Well, no matter what it was, first he had to survive the rest of the season, then the return journey to Rhonari. The Sea Lady might favor his father, but that was no grounds for Ewoud to be optimistic about the late season passage around the Scythe.
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      "Mbwaah?"

      Ewoud glanced at the giant schaef on his left. Had it just asked a question? Surely not, talking animals only existed in stories told to small children. The man walking beside the animal on the edge of the road frowned, adjusted his hat and scarf, and slowed his steps, eyes on the beast. As he walked, he leaned closer and seemed to be staring at the ovsta's harness. Without missing a stride, he set his whip into a little holder on his belt, loosened the harness one hole, then re-secured the leather strap. The ovsta shook all over and bounced a little, as if happier.

      "Didn't allow for winter fleece," Ruk said. The lead teamster sniffed a little. "Snow in the air."

      The sky didn't look like a snow sky to Ewoud, but neither did ovsta look like beasts of burden, either. Why had no one ever told him about schaef that pulled wagons? Probably because he'd not have believed them. That brought a question to mind. "Sir, do laupen hunt in the snow?"

      "Yes. It is said that they are left overs from before the Great Cold, when mages had more power." Ruk's head turned as he studied the edge of the forest. "No creature without fur should be able to hunt in winter, but they do. If you kill one then, you'll see that the feet grow skin between the toes, behind the claws. They can run on snow. How they stay warm only Valdher knows." Ruk lowered his scarf enough to spit. "If you hear a man say that She made the laupen from men who disobeyed her and hunted out of season, ignore them and stay away from them if you are near the forest. She uses Her own creatures for Her hands, not laupen, and is quick to remind us of that."

      "Thank you, sir." Valdher, the forest goddess, sounded almost as forgiving as Donwah. Were all goddesses like that? No, Ewoud reminded himself as he tried not to trip on a large rut in the road, Gember gave generously and was slow to anger, quick to forgive. At least, She was until you foreswore yourself and then insulted the gods and their priests. Better not to attract their attention in the first place, that all wise men knew.

      Or the attention of angry fathers for that matter. They'd passed by the gibbets on their way out of Kehlibar. The remaining parts of Hanka's body hung from the frame in two cages, blackened and barely recognizable. "Aye, the girls' fathers claimed his manhood, both of them did, so they split his jewels, then split him," one of the teamsters said, grinning at Ewoud in a knowing way. "'Tis one thing to win a girl for a night with goods, but to use magic? Fagh," he spat. Ewoud wondered if he should feel any pity or remorse for what had befallen the journeyman. No, he'd decided, Hanka knew the rules for men and mages, and had broken them knowing the cost. The scars on Ewoud's own back did not encourage charity or sympathy, either. If Hanka and his master had not learned from what happened on the White Wave, then why should Ewoud feel sorrow for Hanka's fate? If it had been one of Ewoud's sisters Hanka had dishonored— No, the man deserved what he'd gotten and how he'd gotten it. His and his master's greed could have cost every merchant in the vlee their trading rights in Kehlibar. Maarsdam might move slowly to justice, but He would demand it. And provide it on His own if He so chose.

      Which turned Ewoud's thoughts back to the road. They'd be able to take a boat once they passed Tanperhead. That was, if the weather did not turn too cold, if they did not linger on the road, if the contracted boats had arrived, if the water remained high enough in the river... No wonder his father preferred sea and land to river travel. Or did he? Ewoud could not recall, although he did have a clear memory for his father's reaction when Antil Webeker had tried to persuade him to go back south of the Moahne River. His mother had shooed the apprentices out of the ground level of the wares-house, leaving Bastian, Ewoud, and the journeymen staring as Tycho's face turned crimson, then white, and he began shaking. Then he'd started using very interesting words to quietly explain to Webeker where he could take that proposal, what anatomically difficult thing he could do with it and a fish, and what dire fate awaited the next man, woman, or great-hauler to propose such a thing under Tycho's own roof. Tycho had added a few choice words that neither of his sons had heard before and that apparently came from the south, including one that had led to Gerta grabbing his brother, dragging him to the pump, and washing Bastian's mouth with leather-soap for using it a few days later. Ewoud hadn't known that his mother was that strong.

      A finger of cold wind stung Ewoud's cheeks and he pulled his scarf higher. The sky seemed darker, and more yellow. "Butter-sky, snow-sky," one of the teamsters had said. Ewoud didn't want to think about what heavy, wet snow would do to the road. He'd encountered boot-sucking mud once already and that was more than enough, thank you.

      By the time they reached a safe camping place, the wind's claws tore every bit of exposed skin. Snow swirled around, biting bits of ice that found any gap the wind missed. Only the ovsta seemed comfortable, or at least not so miserable. Ewoud envied their heavy wool coats, although he did not fancy trading places with them.

      "No, this is a warning storm," Omer told Meester Vansluit. "Sneelah, the great white lady, sends one before She declares winter truly begun. Men have a moon at the most to finish their business before She takes command of the north. It is said that She and Torvall exchange mastery of the world, and that one day She will send her snows south again as happened in the Great Cold." He shrugged, broad shoulders moving his heavy fleece-on hide coat up and down. The coat had to weigh at least five gaalrud, Ewoud knew. No smaller man could carry that much weight. "I do not plan to inquire of Her plans."

      "No," Vansluit agreed. "The gods do as they will, and we are better off not asking their reasons why."

      According to Ewoud's father, the gods made their reasons perfectly clear, uncomfortably clear. Ewoud kept his thoughts to himself and concentrated on oh so gently nursing the tiny fire. It had gone out twice already, so he nudged a few dry needle-leaves into it. As it devoured the offering, he eased a twig or two in, mindful to keep his back between the flames and the wind. More twigs followed, and with some trepidation he added a stick. The fire staggered, then caught the wood, and he slid more sticks into the stone-marked fire ring.

      Whump! Ewoud jumped back, shielding his eyes from flying embers and ash as someone dropped a log-sized chunk of wood onto the flames. "Hurry it up, boy."

      "Damn it, now I have to start again," Ewoud snarled. He found a bit of still glowing stick and touched more dry needles to it, then a few twigs.

      A hand grabbed him by the collar and started dragging him away from his task. "What did you say, boy?" The ovsta-herder tried to shake Ewoud.

      "I said dropping the wood scattered the fire and I'm having to start for a third time." Ewoud twisted free and returned to feeding bits of tinder to the small flames. He wanted to punch the fool, but fire meant life and heat.

      A booted foot swung into his view and he ducked away, dodging the kick. "City-born bastard. Real men know how to make a fire on the first try, boy."

      "Skinny, get that lit. Chun, leave it. Are the beasts night penned?" Omer sounded angry.

      The herder subsided. "Yes, sir, they are." Ewoud glanced up in time to see the herder give him a look of pure poison. What had he done? Well, if he didn't get the fire started and large enough, he'd have freezing to death to worry about. Ewoud added more sticks from the pile, encouraging the flames toward the chunks of wood the herder had left. Ewoud didn't stop until he had a decent fire. Only after larger sticks caught and the fire acted stable did Ewoud ease another large chunk of wood into the flams' maw. Then he sat back on his heels, back still to the wind, and watched.

      "That'll do." Ewoud eased out of the way as three men set wood down, upwind of the fire pit. One of them said, "No cones of any kind. The veshla must have eaten them all."

      "Or Omer prayed to the Forest Lady to have the veshla and squirrels hide them so on one could add a popping cone to the fire." The teamsters spoke of the gods more easily than did the merchants. Again, Ewoud wondered why, and again, stayed quiet. Besides, the wind in the trees made more than sufficient sound, whistling and almost moaning. The ovsta grumbled among themselves, a basso beneath the sounds of men preparing camp. At least the ovsta blocked the wind from the sleeping area, although the smell... Which was worse, rotting oil fish in summer, or ovsta passing wind? Ewoud considered the question as he finished his chores, found his assigned sleeping place, and then got some food. In the grand run of things, it did not matter. The ovsta were as Yoorst had made them, smelly or not. And they didn't glare at him the way Meester Dogald and Chun had and did.

      Dogald had made good on his threat to send papers of claim back with the others. He'd be overwintering at the vlee, and Ewoud felt sorry for the men and women trapped there with him. Meester Haakom had not acted overly concerned about Dogald's threats, and Ewoud had decided not to fret about them either. How could he, Ewoud, be guilty of causing Hanka to choose to break the laws? It had made as much sense as that crazy fishwife who threatened another woman for making her ignore her fish so that they spoiled before she could sell them. "If you didn't act like a lightskirt I'd not have had to scold you and my fish would have sold faster!" Ewoud left the fire and got some more food. No point in worrying about what waited in the future when the caravan had more than sufficient to keep them on edge now.

      "Ow." Painfully bright sun shone against Ewoud's eyelids the next morning, and he waited for a few breaths, then opened them the tiniest bit. White fire stung and he closed them again. The light remained bright, the air bitter cold, and he heard men and beasts alike grumbling and muttering. Metal chimed and wood protested. Ewoud wondered for a few heart beats if he could burrow into one of the barrels of furs for the rest of the trip. Someone would probably notice, and as tight-packed as the pelts had been arranged, well, no. Alas. He really wished his father had sent him with sufficient funds to buy some furs for his own use and have a real winter coat made. "Wishing doesn't bring fishing," he reminded himself and rolled out of his blankets.

      Using part of his scarf to cover his eyes helped with the glare, but not much. The less-experienced traders gave thanks when clouds muted the sun. Even the air glittered, and Ewoud half-expected to find the fire frozen as well, like the carved saka he'd caught a glimpse of before the apprentices packed it. The cold gave the ovsta new life and the men labored to keep up with the frisky beasts. He wasn't the only one near collapse from exhaustion when they reached the inn outside of Tanperhead.

      "Ah, that's rather larger than when we passed this way in spring," Ewoud allowed the next morning.

      Meester Vansluit chuckled. "Just a tiny bit larger, yes." The river covered where the docks had been, and no one with a pooz-worth of brains would be wading in with a fishing net. "And there are our boats."

      "Um, they look... flat, sir."

      "That's because they are log-rafts with boat-tops on them." Vansluit pointed a crooked finger at the closest hull. "That wood is worth almost as much as a barrel of furs per log. More, possibly, since they weren't able to float as much wood down in early summer and there's probably dearth in the cities and towns."

      That reminded Ewoud... "Sir, have you heard how much beeswax is per gaalrud this season?"

      The trader turned to face him. Vansluit had enormous eyes compared to his nose and mouth, making him resemble the dolls small children played with. "A half-vlaat per gaalrud. Not as much as four years ago, but still respectable."

      "Very respectable, thank you, sir." A half-vlaat per gaalrud? And that was before the chandlers made it into candles. A little bit of Ewoud felt sorry for the people in the south who had to spend so much on light now. The rest of him calculated the profits based on the early-season prices his father had shown him and wondered if fish oil could ship in winter and if so how.

      "We start loading now, so go join the others," Vansluit ordered.

      "Yes, sir."

      The trip downstream passed far faster than the trudge up to Kehlibar. Ewoud and the other merchants spent most of it sitting in the middle of the flat boats, staying out of the way of the sailors. Keeping the top-heavy craft in the middle of the river and even in rough water or wind required experience, as the flotilla-master informed everyone loudly and with great vigor. Laupen could not swim, and Ewoud almost didn't mind the cold wind that swept the boats north. "No wind so hot as a north wind nor one so cold as a southerly," the man guiding the boat stated. Ewoud tucked himself down in the middle of some bales and barrels, as out of the wind as possible, and napped. Sleep came easily. The sun kept him warm, so long as he was out of the wind.

      They reached the coast in two days. Ewoud found himself in the crane once more, along with a boy who moaned and complained until one of the older men slapped him so hard the fool's jaw jammed to the side. "Shut it and work." One of the others helped ease the jaw back into place, and the boy wept silently for the rest of their shift. His face had swollen and Ewoud wondered if he could talk after the dislocation and relocation. The man who'd assisted with resetting the jaw spoke to the crane-supervisor, and the boy slunk away with his pay in his hand. That was fair—he'd labored hard and had earned a shift's wage, once he quit whining.

      After all the goods had been stowed and the merchants had settled any accounts outstanding, Ewoud visited the small shrine of Donwah near the harbor. He made a donation, then wended his way along the busy port to the koog Great Fir. His father owned a tenth of the ship, and had arranged Ewoud's return on the ship.

      "Greetings to the ship," Ewoud called up the ramp from the dock.

      "Greetings to the land," a voice called back.

      "Permission to come aboard, Lady willing?"

      "Permission granted, Lady be praised." Ewoud trudged up the steep wooden way, turned around without dropping his bundles or his staff, climbed down a short ladder, and boarded the Great Fir.

      A dour man studied him and his bundles. "You are your father's son."

      Tycho had warned Ewoud about Captain Deelman Garoostra's sunny disposition and cheerful outlook on the world. "He makes me look optimistic and happy," Ewoud's father had said. "Nothing ever goes right, and if it does, something dreadful lurks just past the next wave."

      Ewoud bowed, almost falling over when one bag shifted. "Thank you, sir."

      "Go stow your—Donwah have mercy, Yoorst be praised what is that?" Ewoud looked over his shoulder to see a north man walking down the harbor. Beside him paced the largest cat Ewoud had ever seen, her shoulder level with the man's thigh. The white beast wore a green collar but no lead or chain.

      "I don't know, sir, but I don't want to see the mice she hunts." Ewoud couldn't imagine his mother's reaction to that large of a cat in the wares-house.

      "Ney, no man would." The sailor stared for a moment longer, then turned his attention back to the ship.

      Ewoud went below the main deck and stowed his things.
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      "Hold on!" Ewoud couldn't do much else as Great Fir rose, then plunged into a trough. The hull creaked counterpoint to the wind's howls. Side to side the koog rolled as well, flopping back and forth. None of the merchants had left their bunks for a day and a night, and just the idea of food made Ewoud's guts churn as much as the waves outside the hull foamed and tossed. He dug his fingers deeper into the wood and prayed to Maarsrodi and Donwah.

      Spoing. Oh no, Ewoud whispered. No, please Sea Lady have mercy... Rumblerumblerumble Thud! Something rolled back and forth. One of the ropes had broken. No, please no. "Ewoud, come with me," Vansluit commanded. The master eased out of his bunk and crept on all fours as the ship swung and heaved. "Come!"

      What could they do? Ewoud flopped out of his own bunk—another shelf. He was tired of sleeping on shelves—and crawled as well. The master found a mage-light and murmured to it, summoning a white-blue glow, then lowering it down the hatch's view-hole to the lower hold and peering down. "Only one barrel, thanks be. We need to secure it before it shakes something else loose."

      The two of them opened the hatch and eased down the ladder. The barrel had stopped moving for the moment, and they put their shoulders to it, working it back to its fellows. The deck shifted under them, then dropped a little. Thanks be the barrels had been stacked on end or the whole mass would have begun shifting. "Right." The master hooked the mage light to one of the hull supports. "Brace your back against it and hold it while I get another rope."

      Ewoud guessed what the master intended and wedged his back against the wood, then jammed his feet against the edge of the drain-way, or scupper and closed his eyes. He did not want to see what was going on around them, or watch the boat move. Feeling it was bad enough. Ewoud resumed his prayers. He heard something dragging, and murmured pleas, and metal on wood. Metal on wood? "Almost there." Vansluit warned, "It didn't break, but pulled loose from the hull. This will take a bit."

      A very long bit passed before the barrel shifted backward behind Ewoud. His legs had started cramping. "Found a puller," Vansluit panted a little. "Back up. Not safe down here in storm." So why were they there? Because the sailors were too busy above them, and passengers also had a duty to the ship. The master clambered up the ladder first, and Ewoud started to follow.

      The Great Fir plunged down, shuddering as she slammed into the next wave. Ewoud lost his grip, sweaty palms slick on the wear-polished wood, and he fell. Pain jagged as lightning lanced through his shoulder and head, then he felt nothing.

      "That's one way to get out of working the pumps," a dreadfully cheerful voice declared. "But you and Vansluit kept the load from shifting, so it balances. This is going to sting—" Small hands gripped Ewoud's shoulder and pulled, then twisted.

      "Gah!" Sting? Only the flogging had hurt worse. If he'd had anything in his stomach, he'd have lost it. Ewoud whimpered.

      "See? Not so bad." The mediko's hands wrapped and secures cloth to the shoulder. "Open your eyes." Ewoud cracked them open against his better judgement. Light shone into them and he whimpered again. "Both even. Just a bump, not a cracked skull. Typical youngster."

      The captain rumbled, "Just when we need all hands," and sighed very loudly. Ewoud closed his eyes. "Well, Ewoud, at least it wasn't a leg like your father. You can still hold sail when we mend them, and work the pump if it comes that that. When it comes to that," he corrected quickly. "We'll probably have another storm tomorrow." Heavy footsteps stomped off.

      "He's saying that because we have a good pushing wind and smooth waters," the medico chuckled. "Lady be praised."

      "Lady be praised," Ewoud managed to reply. "Water?"

      "Only a little, because of the head, at least for the next day." The water tasted stale and very, very good. "Now sleep, since you can't do much else."

      Sleeping sounded very good, but the pain in his shoulder made it hard. At least the ship only rocked, not jumping like in the storm. Ewoud concentrated on thanking the Sea Lady and Maarsrodi for their mercy and blessings, and on not crying. How would he get his things out of the ship with only one good arm? What would happen if he did need to work the pump? He prayed more. After a while he did sleep.
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      "We're after harbor closing, so we have to dock here and unload." Captain Deelman sounded more morose than usual. "Can't go in until the eight-day passes."

      Despite the captain's glum words, the sun shone. Light following winds helped the Great Fir ease into the dock close enough that she could be winched in to a pier. They'd have to pay more for the loading and unloading, and the other captains would rib the crew about their tardiness. Ewoud didn't care. The walls of Rhonari stood ahead of them, and the open river gate with its carved ships and solid sturdiness. The harbor wasn't really closed to all shipping, since the ice had not begun choking the river yet, but only fishermen and local boats came and went. The trading season had ended outside the walls. For the first time Ewoud looked forward to not working and not seeing new people and goods for a while.

      Two sailors helped him balance his bundles over his good shoulder and eased him down the way to the dock. Ewoud staggered as the land moved under his feet. He walked with care, using his staff to prop himself up on that side. It wasn't fair, having to carry his clothing and other things, but a man cared for himself, injured or no, unless he couldn't. That was the rule of road and sea. Ewoud gritted his teeth and set one foot in front of the other on the bobbing land. He would not fall, he would not fall, he would not fall.

      The gate of the city loomed ahead of him. How could he—No, that wouldn't—Perhaps if he—. Ewoud took a deep breath and planted the staff in between two cobbles, then eased down onto one knee. "Hail Rhonari, free and proud city! Maarsrodi bless you and Donwah prosper you. Hail, proud city." He managed to rise almost to his feet before he started to overbalance.

      "Enough, young man," his father's voice said. "Give those to Bastian." A strong hand gripped Ewoud's elbow and kept him from falling over. "Shoulder?"

      "Yes, sir. Landed on it falling off a ladder." Ewoud wanted to embrace his father, but not in public. He was a merchant's son and better than that.

      Tycho sighed and shook his head, then led the brothers into the city proper. "Your mother will fuss. She has plans for us." Beside him, Bastian rolled his eyes, then assumed a proper and respectful expression. Ewoud could guess. He'd missed the festivities of port closing. That did not bode well, although just what he was supposed to do with a broken collar bone he could not quite guess. Well, he could taste-test baked goods and sweets, and confirm the quality of the last of the preserves she and the cooks were probably still putting up. He could help with spice inventory as well. Now, how to persuade his mother of her need for his assistance...

      "You need a new coat," Tycho said, breaking Ewoud's reverie. "That jacket's pulling at the shoulder seams. So are your trousers. Your mother will have a fit." He sounded resigned.

      "Honored Father, sir, Mother used me as a test pattern," Bastian said, winking at his brother. "Perhaps it might help to suggest that I could take any garments that will not serve, as a way to save vlaat. I'm certain I will not grow this winter, at least not that much." When their father did not reply, he ventured, "The sea-dog vest should still fit him."

      Ewoud noticed that the cobbles felt colder and rougher than they had before he left. His boots needed to be re-soled as well, and his smalls were rather worn. Two shirts had elbows in need of patching despite his best efforts not to lean in the counter when he wrote. "I'm no taller, sir."

      "For which I thank Maarsrodi, because I am not allowing your mother to hang feathers from the door lintel."

      Ewoud blinked, then stepped to the side, out of the way of some stray striped-geese determined to elude their herders. The farm woman and her daughter shooed the errant birds back into the flock and urged them on toward the livestock market. "Feathers, sir?"

      Bastian snickered. "Marlo Godkurt grew," he held his hands almost a foot apart, "this summer. Lady Godkurt hung strips of cloth and feathers from all the doorways, to remind him to beware after he knocked himself out twice in as many months."

      Ewoud started to chuckle, then stopped. It wasn't funny, but it was, wasn't it? A rancid whiff of something distracted him. "That's different, sir." They walked down the road between the spice shops, a chandlery, and an open-rental wares-house. What stank?

      "One of the farmers rented the wares-house to use for making soft sour-cheese and fermented cream with herbs. It is dreadfully popular with the fashionable set, alas. Especially fermented cream with garlic. The medikos believe that the herbs and essence of fermentation counter the cool wetness in the cream, for those of a drier nature." His father did not sound excited. "You will find that your mother prefers to duplicate the dishes in her own kitchen, with cooling herbs."

      Oh no. Ewoud glanced over and saw Bastian drooping for an instant, then recovering the proper dignity. Oh no indeed. At least dairy season would be ending soon, and all that would be available were properly made cheeses. "Ah, is he keeping the cows inside the walls?"

      "No, thanks be to Yoorst and Maarsrodi," Tycho averred. He nodded to a colleague before continuing, "The council and the priests of Yoorst refused to permit it, so he is renting ground in the water-meadows south of the city, and built a shed for the cattle. His men bring the milk into the city in the mornings, as soon as the gates open."

      Ewoud started to ask about the cream, then caught himself staring at a matron wearing... Well, it looked like the vests the women to the east wore, but tighter and stiffer, in black with white and red figures woven into the fabric. She eschewed the usual breast-scarf, revealing large and chalk-white—He looked away, down, making sure of his steps on the road as it changed from cobbles to rutted dirt. "An interesting style," his father observed.

      "Yes, sir," Ewoud managed, not trusting himself to moderate his opinion. The pain in his shoulder made him more blunt than might be wise, than would be wise, in case the matron were in the household of one of the other merchants of the council.

      "Ahem. So," Bastian began after a moment or two. "How many furs did you bring back?"

      "As many as I left with. Meester Haakom frowned on us claiming the inferior pelts, and after seeing some of the results of poor tanning, believe me, you do not want me to open my bag and unfold half-rotten furs." They'd found some tucked into an outside corner of a storage building, for reasons no one could fathom, and seeing worms crawling on the things... Ugh. What a waste of mynkha. The stench had rivalled rotten eggs but in its own meaty-fishy way. They'd picked the remains up with sticks and hurried them out of the vlee's walls and then out of the city gate, with the blessings of the masters and the city's peace keepers. No one wanted more miasmas within the walls. Even the Scavenger-born had agreed.

      The men stopped in front of the wares-house. "Bastian, go in and warn your mother and Rikila that your brother has a broken collarbone and is a little sore." Bastian opened his mouth to protest, then darted ahead, taking Ewoud's bags with him. "How badly do you hurt?"

      "Very badly, sir. The mediko on board gave me some fever-ease, but he did not want to use anything stronger in case we had another storm." Ewoud thought sleeping through the storm sounded like a wonderful idea, but that would make trying to help with the pump or, Lady of Waters forefend, swim a small bit difficult.

      "That's what I thought. Broke my collarbone, right side, trying to dodge a staff blow while fighting two-on-one. I didn't." Tycho sounded meditative. "The leg did not hurt as much, as I recall, although I do not recommend breaking either."

      "I will endeavor to take your caution to heart, honored father."
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      Six days passed before Ewoud felt able to move farther than the wares-house office. His parents found more than enough to keep him from mischief as it was, at least when he wasn't sleeping. His mother had studied him, lips pursed, one embroidered shoe tapping the stone tiles of the sitting room floor. "The sea-dog vest will fit, as will the trousers, provided you do not squat down and lift anything. The coat... No. There's not enough material in the shoulders to let them out. And the court tunic and hose will be impossible. Praise be that there's time to make new, since we have the material on hand. Your father says the coat should be longer. We'll see. What did you do to the elbows of your shirts?" The foot tapped the floor more quickly.

      "I'm not certain, honored Mother." He truly wasn't. "Unless it was bending my arms over and over sorting and packing the pelts."

      "Hmm." Foot tapping slowed. "The seamstress should have reinforced the elbows. I will have a word with her." For the hundredth time at least, Ewoud wondered how a proper household managed to prosper without someone as skilled and budget-minded as his mother overseeing the domestic side of the business. It would be nice to be able to sneak at least one something past her, though, perhaps once a year at most?  "First the new coat with sea-dog and I think a touch of black squirrel if your father will permit the indulgence. Then hose and tunic, and I will see about that jacket. Shirts are easier." She nodded once. "The bodies were well enough cared for that the sleeves can be removed and replaced, and ah. That will serve for the older jacket as well." Another nod. "You may go, Ewoud. Do not forget to take another dose of boneflower."

      He bowed a little. "Yes, honored Mother." Ick. He preferred the bone broths the cook had been making for him to the tincture of boneflower, lung-leaf, and serpent-tongue root that the physician had left. It tasted like the giant schaef had smelled, and the physician claimed it would re-balance his natures to counteract the exposure to cold and wet as well as speeding bone healing. The concoction did indeed heat him inside, bringing sweat and making his stomach feel as if he'd been nibbling that little red fruit from Chin’mai that he'd eaten once on a dare. Once.

      Without any further orders, Ewoud decided to hide in the wares-house office. He needed to look at the account books, if his father would permit, and to catch up on business. Ewoud gritted his teeth and managed the heavy doors one-handed. His father and the journeymen were up in the second and third levels, conducting inventory and sorting late-season orders, so Ewoud perched on a stool and studied the overview page of the most recent ledger. After a moment he found a mage-light and brought it closer, then whispered the standard activation phrase. The little glow on a rod appeared, flickered, and then brightened. The spell's strength had faded. That meant Ewoud's mother had not been in the office recently, because Tycho only used oil lamps. His mother used mage light or oil, whichever happened to be cheaper that season. Who would have thought that a day would come when oil and candles cost more than a mage-light? Ewoud shook his head a little and set to work.

      Compared to the ledgers for the vlee, the Galnaar family business accounts were as minnows beside a whitefish. A hundred vlaat here, at most a thousand or so there, mostly through letters of credit and debit instead of coin, Ewoud saw as he skimmed over the summary pages. Granted, basic rough-tanned hides for shoe soles or rough work harnesses and repair leather would never command high prices compared to salt. Ewoud looked at the wall, frowning as he tried to recall if there was a leb-leather. No, yes, yes, there was, but he could not recall ever hearing leb-price for leather invoked in Rhonari. The truly poor wore wooden shoes or pattens over boiled and felted wool made from worn-out knits. Ewoud's own mother and sisters had made house shoes that way once or twice, because it was thrifty. Leather could be a leb-good but did not fall into the same category as leb-bread.

      One line in the summary gave Ewoud pause. He considered it, listened for his father, and then flipped carefully through the book to the late summer entries. He ran a finger down the column until he found it. "Tamman, one, trimmed. Two koog, one thin half koog." His eyes watered at the price. He'd never seen a koog coin, just its value in goods. Why had his father entered it under debits alone, rather than as held inventory and a debit? That did explain why the credit balance seemed far lower than it ought to be. And why Bastian had been so eager to talk about thrift and their mother's accounting of clothing. Ewoud heard steps, turned back to the summary page, and whispered to the mage light. It faded away and he set the little metal rod back in the storage box, away from his father's work area.

      "Good. Light a lamp, Ewoud. I don't want you going blind." Tycho waved at him. "And sit. If you fall over and break the other shoulder, I might as well rent space in the council hall for the season because your mother will drive me out of the house." Ewoud sat. "No, go make the deliveries, then see about packing those. Otherwise there'll be no room for either of them." The apprentice ducked and hurried out of the office doorway. Tycho lit his pipe with a coal from the tiny brazier under the ink-wells. "What news from the east?"

      Ewoud had been thinking about just that. "If anyone tries to sell you ovsta hides, sir, you might reconsider the offer. The animals are giant schaef and smell just as bad." Tycho held his hand level with the top of his desk, one eyebrow raised. Ewoud held his good hand shoulder high and was rewarded with his father boggling at him. "Giant schaef, sir. The easterners make their own leathers. They bark tan very heavily, less brain tanning, and only mage-tan furs and a few unusually heavy leathers. It makes sense, because tanner barks cost perhaps half what they cost here? Less for some kinds, or so I was told, and even the logs are rough-cut into troughs and that suffices to tan lighter-weight skins. The exchange process there is a little different from ours, sir."

      "I'd heard the ovsta were larger than our schaef, but not that large. The cheap bark doesn't surprise me. They don't farm as much as we do, at least not with animal-power. One of the beast-mages told me that the ovsta are bad for plowing, although I do not recall why." Tycho's head tipped to the side as he tried to recall. "Something about their feet? No, it was their dung I think. Not my concern. They have more trees and tree products than we do." Ewoud nodded. He'd heard the same from others, and he'd certainly seen more trees than in the territory of Rhonari.

      Should he mention the rumors Meester Wandel had brought in? They sounded so strange, but behind rumor might lurk truth. "Honored Father, Meester Wandel returned to the vlee just after midsummer. He had been far in the south, trading salt and iron goods for textiles, furs, and forest goods." Ewoud shifted on his stool. "He brought a rumor that I have trouble believing, along with news about the harvest and other matters in the south. Ah, Meester Wandel was told that the earth had shaken and churned, closing the mouth of the Moahne and even breaking the bridge at Moahnebrig." His father waited, watching. Ewoud twitched. "Um, he also said that he'd been told it was something from the south and that the king of Liambruu said it showed that the Great Northern Emperor had no rights over the land."

      Ewoud's father didn't blink or look surprised. "There is truth behind the rumor. The rising waters threatened the bridge at Moahnebrig, but it has not failed, at least not by the time the last traders came north with news. My factor at Platport was told by men from the south who had sailed from Chin’mai and then up the coast that yes, the river mouth had closed. Rock from the great cliffs filled the river's way. They did not go inland to see how large the block might be." Ewoud heard a little laughter in his father's voice. "I would not go seeking trouble, either. They said that the cliffs appeared lower than before. Since the river will try to find a new way past the rocks, they did not linger. It did explain the strange wave they'd seen in Chin’mai, if the rocks had all fallen in at once."

      Ewoud had trouble digesting the story. The rumor had been true. Was it something Donwah's waters had done, the way they had swallowed that little island when he was still a boy? Or had the southern king's people done something? But he had no mages, other than priests. "Um, Honored father, why would the king of Liambruu believe that the river mouth closing meant that the Great Northern Emperor had no power?"

      Tycho looked up at the ceiling beams, then back at Ewoud. "My son, there is no man quite so foolish or dangerous as one who so believes the rightness of his ideas that he twists the rest of the world to fit them. I have come to believe that King Sanchohaakon is one of those. Maarsrodi and Korvaal save me from such folly, but I think the southern king, eh, like this." He counted on his fingers. "The northern emperor has opened ports and smoothed rivers in the past," the smallest finger bent down. "He is the lord of the northern cities and lands, so their care is his responsibility, the way the king of Liambruu is responsible for that land." A second finger bent. "The Moahne would be a magnificent trade river, had Donwah made it other than it is, or if the emperor changed it." Third finger. "That the river is now closed means the emperor is not doing his duty and so the emperor's rights no longer exist." Tycho shook his head. "That the gods might perhaps be more powerful than the emperor, and that the emperor might have his own reasons for not acting are, of course, immaterial."

      Ewoud followed the logic and shook his head. "That makes as much sense as, oh, claiming that a woman was trying to entice a man by covering herself more than other women do, so that the man was tempted to remove her cloak and veil."

      "Or that my son lured a man to his death and his master to ruin by angering the journeyman and making him forget the laws." Tycho used the long stem of his white clay pipe to tap a letter on the corner of his desk, then looked Ewoud in the eyes. "What did happen?"

      "It started on the White Wave, Honored sire." Ewoud recounted the story. His father asked no questions, only listened. At last Ewoud said, "Sir, should I feel guilty about Hanka's death?"

      His father seemed to be staring at the heavy wooden lintel above the door. "My son, I do not know. The priests teach that while we can be led into error by deception and evil intent as well as by ignorance and folly, we are responsible only for our own actions unless we act to tempt and deceive. Thus a man may be guilty of seducing a maidservant, but she has a duty to avoid being alone with him unless it is in the course of her work or her employer has told her to do so." Tycho fell silent as Ewoud searched his conscience. At last his father sighed. "From your account, and even from this," he lifted the letter and dropped it again. "You did not lure, tempt, challenge, or order Hanka to break the laws. Especially not the vlee rules forbidding non-masters from consorting with women, professional or otherwise. Did you see him in the journeymen's and sons' quarters at all?"

      Ewoud tried to recall, searching his memory, eyes narrowed and looking at the wall past his father's head. "No. There were additional quarters in our section that I did not visit because they were not my concern. I assume he had space there, or with his master?"

      "It is possible Dogald had room sufficient for Hanka and others to stay with him, but doubtful." Tycho sounded thoughtful, and after a moment he took a pen from its holder, checked the tip, and removed one of the inks from the stand, then made a note on the outside of the letter. "We are going to the temple with a notary-mage, not one who has dealt with your brother," he assured Ewoud, "and you are going to repeat the story under god-oath before the notary. Then I will send a copy to Dogald's man and leave one with the priests. I am not paying the demanded blood price for a journeyman who knowingly violated so many rules."

      Ewoud sagged with relief, or would have if his collarbone hadn't reminded him to stay straight.

      "Be aware that this may, and from what I have heard of Dogald will, continue once he returns." Tycho did not sound overly concerned, and Ewoud decided that if his father was not worried, neither would he fret. Much.

      "Ah, Father, another rumor, and a question. The rumor is that some places are claiming mages, or their services I should say, as leb-goods."

      His father pulled on his pipe, held the smoke for a moment, then exhaled a thin stream of sweet, dark-smelling smoke. "I have heard the same. There are already representatives from some of the southern cities waiting here in Rhonari, with the aim of petitioning the emperor to permit them to compel mages to serve until such time as there are, ah, 'sufficient to see to the needs of all without undue hardship' was what he said." Tycho raised one eyebrow.

      "Hardship to the mages or to the southerners? Sir." Ewoud rubbed his forehead. How one intended to compel a mage to do anything Ewoud had no idea, and the guilds would not tolerate that sort of thing. But what about healing and medical mages? Or animal mages? Were preservation spells absolutely vital to life? Not for Ewoud's family, but... His certainty began fading a little. Still, to compel people to serve was different from setting a price for something. If a baker had no flour to make bread, he could not be punished for not baking leb-bread.

      "And the question?"

      "Why was I called back, sir?" He'd seen no sign of betrothal preparations, not that he had inquired. He also wanted to know about the tamman on the books.

      For the first time, something close to fear appeared in his father's eyes. "Because his most Imperial Majesty's messenger requested your presence. He left a tamman hide here as a sign of the emperor's sincerity." Tycho shook his head. "Given the cost of the thing, I listed it as a debit until I find out if we can sell it or if we are supposed to return it when you are introduced to the court. At least it doesn't smell the way the thing in the council chamber does. Be glad you were not here this summer, my son. And your mother," a heart-felt sigh. "She has grown most interested in saka after seeing the necklace the imperial representative's wife wore. Most interested," he repeated, wearily.

      "Frequently interested, sir?"

      "Yes."

      Father and son shared a look. Gerta Galnaar Rhonarides rarely demanded anything, but once she did, woe betide anyone who failed to take seriously the intensity of that desire. An upset mother terrified Ewoud far more than the interest of the Great Northern Emperor. After all, the emperor would come and depart. Gerta Rhonarides would be at the wares-house for the rest of Ewoud's life, which might be short if he displeased her too much. Worse, she might mention her displeasure and Ewoud's dietary needs to Ewoud's future bride. "Ah, not to presume, but is my most honored and wise mother familiar with the grades of saka?"

      "Not yet and it would please me if you do not enlighten her. A necklace of dark-honey and green saka is being made. Silver mount. Clear, not clouded or with spots in it other than the central piece. Apparently I am not the only husband being, ahem, encouraged to obtain saka in exchange for domestic tranquility." The sour expression on Tycho's face warned Ewoud that a wise man would not mention saka around the other merchants for a while. "Enough so that the mages' guilds issued rules that the wives and daughters of guild members are not to wear it, neither are the mages themselves. Wiebe asked if I knew why, other than the outrageous price of the stones."

      Ewoud shrugged his good shoulder. The ways of mages could be strange. Each guild had its own rules, just like the craft and trade confraternities, and no man outside could be certain why they did particular things. "Wasn't it the white-smiths who said that no member's family was to wear red a few years ago, sir, because of the dispute over the quality of copper wire?"

      His father rubbed his forehead, then pinched his nose and closed his eyes. "I do not recall, but that sounds correct. And I believe that dinner will be ready shortly." Tycho stood and waited as Ewoud wiggled a little, getting off the stool with care so as not to jostle his shoulder. "How long did the mediko give before that healed?"

      "Thirty eight days, so another twenty eight days if I do nothing foolish, sir." As much as it ached, foolishness remained very far down the list of things Ewoud cared to be.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Ewoud escaped the house for the first time since his return. His father had been called by the council to oversee inventory of the foodstuffs purchased by the city in order to prepare for the emperor's arrival. "I need him to handle the mage-lights and tags," Tycho had informed Ewoud's mother. "You have no more fitting sessions for him, I trust."

      "No. He may go." She looked for a moment as if she wanted to add something, then made a cutting motion with one hand and returned to supervising the servants unpacking preserved food from storage so they could put this season's fresh-made preserves and dried foods away. Ewoud changed into something that suited inventory in a public place, lifted his own staff out of the holder by the door, and followed his father out into the street.

      Bright sun warmed Ewoud's shoulders. The frigid air stung his nose a little, though. The usual low clouds of early winter had disappeared for the moment, but the wind seemed insistent on reminding everyone of the true season. Most people moved quickly on their errands despite the lovely warm sun. Or perhaps they wanted to find a place in the sun and out of the wind? Ewoud's nose stung before they reached the storage buildings near the smiths' quarter. Ewoud recognized the heavy scent of earth-coal under the wood-smoke and other daily smells. "Earth coal inside the city, sir?"

      "Special permission for the next few days. Wood deliveries are being diverted to storage—outside the walls, never fear—for the emperor's needs." Tycho stopped by the gate, waiting with growing impatience as the guard searched for the proper key on an enormous ring of nearly-identical black-iron keys that jangled. The man found the correct one, murmured an apology, and unlocked the gate. Ewoud followed his father across the courtyard, stopping briefly to bow to the small statue of Maarsrodi by the inner door.

      The door opened and one of the city clerks bowed them in. "Meester Tycho."

      "I brought my son to serve as additional hands." Tycho gave the clerk a firm look, as if he expected a protest. The man simply bowed again and backed away. "I suspect he would like to be back in his warm office rather than counting sacks of grain in a drafty hall."

      Ewoud copied his father, since he wasn't certain what else to do. They leaned their staffs against the wall by the door and walked past several neat piles of grain sacks to a mound of barrels. "Quite likely, sir," Ewoud said once they were out of the clerk's ear-shot.

      "So. We start with these. They are supposed to be flour, both fine and heavy." Tycho pointed, and Ewoud went farther on, located a mage light from the supply near the clerks' tables, returned, and then found the first tag. Tycho explained, "I'll call off the count, and you confirm it. I'm not having my tax money wasted, and I do not care to face the rest of the council if I have not confirmed everything as best I can."

      Ewoud wondered who had protested his father's taking inventory. He made a mental list, then removed one name. That master was lazy and rarely delivered anything on time, but he'd never been accused of theft by substitution. "Yes, sir." Any enchantment and excitement Ewoud had felt about the emperor's visit disappeared quickly as he crouched, peering at tags and trying to read them in the faint mage-light.
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            The Emperor Arrives

          

        

      

    

    
      It lacked two days to mid-winter when Bastian lurched up the ladder in the wares-house. "His majesty has been seen. He and his people are coming overland!"

      Ewoud finished recording the hides and noting some with more flaws than the seller had certified, then turned to his younger brother. "Yes. Apparently his majesty prefers not to sail in winter." He kept his voice calm and reasonable, and did not use the slate to thump Bastian on the head. Doing that had not forced sense into the skull thus far, and probably would not in the future. They needed to get these graded and recorded, no matter who was coming, short of the gods themselves.

      "Mother says that she heard from the mercer that he's bringing his own cats with him."

      Ewoud shrugged and returned to work. "He may well be. He's probably bringing his own great-haulers and other animals as well. Some of the great lords to the south have cows or schaef that travel with them to provide milk for their children if the heir and others are part of the group." Was that on the list? He peered closer. Yes, but on a different column. Ewoud checked it off and started hunting for the small packet of rabbit tanned for bandages.

      "Why are you not interested?" Bastian sounded hurt.

      Ewoud wondered too, a little. "Because this must be done. We have contracts to fulfil and business to oversee whether the emperor is here or not, and I'd rather get it done before the excitement starts." Was it because he still didn't believe it quite? Or was it because he'd seen other men from the north and accepted that the emperor did exist, that he was coming to do imperial business, and that it was not much different from his father's description of the southern lords travelling? Aside from traveling during the season when normal men and women remained within walls if possible, and the emperor not having been seen in the south for several hundred years. He should be more excited and eager, but he wasn't.

      "The courier said that the emperor should be here in three days, unless a storm moves in from the sea. He was south of Maans'hill." Bastian left the top of the ladder. "What's missing?"

      "A small bundle of rabbit tanned for healing." Bastian ducked under a shelf and removed two parcels. "Is one of those rabbit?"

      "Ah, I think so. It has a sigil rather than a written tag." Bastian brought it to Ewoud. "Yes, rabbit. This one is," he paused, turning the bundle over and peering at dark squiggles on the wrapper. "Ugh. Whoever tagged this should take handwriting lessons again, or at least get a new pen. I think it is, no." He set the rabbit down and took the second parcel to an oil lamp. "Isinglass." Ewoud blinked, as did Bastian. "Why do we have isinglass? That's supposed to be for the clerks, isn't it?"

      "Clerks and brewers, unless mother bought it? No, it wouldn't be here if she got it for the kitchen." Ewoud had no idea why fish bladders could possibly be in with fine-tanned and thin-scraped leathers. He checked the list twice more, then hunted around for the miscellaneous register. "Not here either. It must have been tossed into the lot by mistake. Put it back with the rabbit and I'll tell father. He can probably find someone who wants it." The brewers would be the likely people, but one never knew. "Has mother finished the spice inventory?"

      Bastian hunched his shoulders and kept his voice lower as he whispered, "Yes, and she went on to the baking pans. Three are missing. She is not happy. Stay away from the kitchen and pantries, whatever you do."

      That might be the best advice Bastian had ever given, in Ewoud's opinion. Their mother would have the servants and Rikila emptying every shelf, drawer, and corner looking for the missing tin or pottery. That meant that no one would be happy, and the women tended to be just a tiny bit snappish in those circumstances. It sounded like a very good time to be doing inventory in the wares-house's storage areas.

      Heavy snow thudded down from low clouds three days later. Ewoud held his hands over the top of the office-oven and stared at nothing, letting his eyes rest and brain go numb. He'd been correcting some accounts and updating currency exchanges. Even with a bead-counter, three way conversions taxed his memory. There had to be a better way to calculate that kind of figure and record it in the ledgers. Perhaps if they added a column? No, they'd done that. It was the intermediate currency that took up time, Ewoud knew, so if they eliminated—No, because for certain prices they needed to know what the middle-man had been using for his valuations prior to adding his fee. What if—

      "Ewoud!" He jumped out of his skin almost. "Did you not hear me? You need to change immediately into your good clothes." His mother stood in the doorway, fists on hips, eyes wide. "His most Imperial Majesty is here at the gates. Your father requests your presence with the other sons of the council now."

      "Yes, ma'am." He trotted past her, not running or racing, then hurried up the steps to his quarters. He changed as quickly as he could, but did not put on his good boots. The slop would spoil the embroidery. He hurried down again, pulled his oiled-linen cloak on over his good clothes, and jammed his feet into foul weather boots, then boot pattens as he collected his staff, then left the house.

      "The salt gate!" His mother called after him. He didn't need directions, given the mass of people who had stopped work and were streaming like spawning fish through the streets, all going to the same place. His fears about the slop in the streets were accurate, and Ewoud saw more than one person slipping in the mix of snow, water, mud, and dung. Not all streets had paving. Ewoud skirted a few groups of people who glowered or cursed those around them, and ducked behind some larger men as Rota the Mad shrieked that the gods had begun to unmake the world and the emperor's return was the first sign. The old woman shook her fists and struggled to fight against the flow of people. Ewoud threaded between some barrels blocking the traffic way, then hurried as a gap opened up.

      The council were not hard to find. Peacekeepers held the rest of the citizens and residents away from the patricians, and Ewoud spotted his father's distinctive hat, and the small space around him. The others always gave him room, lest their seals or other mage-touched things lose their power. Ewoud saw his father peering around through the fat snow flakes and waved, then joined the other heirs in a larger clump between the patricians and the others.

      Trumpets sounded, their tone oddly sweet despite the cold. Men in blue and white strode into the city, followed by huge, hairy grey and white cattle pulling a wagon. Was it a wagon? Yes, just far fancier than Ewoud had ever seen, with both wheels and runners. Gasps and yelps rose from the people of Rhonari, and a wave of bows and genuflections flowed through the crowd. If he had not been around other men of the north, Ewoud probably would have gasped or yelped with the others. As it was, the pale white hunting cat with dark eyes that watched from beside the emperor made Ewoud gulp. How could white fur be paler than white? He didn’t know, but it was. The cat seemed larger than the one Ewoud had glimpsed. Like his master, the cat studied his surroundings with calm, intense eyes. That made Ewoud nervous. When his mother looked like that, someone was about to be in a great deal of difficulty. And his mother did not have claws as long as Ewoud’s middle finger. The cat washed one paw and ignored the commotion.

      His most Imperial Majesty stood at least six feet tall, probably closer to seven, with broad shoulders and strong-looking hands inside pale blue gloves. Just the dye alone for the gloves likely cost more than Ewoud wanted to think about, although he ought to find out what it was, because he suspected it would be in very high demand quite soon. The emperor wore his white-blond hair in a braid as big around as a stone-cutter’s wrist. Fur almost as white as the emperor's hair trimmed a dark blue, thigh-length coat. His sword hung from a darker blue belt with matching scabbards for knife and sword, all trimmed in sliver and gold with pale yellow stones. White breeches tucked into dark blue boots, also topped with fur. The pale yellow and snow-shadow blue gems on his crown flashed as he turned his head, looking at the gathered crowd of patricians, priests, and other people. His clean-shaven, broad and strong face had high cheekbones and oddly dark eyebrows.

      The Great Northern Emperor raised one hand and blue fire appeared, dancing above his finger-tips. The crowd sighed, or so it sounded to Ewoud, and all the mages bowed low, foreheads almost touching knees. Ewoud bowed as well, but not as low. He felt power moving, but not the way a magic spell moved. Instead, the emperor radiated something that made Ewoud want to obey. "Greetings to the city." The man called, his voice filling the space behind the gate.

      The chief priest of Maarsrodi, speaker for the clergy, and senior mayor Dalmant Enkerman replied, "Honor and greetings, most noble majesty, and welcome to the proud city of Rhonari." Ewoud had heard Tycho grumbling about the clerks hunting for the proper protocols and not attending to other city business. The snow swirled, the flakes now as large as Ewoud's hand.

      "It is good to see our cities still prospering after so long." Again, the emperor's voice took up all the room in the street. Was it because of the heavy snow? Or magic?

      "We your people are honored by your presence and bid you welcome to the hospitality of the city for the duration of your residence with us." Mayor Enkerman sounded dazed.

      "Thank you. After we have shown proper honor to the gods of the city, we look forward to partaking of that hospitality, as do our people."

      Maarsrodi's Son raised his hand, the ring of office prominent. "The way has changed a little since the emperor last visited the city, most Imperial Majesty. Allow me to serve as your guide."

      The emperor inclined his head. "Thank you. Please lead us to the temples." The priest inclined his head in return and turned, walking up the road. The wagon glided into motion, moving silently and more smoothly than the ruts should have allowed. Magic? Or a very expensive wagon with excellent suspension? Ewoud had heard of such a thing but had never seen one in person. Behind the wagon came more men and some women in carts drawn by something like the ovsta but leaner, with rounded instead of flat noses and longer ears. Then more men in blue and white, or grey and light brown, some wearing saka on collars or as broaches on round, fur hats. So much fur strode past that Ewoud had serious doubts about the remaining population of veshla, mynkha, god-touched bank-rat, and other animals of the woods and streams. Large cats paced along beside a few men, but only a half-dozen or so. They swished amazingly thick tails, and walked on huge, round feet like snowshoes.

      Beside Ewoud, Marlo Godkurt whispered, "I know what all the children will be demanding next year." Ewoud almost smiled, because that's exactly what his youngest sister would want—a fuzzy doll shaped like one of those cats. And the women would want dresses and gloves in that shade of blue, and more saka, and the quiet wagons and carts, and all sorts of things.

      The procession continued. Ewoud's father had said that a thousand northerners would be coming with the emperor, and Ewoud wondered if all of them were processing through the Salt Gate. It was possible. They would all want to go to the temples, wouldn't they? The inn-keepers and others would do well this season, or so everyone hoped. At last the final men and women, servants of some kind Ewoud assumed, walked through the gate and down the street. Only when they turned the corner did the crowd sigh, and everyone began talking at once, or stamping their feet and hurrying away as they realized how cold their feet had become.

      "I don't know what I expected, but that wasn't it," Caster Paaula's voice cut the snow-filled air. "He's a mage, and?"

      Ewoud heard his father's voice replying. "And he traveled overland, in winter, with a thousand people. Their wagons and sledges and other vehicles are still outside the walls. No ordinary man can do that."

      "Can you get one of your house cats to sit at your side, or walk on a lead?" Ewoud wasn't the only man or woman smiling at Teun Eisener's sally. The master blacksmith peered down at the preservation mage. "Well? I can't. They don't even come when I call their names."

      Paaula stared up in turn. "You give them names?"

      A third voice called, "Of course. Doesn't everyone have a 'Damn it, get away from that' and 'Bad cat'?" Raucous laughter filled the cold air, and Ewoud ducked his head, grinning at the jest.

      Marlo Godkurt wondered, "What would you call a cat as large as those?"

      "Probably sir or ma'am," a journeyman light mage riposted from behind them. Ewoud just shook his head and waited for the other masters to begin hurrying to the council building on the main square before joining his father.

      "I shudder to think how much one cat that large eats. As much as your brother," Tycho murmured as they walked, staffs thumping the slippery road.

      "Aye, sir. We'd need to buy a fishing boat at least."

      After they'd walked as far as the south end of the market square, Tycho stopped. "Go home. His Imperial Majesty's ambassador said that today his majesty only wants to meet with the mayors and council members. Tomorrow will be the day for introductions of the leading families."

      Ewoud inclined his body toward his father. "Yes, sir." Getting out of the cold and wet sounded delightful, and the ledgers needed to be finished. He skirted clots of chattering people, ducked a scowling peace-keeper intent on something just past Ewoud, and after a fraction of an eye-blink's hesitation, bought hot roasted parchment-hulls from a street stand. He pulled his glove off with his teeth, tucked it into his belt, then managed the nuts one handed, holding the cone of scrap paper in the other, along with his staff. It was awkward but doable. Ewoud took an indirect route back to the wares-house. By pure coincidence, he finished the nuts and had time to conceal the paper before arriving at the door. He did not see either his mother or Bastian, so he popped he paper into the fire in the office, then went to the living part of the house. The paper had been cross-written and scratched over so often that there wasn't any point in trying to use it for anything more.

      Ewoud changed out of his finery and returned to the office, still without seeing his mother or siblings. The servants seemed busy so he returned to the accounts books. After working through another page, he stopped, staring at the wall beside the list of hides and leathers the family traded in. How much would a cat that large eat? How much would all those people eat? Had they brought their own food? And why wasn't he more excited or nervous? Was something wrong with him?

      Maybe that was it. Ewoud found the scrap of white ribbon and set it in the seam of the ledger, marking the page, then closed the heavy brown covers. Maybe he lacked a sense of excitement the way his father lacked magic. That would explain things, and made more sense than most. He put out the lamps, banked the fire in the brazier and lifted the little lever that raised the inks farther from the fire. Too bad the mages couldn't put little heat-keeping spells on the bottles for ink like they did for some ovens and solid things. Wiebe had explained once that it had to do with the water in the ink. "A mug that kept hot things hot would also be nice," Ewoud muttered to himself, "along with a hot bath and a shave, dyes that never faded or rubbed off, hides that never soured, and trees that produced pastries and roasted fowl." Magic made life easier, but it didn't make everything perfect. And how would you keep roasted fowl hot between the tree and the table? What would the flowers look like—brown eggs?

      "Ewoud, what are you giggling about?" His mother inquired as he came into the living part of the wares-house.

      "The song about the beggar's dream, honored mother, with the roasted meat that grew on trees. How would you keep it warm to get it to market, and what would the tree's flowers look like?"

      She opened her mouth, closed it, looked thoughtful, and said, "Double-line baskets, like some of the bakers use to deliver fresh rolls and breads to the inns. Go select a pale wine and a beer for supper, please. The maids are busy." She presented Ewoud with a large pitcher and her keys.

      "Yes, ma'am." He ducked out into the garden and hurried to the stone shed at the end. He unlocked the door, tapped the mage-light and found the beers. They had three, and he tried to remember which his mother served with pale wines. It didn't really matter. The wheat was the oldest, so he filled the large pewter pitcher with that, then looked at the wine casks. The tapped casks had colored thread around their spouts, showing that they were either unripe, or festival wines, or ready for use. Ewoud reached for one, stopped, and reached for a different one with a dark red thread on it. The wine flasks stayed on a shelf by the door, and he found the one with the narrow neck. He decanted the wine into the flask, sniffed it, and decided that was probably what his mother had in mind. He took the flask out and set it on the shelf outside the shed, picked up the pitcher, doused the mage light, and locked the door. He carried flask and pitcher with great care. Both were full to the rim.

      "Thank you." He set the pitchers down where his mother indicated, then returned her keys. "Bastian will be eating with the mage-journeymen tonight. Wiebe invited him to attend an elevation."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      His father came in rather later than usual. Ewoud's mother must have suspected that he would be tardy, because supper consisted of stewed things and a fish-pie, as well as broth and a salad of the last fresh greens of the year. Tycho seemed more distracted than usual and did not notice the dollop of herbed soured cheese Gerta spooned onto his greens. Ewoud ate his portion and half-prayed that the end of dairy season would make this the last time the concoction appeared in the house. He was not cold natured, unlike his father, and did not need his humors so carefully balanced.

      "I fear Master Paaula has truly become a legend," Tycho said at last as he, Gerta, and Ewoud sat by the fire.

      "Oh?" Gerta had begun knitting, and the fire light turned the polished bone needles pink.

      Tycho shook his head and played with his chain of mastery with one hand. "The entire city will know soon enough, so there is no harm in telling, I suppose." He sighed. "His most Imperial Majesty stood in the great council chamber, facing the truth bar." Ewoud closed his eyes a little and visualized the scene. "Caster Paaula stood just outside the chamber, and only Radmar knows if he thought he would not be heard, or if he did not care, or if he had perhaps drunk too much with dinner."

      "Oh dear." Ewoud's mother stopped knitting.

      "Everyone in the chamber heard him. 'But how do we know he's really the emperor? No one lives four hundred years, and mages cast illusions.' I have never seen so many men looking for places to hide," Tycho mused as Ewoud covered his face with both hands. "I wanted to duck into one of the records chests, but Pelzerman beat me to the space."

      "Ah, honored father, what happened?"

      Tycho shivered. "It began to snow. Inside the council room. Real snow, not an illusion. His most Imperial Majesty still had not spoken. He looked down at the cat, and the beast stood, then bounded to the door and dragged Paaula in by the leg. Without tearing his boots or trousers, I must add. Would that the water dogs were that soft mouthed. Count Eudeat Mangus, who will be the ambassador to the city, suggested that perhaps this was not an illusion. Even Paaula had to agree, since he'd been left sitting in a cold puddle. I've never, ever seen anything like that."

      Ewoud started to speak, then stared. "Sir, you saw and felt the snow?"

      "Oh yes. So it cannot have been a mage illusion. Whatever his most Imperial Majesty did to begin the snow in the chamber, the snow flakes themselves were quite real and had no magic to them. They felt as cold and wet as what fell outside the building." Tycho sounded meditative. "I do hope it does not happen again, although the look on Paaula's face was most entertaining." Ewoud and his mother both covered their mouths. They'd heard more than an ear-full about Paaula's grating, whining presence on the council.

      "No. Snow on those floors and the documents?" Gerta shivered. "Is his Imperial Majesty really as tall as the statue of Maarsrodi in the main temple?"

      Tycho and Ewoud both smiled. "No, he is a large man, over six feet with a blacksmith's shoulders, but not that tall. He looks like the other men from the far north, with pale hair and skin, and dark eyes. His cat is rather more unusual than his majesty."

      Gerta blinked, then narrowed her eyes. "My lord husband, you said that the cat dragged Caster Paaula into the chamber?"

      "How tall would you say the cat is, Ewoud?" Tycho gestured for him to stand.

      Ewoud stood, and put his hand a little above the point of his hip. "This tall at the shoulder? He was seated when I saw him, honored mother, and it was difficult to tell. His ears came level with his majesty's belt when his majesty stood. Feet so large around," he made a ring with the fingers of both hands. "And it obeys orders. So his majesty must be a must unusual man indeed."

      "That he must be, my lord husband, Ewoud." Gerta resumed knitting. "Does he have a proper name that has been mentioned?"

      Tycho blinked. Ewoud stared into the shadows beside the fire, dredging his memory. Everything he'd ever read or seen only said, "The Great Northern Emperor" and the years since his last visit, or since the end of the cold, or some major event like the Great Drowning of Maans'hill.

      "Yes, he does. He is named Mimir Borghindson, but no one uses his personal name." Tycho sucked on his pipe, then released a long plume of smoke. "It might not even be his true name, but a use name, the way some priests give up their family names when they enter the gods' service."

      Ewoud considered the idea. Well, women gave up their birth-family's names when they married and entered a new family line, so taking a different name when a man became emperor sounded reasonable. Did he inherit the position, or was it like some trading families where the most skilled and interested son inherited? It wasn't something Ewoud intended to worry about. He had more than sufficient. Which reminded him... "Honored father, mother, has that journeyman cooper been near the house recently?"

      "The one who shows premature interest in making your sister's acquaintance?" Gerta's eyebrows drew down, as did her mouth. "Not that I am aware of. Why?"

      "I thought I caught sight of him as I returned from the Salt Gate. He seemed to be coming up the road and peering into the gate, but then crossed the road and entered Jostman's gate." Ewoud thought back to the quick glimpse. "I wasn't certain if it was the same man, but he acted furtive, sneaking around, not like a man on true business."

      Both his parents frowned, and Gerta tapped the bone knitting needles together. "He is not welcome. His master knows this. Perhaps, my lord husband, a word with Master Felderman is needed."

      The head of the cooper's confraternity? Well, if the man's master was not keeping proper discipline, than someone had to. It reflected badly on the entire confraternity. Ewoud had heard about that sort of thing quite often even within the merchants' confraternity. Tycho rubbed under his nose. "I am not in favor of addressing Felderman, but in this case I fear you are correct. I have heard stories about that young man, and they do not feature his skills in his trade, unfortunately." Tycho's careful phrasing made Ewoud shiver a little. That meant they had to be very, very bad indeed. After what he'd seen in Kehlibar, Ewoud did not want to encounter another journeyman bending and breaking the laws.

      After a period of quiet, Tycho stood. Ewoud and Gerta stood as well. "His most Imperial Majesty will be addressing the city and presenting his staff, including the ambassador, tomorrow in the main market. All are welcome to come, women and men, so that all know his people on sight." A little smile lifted the corner of Tycho's mouth, and Ewoud smiled a little in return. He doubted that anyone would have trouble recognizing the northerners, but then there was the story about that short-sighted goldsmith...

      The next morning Ewoud, Bastian, Rikila, and their parents joined the throngs making their way to the great market square. The sun shone through grey clouds, peeping out for a moment before fading again, flirting with the land. The wind seemed to have settled and gone quiet, which suggested that it was changing. Ewoud stayed close to his younger sister, watching for the cooper's man. If he thought to take advantage of the crowd, he'd have a most unpleasant surprise in store. Rikila had been learning how to defend herself, but Ewoud stood a head taller and remained far stronger. The family found a space near the corner where the root-sellers set up their stalls and baskets, facing the council building. Ewoud admired again the solid brick building, decorated with colored plaster and with colored tiles in the shapes of the crests of Rhonari and the other free cities. Rhonari's insignia covered at least twice as much of the facade as did the others, of course. The wind-eyes above the top floor made the building seem lighter than it really was. So much more civilized than Kehlibar!

      "How much rent are they charging, I wonder?" Tycho nodded toward some of the buildings surrounding the square. Their owners or renters had removed the winter covers from the windows and opened the shutters, allowing people to lean out for a better view. "And who is responsible if that individual falls out, hmm?"

      Apparently someone else had the same question, because hands reached from inside and pulled the brightly-clad man back from his perilous perch. Ewoud glanced at Bastian, "Don't try that."

      "Why not? I can hook my feet under the big chest and get almost half way out as it is now. If we—" He caught his mother's glare and subsided.

      The beautiful trumpets called again, drawing everyone's attention to the front of the council building. The festival stage had been put into place, and as Ewoud watched, the lower doors of the council building opened and soldiers in blue and black appeared along the sides of the platform. A voice called from the loggia, "His most Imperial Majesty, the Emperor of the North!" Then the senior mayor appeared, and then the Great Northern Emperor himself. Everyone bowed, clothes rustling like a sigh from the crowd. Ewoud wasn't certain he could recall seeing so many of Rhonari's citizens and other residents in the square together.

      "You may rise," the herald called. More rustling and everyone stood, all eyes turned to the tall man in white and blue. Again, his cat sat beside him, and Ewoud heard his mother squeak a little as the cat yawned. Was it going to wash its nethers in public like most cats did? Ewoud quashed the thought and a chuckle as fast as they floated up.

      The emperor studied the crowd as the people of Rhonari studied him, looking slowly from left to right. "We thank you for your hospitality to us. It has been many years since we visited our cities, and we are pleased to find them prospering. When the Great Cold ended and the land emerged from Sneelah's hand, our ancestors re-settled the lands as they emerged from the snow and cold, using magic and the gifts of the gods, along with muscle and mind. The gods charged a high price for their aid—that men be permitted to govern themselves if they proved themselves able and willing to take such responsibilities. Some did not, others chose to defer to a lord who defers to us." The emperor turned his gloved hands palms up, as if shrugging off the others' decision. "But your fathers took the harder path and made land from water and waste, built walls and claimed both rights and duties. You, and a few others, retain that freedom and we are pleased. Our forefathers left you to your own way, so that you might not grow too dependent on any save the gods and yourselves. Years passed and we turned our attention elsewhere, to other needs. Perhaps too many years have passed." He paused. "Or perhaps not."

      Ewoud inclined toward not, given how well Rhonari and the others fared without anyone but the gods intervening in their affairs. He wasn't the only one, if the nods and murmurs told truth.

      "However, events far to the south have drawn our attention, as have pleas for our judgment and justice. So we have come, to hear the petitions of those seeking redress, and to deliver justice here and," the emperor paused, giving the people a significant look. "Elsewhere."

      Beside him, Ewoud heard his father's quiet, "Heh."

      "It is unfortunate that some prefer not to take heed when the gods themselves give a clear and undeniable sign of their approval or disapproval, but so it is." The emperor seemed to look straight at Ewoud and his family. "We have come, and we will provide justice as the gods will, and address the claims of those who say that we exist no longer." He seemed to smile, but with humor or threat Ewoud did not try to guess. "As you can see, their belief is in error.

      "We have given commands that all foods and drink, fuel and other necessities needed by our court and retainers are to be purchased, either with silver or with kind. Should anyone of our retinue claim anything without payment, we must be told, that we may deal with the offender." A sigh of relief floated from the crowd. Ewoud's father made an odd noise in his throat and looked thoughtful.

      The emperor said more things, complimenting the cities, something about the ambassadors and taxes and petitions. Ewoud's mind circled back to the emperor's comment about those who deny both the gods and the emperor himself. That had to be Liambruu, didn't it? Only Liambruu's king refused to take a hint, and only he denied that the Great Northern Emperor still existed and had jurisdiction over the lands of the empire. Or where there others, some of the city lords, the counts and dukes? Would any of them be coming to Rhonari? Or would the emperor go to them? That made more sense, especially if he could travel in winter when everyone else stayed within their walls. Ewoud wondered what King Sanchohaakon's face would look like when the person he claimed no longer existed appeared in person. An elbow in his ribs caught his attention. Rikila had small, sharp elbows.

      Ewoud turned around and moved between Rikila and the young man approaching the family. Bastian glanced over and shifted as well. Four people now stood between Rikila and her would-be suitor, three of them carrying staffs. The journeyman cooper hesitated, then wiggled through the crowd, coming even closer despite the protests and hard looks tossed his way. Neither of the brothers said a word, only staring at the interloper. He stopped in front of them, looking past them at Rikila. Or was he? The square-faced young man swayed a little, and his eyes seemed out of focus. Where was his coat? He wore a tunic and trousers, his journeyman's apron, and boots, but no jacket. An indoor cap, not a hat or hood, covered messy, dirty-blond hair. "There you ahre! Ah've been lookin' fohr you, honored miss." He staggered, slurring his words.

      "You're drunk, Jurjin," Bastian said. "You need to go lie down." He kept his voice low. This was not the place for a scene.

      Jurjin failed to heed the warning. "You're such a pretty girl." The unfocused look shifted into an unfocused leer. "Just the kind a man wants in cold weather."

      Rikila's eyes went wide and she backed up, colliding with her parents. Tycho spun around, saw Jurjin, and hissed. Gerta took Rikila's arm and started leading her away from the drunk journeyman.

      "Whas' t' matter, lady? You think I'm not good enough for the pretty?"

      Bastian tried again as Ewoud shifted his grip on his staff. "Jurjin, this isn't the time. You need to get out of the cold."

      "S'not that cold." Jurjin staggered closer, turning as if to go past the men towards Gerta and Rikila. "Lady with me will warm things up. Won't you, pretty?" He wove back and forth, then side to side. "Two of you? More for me!" Gerta clamped her hands on Rikila's ears as he called, "I like two at a time!"

      Ewoud grabbed Bastian as he lunged for the drunken fool. Their father beat the boys to the man's side. Tycho grabbed the journeyman and hissed, "I have warned you before Jurjin. Stay away from my daughter." The hiss carried well in the cold air, and at least a dozen heads whipped around to see the commotion.

      "Ah, Korvaal have mercy," a wiry, middle-aged man groaned. "Should have known." He glared and stepped closer to the drunk journeyman.

      A taller man with broad shoulders under his jerkin and jacket eased through the other people. He and the leaner man wore the brown and black badges of the coopers' confraternity. "Jurjin." Tycho backed away, joining Ewoud in holding Bastian's shoulders.

      "Mashter Thelderman," the journeyman tried to bow and staggered, losing his balance. "I found my mithtress, keep me warm!" He staggered again, and the wiry cooper grabbed him by the collar, then the shoulder, hauling the taller journeyman upright.

      "No. You are going to your quarters to sober up," Meester Felderman growled, so quiet Ewoud could barely hear him. "What did you do, boy, get locked in Ventris's storehouse overnight?"

      "No! I wan' my pretty!" Jurjin flailed wildly, managing to hit the other cooper in the face and break free. He staggered around and started running toward Rikila and her mother. "Come here, I want to warm my hands in your—Urk!"

      Ewoud held his staff horizontal, braced against his stomach and hip. The man's weight almost ripped it out of his hand, and Ewoud's tender shoulder screamed at him as Jurjin fell over, then started to vomit. Ewoud pulled the staff back as the two master coopers stood over their charge, swearing under their breaths. So much for keeping things quiet. Ewoud couldn't find his mother or sister.

      "The ladies are going home," Ewoud's father said into his ear. "There's a better way to brace. Remind me to show you later."

      "Yes, sir."

      A quartet of peace keepers had made their way to the corner, and Meester Feldman pointed to the vomiting journeyman. "Name's Jurjin. Former cooper's journeyman."

      "Again?" The burly, brown-clad man grunted, then shook his head and frowned. "He have city-right outside of his trade?"

      Feldman looked at his associate. The smaller man shook his head. "No. He's from a village near Vlaaterbe, no city-right here."

      The four peace-keepers bared their teeth. "Ah, good to know. Out he goes, then." Two of them hoisted the soused man up by the shoulders and Felderman removed the former journeyman's apron. The peace-keepers dragged Jurjin away as the master cooper folded the fabric.

      "Too bad. He had an excellent eye for fitting staves," the leaner man sighed. "But he couldn't stay with small-beer."

      Felderman scowled, then started counting on his fingers. "This is the fourth time. We should have read him out after three." Then he looked at the Galnaar men. "Will you be satisfied with his dismissal and being read out of the city?"

      Ewoud and Bastian looked to their father. Tycho nodded, arms crossed around his staff. "Yes. He did not touch my daughter, neither did he insult her or question her virtue in public while sober. We will not claim honor damage, and we hold nothing against his master or trade brothers." Bastian's face crunched into a frown, as if he wanted to disagree, and Ewoud cleared his throat and shook his head a little. Bastian stayed quiet.

      The masters shook on the agreement. As they did, the crowd erupted in cheers, the trumpets sounded once more, and the Great Northern Emperor returned to the council building.

      "Oh, bugger it. What did he say at the end?" Felderman asked.

      A woman replied, "Said 'e'd reduce our taxes this year for the time he was in our walls. "At's my sort of lord."

      "It is indeed, Goodwife, it is indeed," the second cooper agreed, his smile revealing missing teeth.

      When the men returned to the wares-house, Gerta met them, eyes wide, holding a folded sheet of paper sealed with silver and cobalt wax. "A messenger from his most Imperial Majesty brought this." She handed it to Ewoud. He stared at the packet. She waved it and he took it in his free hand, then followed his parents and brother indoors.

      Once under the roof he broke the seal and unfolded the missive. Silver and black ink gleamed in the lamp-light. He'd never have handwriting that perfect, Ewoud sighed silently, envious. Then he read it and felt the world spin.

      "Well?" his father inquired.

      "Most honored father and mother, his most Imperial Majesty wishes to speak to me—," he squeaked. Ewoud coughed and tried again. "I'm to present myself outside the lesser council chamber at noon the day following tomorrow, with my staff." His knees fainted, and Ewoud sat firmly on the bench beside the kitchen door.

      His mother covered her mouth with her hands, then planted her hands on her hips and studied Ewoud from head to boot toe. "You are going to the baths and to be shaved tomorrow." Her eyes narrowed and she sniffed him. "And wearing something clean." She sniffed again. "I smell chestnuts."

      Ewoud looked left and right in hopes of a distraction, but his father and brother had vanished like snow in late spring. He swallowed hard. "Ah, yes, honored mother. A small cone." Her eyes narrowed further. He crossed his fingers under a fold of his knee-length coat. "One small cone, yesterday." He wasn't really lying, really.

      "You are as bad as your father, Ewoud Galnaar Rhonarida." She straightened up. "Just as bad. Anna, the men need something cooling with dinner," she called as she stalked into the kitchen after removing her pattens. Ewoud hung his head, invitation forgotten.
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      Washed, shaved, wearing the best of his clothes including the embroidered boots, Ewoud presented himself and his staff at the door to the smaller council chamber.

      "His most Imperial Majesty appreciates your promptness, Ewoud Tycho's son," one of the smaller north-men said. "He is hearing a late petitioner, then will speak with you. Please wait here." He gestured to a bench with brown cushions on it. "If I might?" He reached for Ewoud's staff. "His Imperial Majesty wishes to look at a merchant's staff in detail."

      "Yes, sir." Ewoud handed him the iron-shod staff and sat. He hadn't seen this much hustle and bustle around the council chambers in a year, not since an estate settlement so displeased two men that they came to blows in the council chamber and tumbled into the anteroom. The fight had endangered the refreshments table, inspiring one of the master smiths to bring the "discussion" to a conclusion with his fists, lest the beer get spilled. The episode had reminded Ewoud why no one pestered black smiths and coopers, at least not more than once. And all of that over a cloak worth no more than ten vlaat!

      A north-man hurried past carrying a roll of documents. Why had his most Imperial Majesty asked forhim, Ewoud wondered yet again. It was his father who had been in Milunis when the ambassador from Liambruu made an ash of himself, with some assistance from the gods. Ewoud shivered. The story always made the hair on his neck rise. For some reason, he heard in his memory the words of Maarsdam's daughter in Kehlivar. He'd been born to and for Maarsrodi, but another claimed him as well. Who? Yoorst seemed the most likely, the lord of beasts of the field. But the emperor had mentioned Sneelaah, the goddess of the northern lands. Ewoud mulled over things and decided that he'd know when he knew. It wasn't the sort of question he wanted to ask of the local priests. Don't ask a question of the gods unless you truly desired an answer, everyone said. And even then think twice before inquiring.

      That reminded him. The Great Northern Emperor had made it snow in the council chamber. That was mage magic. But his father had felt the snow. His presence had not affected the spell, or at least not enough to cancel it out. Did that mean the emperor had god-magic as well as mage magic? Or was it the same as seeing by a mage light once someone else had activated the set-spell?

      The courier had left the council chamber door open a little and Ewoud heard an unhappy voice rising in volume and timbre. "Your most Imperial Majesty, please, we die for lack of mages! And still they refuse to work for life and board, most Imperial Majesty, demanding instead even higher fees than before. We petition that your most gracious and wise majesty compel them to serve. It is leb-magic, Imperial Majesty, and leb-magic cannot be charged for."

      Ewoud listened closely. He'd never heard of anything but one type of healing called leb-magic. What would the reply be? He heard other voices conferring, before the deep, space-filling sound of his majesty's words flowed out the open door. "Would you have us compel them, the way life-servants are compelled, with rod and whip?"

      "If the mages will not provide leb-service, then yes. At least, please, we implore, force them to lower their charges to what the most needy can pay, of your mercy. Two vlaat for a mage light, three vlaat for a preservation spell on five jars of fruit, no man or woman can pay those fees." The petitioner did not quite whine, but his voice edged close. Ewoud wrinkled his nose, then half-closed his eyes and tried to visualize that page in the ledger. How much had they spent on preservation spells and light spells for the wares-house? Granted, his father ordered the weakest light needed to see what they had to see, not reading and fine-work bright spells.

      Ewoud bit the tip of his tongue as he concentrated, trying to recall. Half a vlaat per light spell, set for three moons duration, that was it. The mage light in the office cost four vlaat for the same time duration, so at least for Rhonari, two vlaat for a mage-light wasn't out of line. Three vlaat for the fruit jars did sound high, but how much preservation did tanned hides need? Mostly rodent-repulsing and the strong spell on the roof and windows to keep water out of the wares-house. Those were simple to cast, even if they did require a lot of magical energy, or so Wiebe had once mentioned. If the jars were fresh fruit, not pre-cooked and ready for putting up, then the cost would be much higher, just like a spell that kept green hides fresh until they could reach the tanners in summer.

      Of course, there were sufficient mages in the north to meet the demand. In the south, well, scarce goods and services commanded high prices. But did you have to have magic to survive? His mother and sisters preserved most of the food through cooking, smoking, potting, and pickling, so that very few preservation spells needed to be cast for the household. And they used candles, oil lamps, and torches more than mage-lights. Granted, oil fish swam in huge schools this far north. In the south, he wouldn't want to use fish oil in lamps when it might go rancid in the barrel. It still burned, but the stench, oh, Scavenger and Rella both take pity on the man who had to work around that miasma.

      So what would a just price for magic be? Ewoud would have to ask Wiebe if he had any ideas. If he could say, that was. The prices might be confraternity and guild secrets.

      "You ask us to make labor a leb-good. That has never happened before." The emperor's words brought Ewoud back to the moment.

      "Ah, not labor, most merciful majesty, but magic. That is different, most Imperial Majesty." Ewoud's eyes opened wide for an instant. That might not have been the most wise argument to use to the most powerful mage in the empire.

      Absolute silence filled the chamber. Even the rustling and pen-scratches ceased, and Ewoud held his breath, listening. He heard someone inhale, a long, slow breath. "Magic is labor, we assure you. We suggest that you inquire of a preservation or healing mage what transpires when they exceed the bounds of wisdom." The deep voice carried an undertone suggesting that perhaps the petitioner was in error, grave error, potentially fatal error. "We have heard your petition. You are not the only city requesting that mages be compelled to serve. We are considering the request, and will issue a decision before the next full moon."

      An unhappy but much quieter voice replied, "Thank you, most Imperial Majesty, for your consideration. We shall await your answer with eagerness." The sound of scribes and steps resumed, and Ewoud did his best to look as if he had not overheard anything as the man backed from the lesser council chamber. He wore bright red and dark brown, and his boots were either badly dyed, high-quality leather or that gaudy shoddy that Tycho refused to sell. Ewoud couldn't decide which before the man stalked off down the steps.

      Ewoud stood as a man in grey emerged from the doorway. He wore a tabard with the imperial crest on it, and beckoned. Ewoud brushed off a little invisible dust and followed.

      "Most Imperial Majesty, Ewoud Gaalnar, son of Tycho Spellfree." Ewoud flinched as the herald revealed his father's secret to all in the room. How did they know? Then he took two steps forward and dropped to one knee, touching his forehead to his other knee and removing his cap.

      "You may rise, Ewould Truthspeaker." The emperor's voice caressed the words the way his cat purred. He sounded equally as dangerous.

      Instead Ewoud only looked up, straightening his back and keeping his cap in his hand. The emperor's dark green eyes caught his and held them, and it felt as if something weighed him in scales, testing his substance at the same time. Ewoud looked down. The floor felt safer, but the sensation of judgment did not diminish.

      "You are not as we had imagined," the emperor said after many heart-beats of silence.

      "Most Imperial Majesty?"

      "Count Mangus's description suggested a...larger...man, one more accustomed to power, not a boy." The sensation of judgement faded, and Ewoud dared to look up again. His staff lay across the emperor's lap. The emperor rested one hand on the staff, and played with a piece of red saka on a chain with the other. "You are not a mage."

      Ewoud blinked and sorted through responses as fast as he dared. "No, most Imperial Majesty. My younger brother is apprenticed as a mage."

      "Then how did you know that the fool," the word lashed as painfully as the whip had, "in Kehlibar sought to sway my ambassador's mind?"

      Ewoud started to shake. He had to be honest. "Most Imperial Majesty, I watched the journeyman do the same before, to an ordinary hunter, and sensed the spell. I also saw his fingers move as if casting by hand, or triggering a pre-set spell, most Imperial Majesty. The very act of bargaining and disobeying the pelt-master confirmed my suspicion, sir." Now Ewoud wished with every bit of himself that he'd stood up to Hanka the first time it had happened.

      "Very interesting. You were correct, Mangus." The ambassador bowed in acknowledgment. "What reward did you receive for your actions, Ewoud Truthspeaker?"

      "Ten blows with a single-tail whip, and confinement with bread and water, most Imperial Majesty. And cleaning the latrines once my back healed enough."

      "Why?" Ewoud thought he heard a hint of humor as well as curiosity in the simple question. How did the emperor do that?

      Ewoud shook harder. "Because I did not tell the masters, most Imperial Majesty, the first time it happened, and so he committed further false dealings, and worse."

      "Ah." The sound chilled the room as the sea wind froze the city, or was it just Ewoud's imagination? "Again you surprise us, Ewoud Truthspeaker. You are dismissed."

      "My thanks, most Imperial Majesty."

      Ewoud touched his head to his knee once more, stood, bowed, and backed out of the chamber, then put his cap on. He managed to get as far as the benches on the next floor down before his knees quit and he thudded onto the cushionless wood. Working the treadmill inside the crane had demanded less from him than that interview had. He concentrated on breathing and on warming his hands, rubbing them together. They felt cold. He sat, resting, as petitioners and clerks, mages and servants passed by, some silent, others chatting and excited. Only when his knees stopped shaking did Ewoud consider trying to stand.

      "Ewoud Truthspeaker, his most Imperial Majesty sends this with his apologies for the delay." One of the northern clerks held out Ewoud's staff.

      "Th-thank you, sir." Ewoud bowed and took the staff. By the time he straightened up, the man had gone. Ewoud made his way down the rest of the steps, collected cloak and pattens, and somehow found his way home despite the fog inside his head.

      Only when he reached the wares-house did he look at the staff, truly look at it. The caps and rings of iron now glittered in the faint sunlight. Ewoud peered more closely. Where the metal had been plain before, it now sported designs in silver and blackened silver, showing ships, hides, an animal Ewoud guessed might be a tamman, and what appeared to be the vlee's walls seen from a bird's height.

      "Back so soon?" His father inquired, coming up behind him.

      "Yes, honored father. His most Imperial Majesty wished to see my staff, and returned it...changed." Ewoud showed his father the staff.

      Tycho stared at it, then blinked a few times, and said, "It appears you have been granted mastery."

      "Is that allowed?" As soon as he said it, Ewoud wanted to thump himself on the head with the staff. Who would gainsay the emperor?

      "Actually, son, it is. The oldest laws, the ones we never consult anymore, say that the emperor can test and present mastery to any candidate in any field save healing." Tycho returned the staff. "I recommend going to the temple tomorrow and having it confirmed by Maarsrodi's Son, but I do not believe many would challenge the decision. I am not going to, unless the engravings prove to be illusion."

      "Ah, I believe I will do as you suggest, sir. I do wonder how we are going to explain this to the masters of the confraternity." Ewoud could hear at least a dozen objections in his mind's ear, starting with his age and lack of experience. He would object to his membership on those grounds.

      "Unless you have a mouse in your pocket, or are in desperate need of a louse comb, it will be you alone who explains. You are a master in your own right, by that. And your mother will still beat you with it if you do not change before supper."

      "Only if I drip white sauce on dark fur, or drop honey-crumb on the fur, honored father."

      Tycho folded his arms. "Do you plan to test that? Because if so, your brother and I are collecting your sister and going to eat elsewhere."

      Ewoud looked down at the floor tiles. "No, sir."

      "Smart man."

      Ewoud set his staff in the container by the living-area door, removed his pattens, and snuck up to his chamber. He changed into house clothes, then decided to risk looking for food. He'd not even thought to buy something on the way home, and his stomach had begun complaining mightily about emptiness. He poked his head into the kitchen doorway. Before he could open his mouth, one of the maids pointed to a platter beside the door, heaped to almost overflowing with small pastries, both savory and sweet judging by the crusts. Ewoud took that as permission and grabbed two, then eased his way out before his mother could turn around.

      Baked dried fruit oozed out of one, and sausage filled the other. Ewoud alternated bites, then cleaned his hands and went to the wares-house. His father was rubbing his temples and studying a list on a wax-board. "It truly is a shame that folly cannot be bought or sold, and that even the gods do not provide spells to ward away its approach."

      How bad, Ewoud wondered? A truly dreadful contract would have his father using high formal language while turning colors and pounding the floor with his staff. So, what might the problem be? His father pushed the wax-board toward Ewoud. He picked it up and read over the list. After the third item, Ewoud blinked, returned to the beginning, and read it again. "Ah, does the worthy gentleman have an idea where we can obtain calf and lamb skins out of season, and fish-leather, given that the port is closed even to fishing?" Because the hides demanded were not tanned, but fresh.

      "I already warned him about the fish. After you go by the temple, your task tomorrow, yours and Bastian's because I am sending him with you, is to go the farmers and inquire. I'll give you a price. No." Tycho stopped and regarded Ewoud soberly. "I will give you a list of farmers. You will see if they have animals that suit and bargain for them. Five lambs and three calves. While you are doing that I will arrange for you to have a cash store to begin with."

      But he was too young! He needed at least two more years at the vlee, then at least one or two trading trips and voyages before he could be considered for mastery. Ewoud's mind began running in circles, chanting all the objections it could imagine to his going out on his own as a trader in his own right. As his mind panicked, his voice said, "Yes sir. I will go to the temple at first light, and then collect Bastian, provided the staff's markings prove true."

      "Good." His father weighed him with his eyes, then made an odd hand gesture. "Even if the markings prove true, I am not going to change anything yet. Your mother has more experience in trade, especially local trade, than you do, and there are those who will ignore you simply because of your age. However," Tycho's eyebrows rose a little. "You now have to join the militia and take a rotation on watch, as well as fire duties and city defense. Which means staff and blade work, serious blade work. But not today."

      "Thank you, sir. Ah," Ewoud thought for a moment. "Some of the southerners are petitioning the emperor to have magic declared a leb-service and to force mages to work for low or no payment, by force if needed."

      Tycho turned his back and walked to the stove, warming his hands. "I suspect the priests and mage guilds will object. Vehemently. At the tops of their voices if need be. Forcing someone to labor without payment is very different from setting a maximum price on goods needed for life and breath." He looked over his shoulder, a canny expression in his eyes. "Would you trust a laundress who was compelled by the rod to wash and iron your smalls and linens?"

      Half a dozen bad results came to mind. "No, honored father. And worse, compelling healing mages? Or preservation spells that disappeared the instant the minimum time passed." Ewoud shook his head. "I know what unhappy apprentices can do when they think they are overworked."

      "I suspect a compromise of some sort will be reached. However, we need to inventory the oil and candles and related goods." Tycho gave Ewoud an all too familiar look. "We" meant his sons.

      Ewoud bowed a little. "Yes, honored father." And inventory would keep him from thinking about the interview and the strange way the emperor and ambassador spoke of him and his family.

      The next morning Ewoud trudged to the temple of Maarsrodi. The sun remained abed, allowing the wind to play in the city. It hissed with little ice pellets, grain-snow some called it, that stung every bit of exposed skin. Which was worse—the wind-driven pellets, or that icy rain that soaked a man to the bone no matter what he did, but that refused to change to snow? By the time he reached the temples, he decided that the rain made people sick, while this just stung. Only a few other men and a handful of serving women and delivery boys braved the wind, and no one had any animals out, at least not yet. The great-haulers had probably balled up and were refusing to move. They were smarter than people, in Ewoud's opinion.

      "Hail, great traveler," Ewoud called as he bowed to Maarsrodi. "Thanks for the safe journey, thanks for trade accomplished, thanks for trade to come. Hail, great traveler." He put some coins in the box on the wall under the god's staff.

      "Greetings, son of Maarsrodi," a priest called in return. "What do you seek?"

      Ewoud hesitated. "I seek conformation and advice, honored sir."

      "My first advice would be stay out of the wind today," the priest chuckled. Ewoud recognized him as one of the men who instructed the children of the confraternity members. He approached, looked Ewoud over from cap to boots, and stopped, eyes unfocusing. "Ah. This is what Maarsrodi's Son foresaw. Come." He spun on his heel and led Ewoud around the statue, through a side door, and down a hall to where the chief priest sat, meditating. "Son of the Traveler, Ewoud Truthspeaker."

      The brown clad priest studied Ewoud, then said, "Be welcome in the name of Maarsrodi." Ewoud bowed. "What have you brought?"

      Ewoud went to one knee and held the staff on outstretched arms. The chief priest stood and accepted the staff, inspecting it. He peered more closely, turning the staff and studying the images now engraved on the silver and iron. Ewoud's voice squeaked a little as he asked, "Honored Son of Maarsrodi, are the carvings...real? Not illusion?"

      The older of the two priests held one hand over the top cap and murmured to it. As best Ewoud could tell, nothing happened. "It is real. My compliments to the engraver. And to you who are elevated so young." He raised one eyebrow as he returned the staff.

      "The engraver was, is, the Great Northern Emperor himself, sirs. His most Imperial Majesty did that yesterday. It shows a tamman, and Kehlibar vlee, where I met a man who is now ambassador, Count Mangus. I did not ask for it, I had no warning that his majesty intended to do that—" Ewoud heard himself starting to babble and stopped. "I am not ready."

      A third priest entered the room, a man wearing the robes and insignia of Yoorst's priesthood. "Yes, you are," the new arrival said. His quiet voice penetrated into Ewoud's skull. "Born to and for Maarsrodi, but touched also by the lord of the beasts, Ewoud Galnaar Rhonarida, called Truthspeaker."

      Maarsrodi's Son nodded. "A vision came to both Yoorst's Son and to me. You are young yet, but duties call all when the gods choose. Great things are moving, child of the Traveler. Watch, listen, pray, and be ready."

      "You stand where Maarsdam, Yoorst, Korvaal, Gember, Donwah, and the Scavenger all touch hands. Your sire walks between Korvaal, Donwah, and Sneelaah, the Lady of the North." Yoorst's priest spoke in a hollow tone, distant, as if meditating. His eyes dilated, seeing something beyond Ewoud's ken. "Watch, listen, pray, and be ready."

      Ewoud returned to one knee and bowed his head almost to the floor. He shook all over, terrified. Something moved, something so far beyond his understanding that he might as well be a great hauler attending a law-court meeting.

      Maarsrodi's senior priest coughed a little. "Now that we have scared this young man senseless, brothers, perhaps we should bless him?" Ewoud heard humor in the man's voice.

      "Oh yes. And then I needs must attend to that foolish great hauler that Ventris so generously gave to the god." Yoorst's priest looked disgusted. "They are not bred for intelligence, but this one truly lacks the sense to come in out of the rain."

      The three priests gave Ewoud their blessing, and a word of wisdom. "Do not mention the elevation, my son. Accept it, act as befits your station, listen to your parents and elders. You will know when the time comes to apply for full mastery."

      "Thank you, Honored Son of the Traveler, Son of Yoorst. I will heed your words and cautions." Ewoud bowed again.

      "What a refreshing change." Maarsrodi's senior priest smiled, led Ewoud to the main hall, then opened the temple door. "Now get out of the wind. Shoo."

      Ewoud wasted no time letting the wind push him back to the wares-house. The wind had swept all the city scents away for the moment. All he could smell was mist and cold, and some smoke. He ducked into the wares-house gate, opened the office door as little as possible, and squeezed inside. His father looked up. "Honored father, it is true, not an illusion. And," he licked his lips. "Um, Yoorst as well as Maarsrodi are interested in me."

      Tycho leaned back in his chair, looking all too calm for Ewoud's peace of mind at that moment. "My son, you have my sympathies. Having the interest of the gods can be a blessing." He half-smiled. "Provided one can find the blessing under the complications. I would recommend avoiding the ambassador from Liambruu, should he venture this far north."

      "Yes, sir, most honored father!"

      Tycho returned to the list on his desk. "Go get something hot to eat and drink. I'll have this finished soon. And remind Bastian that this is a business outing, not a pilgrimage or adventure."

      "Yes, sir."
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      "What makes ye think I've got a lamb at this season, eh?" The age-wizened farmer spat in the mud beside him. "You got someone watchin' my lambing sheds, like the tax collector tried twenty years back?"

      Ewoud sensed Bastian backing away from him. So much for fraternal support and aid from his younger brother. "No, sir. Meester Tycho, my father, gave me a list of people who's flocks produce excellent lambs. Your name is on that list."

      The farmer's eyes disappeared into wrinkles as he squinted at the brothers. "Is it now? Prove ye're not with the tax man, boy."

      Ewoud offered the man the top-end of his staff. "You can see the engravings, sir. And I will pay up to twenty vlaat for two lambs, if they have unscratched and unbruised skins." Ten vlaat for an early-season lamb struck Ewoud as far too high, but he didn't really know much about pricing hides still on the beast. Usually the tanners bought from the farmers or butchers, and the temples had their own flocks and herds.

      "Ten per beast?" The farmer leaned over the gate and peered at the markings. "Heh. Young to mastery, ye be."

      "Aye. 'Tis a strange season, sir." Ewoud waited.

      After Ewoud had almost given up, the farmer spat again. "I've got a male lamb, looks like he'll have weak legs, not worth keeping as a wether. Take a look." He opened the gate and Ewoud and Bastian followed him down a trail ankle-deep in mud. "One of triplets. Triplets is always bad sign, ye ken? Yoorst blesses two, never three."

      Ewoud grunted his agreement, more intent on not slipping in the wet muck. He was not impressed. Who kept schaef on bare dirt in winter? They rounded the end of a long brick and wood building and Ewoud bit his tongue with surprise. Lush grass and little sheds with straw poking out of them sat behind the building. Ewes and lambs grazed on the grass. All the lambs seemed very young, perhaps early-born. Lambing really wouldn't start until after the next new moon, or it wouldn't if the farmers had timed things properly.

      "Bert, where's that weak triple?" the farmer called. "Don't bring him, just point."

      A large man the age of Ewoud's father, or so he looked, pointed to the fourth little shelter. He smiled, but didn't speak. He had coarse features and big, clumsy-looking hands, and bowed a little as he carried a fork of hay across the farm yard.

      The farmer stopped and waited for Ewoud to draw closer. "My oldest sister's last son, simple but strong. He's good so long as a man don't ask too much, aye?"

      God-touched, then. "Aye, sir," Ewoud and Bastian chorused. The farmer stopped by a shed and pointed with his chin. Two lambs nursed from a dirty but healthy schaef, their tails whirling around as they sucked. A third lamb nuzzled up to a hind teat, limping. The men watched, and as soon as the other two lambs had their fill, the weaker one moved to a better position and latched on as best he could. The ewe tolerated him for a bit, then wandered away, leaving him to catch up. He'd not last long that way, Ewoud knew. But his hide looked unblemished, and the bad leg didn't matter for a hide. He was a little small, though. Ewoud considered the lamb, the order, and nodded once. "I'll pay four down, and three when I collect the lamb at the new moon, unless it weakens. Then I'll pay two more and take it then."

      "Seven? He's worth at least twelve as he is! Comes from good stock, and my flocks deliver good wool every clip. Twelve and no lower." The farmer folded his arms and glared out from under his hat at Ewoud and Bastian.

      Ewoud shook his head and did his best to look sad and concerned. "Alas, good sir, but with that leg, the condition of the hindquarter might not be good. Birth stretch, cuts under the hair from the hard delivery, and not enough milk to make a good, thick hide? Eight is all he'd be worth, if he survives. Besides, even as a wether, he'll never produce much clip, and his meat won't be as tender. Eight's a good price, four down, four at delivery."

      "Aye, he's got a bad leg, but they grow out of that. Tis nowt but a birth-twist." The farmer acted insulted. "Ten and no lower, or I'll run you off this farm and the Scavenger can take you."

      "Nine, five down, and not a word about where the lamb came from, lest your flock be insulted." Ewoud held his right hand out, palm up.

      A strong, calloused palm slapped down onto it. "Nine, but you're fleecing me and the schaef both, Yoorst as my witness." Ewoud paid the man on the spot, and watched as he found a "sold" collar and put it on the lamb. The three ducked into the long brick building and the farmer made a note on his tally board. Ewoud signed it and offered his father's seal. The farmer inspected the seal, nodded again, and returned it. "Ye be known for fair dealins. New moon, and if it ails or dies I'll send word."

      "Yoorst be with your farm, sir. I'll come collect then." Actually, he'd send Bastian, or would if he thought he could trust his brother not to be outwitted by the crippled schaef.

      They parted ways. Once they'd walked as far as the next farm, Bastian blurted under his breath, "That's too much for a crippled schaef."

      "Aye, but not for an unmarked hide from a flock of known quality. I'm not worried about what's under the skin." Ewoud ran through his mental list of tanners who could be trusted to do a good job. Not everyone who tanned also handled parchment and vellum preparation.

      By the time they returned to Rhonari's walls, Ewoud's shoulder and wallet ached. The cold wind had settled to a breeze that nipped at noses and ears. The brothers hurried into the city just before gate closing, and almost trotted to the wares-house. Of course they'd come in the gate on the far side of the city from the house, Ewoud moaned to himself. But they'd gotten all the animals save one calf, and they'd put an option on that one. The farmer's wife wasn't certain he'd sell. She'd written out a contract in a fair hand for them, so that if her man opted to keep the animal, Ewoud would get the option funds back. "I wager that the crippled schaef will die and ruin his hide out of spite," Bastian opined as they dodged the peace keepers and ducked into the wares-house gate, closing and locking it behind them.

      "Aye, probably," Ewoud agreed. "And the farmer will put his mark on the calf, then decide to sell."

      "Sounds right," Bastian sighed. No one ever trusted a bargain until the goods were in hand, and even then self-praise tended to attract Radmar's attention. Radmar might be more feared than the Scavenger, Ewoud gulped as he removed his boots. The Scavenger only took what belonged to Him by right, and He guarded and protected miners. Radmar turned His wheel whenever His fancy moved him, and no one could know when or why. Maarsrodi gave and Radmar whisked away.

      Ewoud went into the office and left his receipts, along with a note for his father. Then he got something to eat from the platter of still-warm food left in the kitchen, climbed to his room, and fell asleep.

      Maarsrodi and Yoorst smiled on him the next day. The first tanner he tried agreed to take on the hides. "I've not much of that liquid left, so five lambs and three calves will use it up. Give me a reason to make fresh, once the season begins." They shook on the agreement. "You have a butcher or can I pick one?"

      "Pick one, Meester Kwaiker," Ewoud said. "You know best who will skin the beasts properly for the need." He had a few ideas, but given the low price the tanner was willing to accept, and that he was willing to do such a small order at all... Ewoud knew better than to push.

      "Any of the farmers complain about the high cost of feeding this year?" The master tanner gave Ewoud a sideways look.

      Ewoud shrugged. "Aye, but no more than customary. Later in the season, if then." Why the people who grew animal feed and sold it into town complained about high prices for it never made sense to Ewoud, but then farmers complained about everything. Perhaps Gember required it, or it was to ward off Radmar's attention.

      After they completed the transaction, Ewoud took his time going home. His father was at a council meeting, and Ewoud had seen someone with what appeared to be hides coming into the city earlier that morning. Were they a commissioned order or just for the general market? If the latter, studying the competition never hurt anyone. He drifted along with some other men, listening to them discuss the price of great haulers come spring and speculating on just how many repairs the Silver Wave's hull would require. No one quite knew what the ships' master had done, or not done, to put a hole that large in her hull, but the ideas ranged from reasonable to quite exotic indeed. Would a white-head actually bite a ship as large as a koog? Ewoud had heard the stories, but a fish eating a ship? If so, he'd just as soon not sail in those seas, thank you, no matter the profits to be had!

      "...strange it is." He heard a woman complaining. "You're the third person who's said that new-bought spells are not lasting." Ewoud's ears pricked up. "Not arguin' just observin', mind."

      "By Rella's own light, all the spells cast in the last fourtnight run weak, light, preservin', beast-calmin', the lot of 'em." The goodwife planted one heavy clog with a firm thump on the dirt. "I've a mind to complain to the guilds I have."

      Ewoud hurried on, adding the woman's complaints to his gossip basket. Likely as not she'd paid less than the usual, but the first woman's words... Passing strange indeed. Could mages dilute spells the way tapsters diluted beer and wine? He chewed on the idea as he threaded his way through the edge of the market, forcing himself to ignore the food sellers. His mother had decided that the men needed less heat and dry in their food, and Ewoud had begun to suspect that she had spies in the bake shops and behind the market stalls.

      He found the stranger with the hides near the tanners order booth. Ewoud hung back, just watching the others for the moment. He didn't intend to buy anything. A few people inspected the hides, and a man purchased a piece of shoe-sole leather. Much of the stranger's wares seemed to be a bale, still bound and sealed, that took up half of his table space. Was he selling the hides as a lot? That didn't make sense, and edged very close to the border of legality in Rhonari. This was not a wholesale market day, so individual sale of a large bale could be grounds for a complaint to the market master. Perhaps the visitor did not know Rhonari market law yet. The bale held pelts, all of a uniform size.

      "What are those?" a customer inquired.

      "Tamman, from the north," the hide trader declared. "All mage-signed. Twenty kog for the bale, or two kog per hide." Ewoud turned to go. They sold no tamman, so the man wasn't competing with the Galnaars. Or was he?

      Something about the pelts... Ewoud stopped, turned back to the bale, and glanced around for watchers. The trader seemed busy with some dyed hides, his back to the market, and Ewoud touched the fur. It didn't feel quite like the ones that he'd handled in the vlee. Ewoud dug his fingers into the pelt. No, the fur lacked the thickness of Kehlibar tamman. Could it have been a summer pelt? Possibly, but Meester Haakom had said that the north-men never hunted tamman outside of winter. Ewoud crouched down and lifted the edge of the pelt, peering at the hide. The skin...no. It had been bleached or otherwise treated during the tanning process. And he did not like the feel of the leather—too dry and brittle already. It would not wear well. Ewoud lifted the pelt as much as he could without attracting attention, looking for the mage mark.

      Where was it? There had to be a mage mark if it was true tamman because a tanning or preservation mage had to do part of the work. Ewoud managed to lift half the hide, and couldn't see any trace of the mark. He did not like this. How had the pelts gotten this far, and who was trying to pass them as genuine? They had balls, Ewoud had to admit, trying to sell them under the noses of the north-men, but not much sense. He lowered the hide and eased away.

      Should he do something? No, because they were not his hides, and he might be accused of trying to stop a fair trade. After all, the man would be caught soon enough, as shoddy as some of the hides seemed to the touch. His loss, his problem. Ah, but what would the north-men say? It looked as if they had sold inferior goods, and Ewoud knew the rules for tamman sales. He didn't want to cause trouble or attract attention, but fraud was fraud. Who could he warn? Ankil Webeker served as market master that day, and he wasn't familiar with either pelts or with the tamman rules. Ewoud closed his eyes and prayed a little. When he opened them, one of the emperor's couriers was trotting past. Did he dare? One person Ewoud knew would trust him to judge tamman, and if that man was not in a meeting, and since this was a diplomatic as well as trade concern... But he was an ambassador... No. Someone had to know. Ewoud walked slowly past several other booths, nodding to people he knew at least by sight. It would not do for a Galnaar to run through the market. Once out of sight, he sped up.

      An hour by sun later, Ewoud swallowed hard, hands shaking, and bowed to Ambassador Count Mangus. "Ah, Ewoud Truthspeaker, Tycho's son. I am told you have a...concern?"

      How to phrase it? "Your Excellency, one of the newly arrived traders has a bale of tamman hides. Or so he claims. I looked at one, sir, and, ah, I believe it to be false. The fur lacks the double-thickness of the tamman I saw and packed in Kehlibar vlee, The skin also looks and feels different, and sir, I failed to find a mage mark." Ewoud swallowed again—his mouth felt so dry. "I could not inspect the entire hide, Your Excellency, so perhaps I only failed to see it because it was hidden."

      Count Mangus's eyes drooped, half closed, and he studied Ewoud. What was he looking for? "This is a grave accusation, Ewoud Truthspeaker."

      "Yes, Your Excellency. I would not have mentioned it, save that the laws are so clear about tamman, the market master on duty does not know pelts, and because, well," the words came out before he could temper them. "Whoever tanned the hide did piss-poor work and the leather is starting to crack. Whatever the trader is asking for the pelts is too much, Your Excellency. The low quality shames all of us who trade in furs or hides."

      Pale eyebrows rose at Ewoud's declaration. "Spoken like a hide merchant in truth. Amund," he raised his voice and a servant appeared. "My coat and a guard. I would see these tamman for myself."

      "Yes, my lord." The servant brought a blue and white coat, and one of the guards appeared. Count Mangus also accepted a black leather sword-belt. "All is as you request, my lord."

      Count Mangus pointed to the door. "Show me." Ewoud bowed and led the north-men out of the council building, through the main market, and down to where the stack of hides had been. To Ewoud's relief it sat on the same table, the bands now cut open and hides out for display and sale. Ewoud gestured to them with one hand. Count Mangus studied the pelts, eyes narrow, then turned to the guard. "What say you, Oska?"

      The bigger man loomed a little as he peered down at the hides. Then he flipped one over, without effort, and wrinkled his nose, then spat to the side. He pointed with one gloved finger. A pattern of dark lines like a mage mark covered the center of the hide. Count Mangus made a twisting gesture with his right hand. Nothing happened.

      "Your observation is correct," he said loudly, drawing the attention of anyone not already staring at the scene. "This hide is not tamman and was not tanned properly. The mage mark is false."

      An angry voice burst from behind the table. "No it is not! Who are you to—" The words stopped as if chopped off with a blade. "I was sold these as true tamman," the trader continued, just as intense but more quietly.

      Count Mangus nodded to Ewoud, who had been trying to be invisible off to the side, near one of the poles holding up the rain-shed canvas. "Go through those. Oska, those." Ewoud bowed a little and propped his staff against the table. The hides did not feel as heavy as true tamman, either, and he quickly flipped through a dozen. "Well?"

      "This one's genuine, my lord," the guard said, pulling a smaller pelt out of the stack. "The others are all fake. Ovsta that's been bleached and fluff-combed is my guess, my lord."

      The north men turned to Ewoud, who gestured to the hides. "I'm sorry, Your Excellency, but all of these... None are tamman, and only two have been properly tanned. Two are already cracked, and I think this one is starting to, ah, see for yourselves, please." Ewoud tugged and worked the offending hide out of the stack, flipped it over, and let them see the bad spots. "I fear it was tanned in the summer, and tanned poorly, then got wet." He felt sorry for the trader, if the man was telling the truth.

      As green as the stranger had turned, Ewoud suspected that he'd been cheated and cheated very badly. Hands shaking, the trader shook his head, then pulled off his cap and looked as if he were about to cry. "I... I paid ten kog for these. All my wife's dower, and debt on my other goods."

      Count Mangus frowned. "Can you describe the seller?"

      "Dark, taller than that young man there," he pointed to Ewoud, "lean, looked as if his mother ate sour cherries while he was nursing. He'd just come from Kehlibar vlee and said that these were genuine tamman."

      Now Ewoud felt sick. Then furious. His hands balled into fists at his side and he fought to keep his mouth shut. Surely it wasn't—But only one man matched that description, didn't he? But what if it wasn't—? Could it, no, what had Wiebe said about magecraft? Something about mages knowing mages... That was it!

      "Ah, Your Excellency," Ewoud ventured.

      "Yes?"

      Ewoud licked his lips. "Ah, is there a way to tell if a mage journeyman made those marks or had anything to do with them, or with the hides?"

      Something that might have been a cold smile curved the north-man's mouth at the corners. "Yes. Are you thinking of a particular journeyman, Master Ewoud?" Ewoud nodded. "Let us find out." Count Mangus removed the glove from his left hand, closed his eyes half-way in concentration, and lightly touched the mage mark on one of the false hides. As he traced it, it seemed to shift, wavering almost, and as Ewoud and the others stared, it took on a different shape. Several people made the Scavenger or Maarsrodi's sign and backed away. The guard's face hardened into an angry frown. "You were correct in your thought, Ewoud Truthspeaker." Count Mangus backed away and pulled his glove back on. "A locked illusion spell, at least on this hide." The noble nodded to the distraught trader. "You are not to blame, sir. It will be cold comfort, but the man who set this is answering to the gods for his crimes."

      The stranger had gone from green to crimson to deadly white. "I cry for justice. The man who sold these to me uses this mark." He turned around, dug through a bag, and handed Count Mangus a piece of parchment with a seal on it. The ambassador in turn passed it to Ewoud.

      Ewoud's stomach dropped. He'd been right. "Your Excellency, sir, this is Meester Remko Dogald's seal, Remko Dogald Bushmakkda." So much for Dogald claiming that he had not given Hanka orders and that he had no idea that Hanka had been cheating customers. No, Ewoud forced himself to admit, Dogald might not have told the journeyman specifically to act, but he certainly might have overlooked and ignored certain things. Like master like man, Ewoud recited to himself. "I believe that the priests of Maarsrodi and the market master should be informed, sir, should you wish to file a suit for fraud. Ah, a notary might also be wise." He returned the contract.

      "I recommend just that," Count Mangus said. "I will witness that these are not tamman and that an illusion was used to deceive." Murmurs flowed from the gathered crowd, and several people darted off, either for the acting market master or to find the closest priest.

      As they waited, the north men conferred and Ewoud looked at the hides once more. "Sir," Ewoud ventured, "I do not know if you would wish to sell those hides that are of sale quality, but ovsta is not common in these areas."

      "What's ovsta?" He sounded angry. Ewoud didn't blame him one bit.

      "Ah, it is a beast of burden, like a giant schaef but tougher, has horns like so," Ewoud sketched them in the air. "They are sheared for coarse wool, and combed for finer wool for making felted work garments and winter coats and cloaks. Some of these can still be sold. I'm a leather merchant, hides tanned and untanned, hair on or off. Ewoud Galnaar Rhonarida."

      "Huh." The man looked less angry, but still very unhappy. Ewoud heard hurrying steps and moved out of the way, collecting his staff and easing around the other men until he stood half-hidden behind Count Mangus's guard.

      Meester Antil Webeker bustled up, a priest of Maarsrodi and one of the Scavenger's priests not far behind. A notary mage stomped through the crowd from the other direction. "What's going on? Who needs what?"

      The trader held out the contract. "Is this seal genuine?" The notary took the contract, read over it, lips moving, and raised one eyebrow. "Well, sir?"

      Everyone moved back a pace as the mage's eyes lost focus and he murmured to the parchment. His thin eyebrows pulled down toward his nose. The notary set the contract on top of the hides and dug in a pouch on his belt, removed something, and held it close to the seal, his nose almost on the parchment as he did something. Then he straightened up, returned whatever it was to the pouch, and picked the contract up with two fingers. Ewoud took that as a bad sign. "The seal is genuine. But," he raised one finger on the other hand. "There is a second spell on the seal as well." He bowed to the black, hooded form and handed the Scavenger's priest the contract.

      The priest studied the page. "A form of illusion, although not a cast illusion. It is almost as strong as the notary spell."

      Count Mangus looked over his shoulder at Ewoud. "Your...associate's hand, perhaps?"

      Ewoud desperately wanted a drink, preferably a strong one. "It is possible, Your Excellency, if I understand my brother correctly. A mage with a strong secondary skill potential leaves traces of that in his primary. If I recall correctly, Your Excellency, good sirs."

      "You do," the north-man said.

      Meester Webeker looked from priest to mage to trader and back. "What is the complaint against this man?"

      "Not against him," Count Mangus corrected. "By him. He was sold all these as tamman. Only one is truly a tamman. Others are ovsta or similar, lesser hides."

      "Many were badly prepared, sir," Ewoud offered.

      The trader scowled. "I bought them as a bale under quality seal. I'm not a hide specialist, but woods. This seemed like a good way to earn more for a dower." Hisses and murmurs of sympathy rose from the audience. As high as dowry demands had risen in the past years, such an agreement made excellent business sense. Wood sold well but not quickly and did not fetch as high a price as fine furs. Ewoud recalled all too well his father's loud and frequent complaints about some of the dowries demanded by other merchant families.

      "Maarsdam permits trade so long as all know that their purchase is as claimed," the Great Traveler's priest reminded everyone. "That which is unfit for sale belongs to the Scavenger unless the market master wishes it burned as an example to others." The black clad, hooded priest standing behind him nodded.

      Meester Webeker considered the furs, the ambassador, and the priests. "Hear my ruling. The true tamman is to be sold as tamman, at luxury price. Those other hides of market quality are to be sold under their true kind, for quality price, since none are leb-leather." The stranger sagged, relief filling his eyes. At least he'd make a little something to help pay his debt. "Those hides unfit for sale go to the Scavenger for His use. There is no penalty to the seller so long as he abides by the ruling. Who witnesses?"

      "I witness," a journeyman cooper called.

      "Likewise," one of the smiths averred.

      The notary mage quickly wrote down the judgment, the witnesses and ambassador signed it, and Meester Webeker sealed it as acting market master. As they did, Ewoud sorted through the hides closest to him. Three of the ovsta met the basic quality demanded by the local tanner's confraternity, and he rolled them into neat bundles. If they did not sell by the end of the market, he'd place a bid on them. He owed Hanka's other victims repayment, and this might help ease the blot.

      "What are ye about?" the stranger asked after the officials had left.

      Ewoud touched the rolls. "These are ovsta. If no one buys them, I'll give you seven vlaat each for them at the end of the market today, should you wish to sell. They are well tanned."

      "Huh. I'll consider it." Ewoud bowed and got out of the way as the two priests and the trader went through the rest of the hides, removing those that belonged to the Scavenger.

      As he turned to go on his way, Ewoud found Count Mangus and his guard watching. "Come, please." Ewoud dutifully followed them back to the council building. Once inside the main door, the ambassador turned and folded his arms. "We of the north owe you a debt. You preserved the honor of our trade and tamman."

      Ewoud dared to shake his head. "No, Your Excellency. I failed to do what was right when I was in Kehlibar, and I need to repay the harm I allowed to be done. I am the one in debt to you, for vouching for my word to the trader and market master." He bowed to the two men.

      "I will not force a reward unwanted, Ewoud Truthspeaker. Thanks for your deed, and may your gods go with you." Ewoud bowed again and waited until Count Mangus and his guard had ascended the steps before he straightened up. As he did, he sensed someone watching and weighing him. He looked up the stairs.

      The emperor's great hunting cat stood on the first landing, staring at him. The cat's thick tail swished slowly back and forth, hypnotically. Ewoud inclined his body toward the feline and backed a little. The cat blinked once, turned, and disappeared.

      The cat's eyes seemed green. Or did they? Ewoud shook himself and retreated from the council building. He needed something to drink, and the wares-house seemed the best place to find it. He certainly did not intend to pay what Meester Ventris charged for small-beer!
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      "And just what do you intend to do with these?" Ewoud's father inquired as he looked at the three ovsta pelts draped over the small table in the office.

      Ewoud had been wondering just that very thing. None of the tailors wanted it, because rumor had spread that the ovsta were fraud-bought and so cursed. Then an idea had struck, one so silly that he hesitated to say it aloud. "One would be to hold them until next fall, and sell them on novelty for ten vlaat each, perhaps more if the market will bear."

      "What have I said about inventory on speculation, son?"

      "Ah, that's my second idea, honored father. All the children I've heard in the market want poppets shaped like the great cats. This is light enough to shape easily, I think, and if you do this," Ewoud balled up a corner of the hide, where it was especially close trimmed. "Does it not look like the pelt of the great cats?"

      Tycho blinked and studied the fleece and leather. "It does indeed. And the texture is rather soft."

      "I believe that Mistress Garoostra knows of someone who could make these into cat-shaped poppets, and embroider on the eyes, noses, and blue collars. The cost per poppet would be high, but with port opening coming soon..." Ewoud knew the look in his father's eyes, and waited.

      "Do it," his father ordered.

      Later that morning, Ewoud presented himself at the residence of the captain of the Great Fir. A maid let him in, and took his cloak. "I'll keep this," he told her when she tried to take his bag. Ewoud followed the silent woman to where Mistress Garoostra, the captain's wife, waited in the household office. Models of ships decorated the room, and strange objects filled the shelves behind her. He bowed. The plump woman studied him, her hands busy with knitting. She dressed as befitted the wife of a prosperous captain, and he noted the embroidery on her dark blue and white dress, and on the hard-starched white headdress over her matron's cap. "Good morning, young master."

      "Good morning, Mistress Garoostra. I hope this day finds you well."

      "It does, well and intrigued by your request for an appointment. How are your honored parents?" A maid appeared in his peripheral vision and Ewoud stepped to the side, out of the way of the elderly woman carrying hot tea and small buns. She unfolded a chair and Ewoud sat, waiting as Mistress Garoostra accepted tea with a little honey.

      Ewoud took his plain, then answered. "They are well and send their greetings and hopes for good dealings."

      "And your brothers and sisters?"

      Ewoud sipped, wondering what spice was under the slightly bitter tea. "They are well also. I fear my father is already rejecting possible suitors for my youngest sister, even though she will not be courting for at least six more winters."

      Mistress Garoostra laughed. "As is my husband, I fear."

      "How fares your honored husband?"

      "Restless. He is a sea captain on land," she spread one hand in a gesture of resignation and mild impatience. "I will not say that he counts the days until port opening, but..."

      Ewoud smiled as well and nodded. Despite his father's protestations that he would never take a long trading journey again, Tycho too grew restless as the days grew longer. So did many of the older traders.

      Mistress Garoostra accepted a second cup of tea from the maid, then leaned forward and met Ewoud's eyes. "So. You come to me with a question about needlework?"

      He set his cup down. "Yes, honored Mistress. And about needle workers. Do you know of any needle women who can work with thin leather, hair on?" He opened the bag and removed a bit of the ovsta hide. She set her tea out of the way and the maid took the hide, passing it to the matron.

      Mistress Garoostra studied the leather, bending it and pinching the folds. "Two. What sort of garment is to be made?"

      "Not a garment, honored mistress, but poppets, with embroidered eyes and noses. Or beads, but for a soft poppet?" He had no idea but recalled his mother and one of the maids sighing about beads and his younger siblings trying to eat them.

      The woman gave him a calculating look, then smiled a little. "A bargain, young Master Galnaar. I give you a name and recommendation. In exchange I get first refusal on the poppet, and I get any remaining scraps of hide." She lifted the hide. "This would make good trim for a set of cuffs and collar that I am currently making."

      "Agreed." He stood and they shook. The maid blinked but did not say anything. Why should she? Mistress Garoostra had citizen right in the city and had legal right to conduct needful business while her husband was away, as did all captain's wives, if the men had made such provision. Ewoud knew that Captain Garoostra had, because he'd watched his father witness the document at the council office. And he stayed on the opposite side of the desk, as propriety and manners demanded.

      "Widow Henkmar, Mistress Godkurt's sister, is the first person I recommend," Mistress Garoostra found a scrap of paper and a bit of pencil and wrote down the name. "She has a small workshop beside the sign of the Three Masts on Weaver Street. Tell her that I sent you. If she cannot help you, Goodwife Roncali of Master Enkerman's household does such work. She is a widowed stranger."

      "Ah, thank you, Mistress. I will do as you recommend." Ewoud took the scrap and the hide, putting both in his bag.

      "Maarsrodi be with you on your ways," the matron said.

      He bowed. "Donwah watch and bless the house and all who cross her waters."

      Once outside, he pulled his hood up and walked out of the patricians' district to the workers' neighborhoods near the docks. He caught a few hard looks and ignored them, but stayed alert. The usual anger among the workers toward the merchants had faded over the past year, but he'd dressed in plain clothes and his old boots for that reason. He'd also left his staff at the wares-house. The little drizzle misting down from the grey sky didn't quite dampen the streets, at least not more than their usual winter muddiness.

      Only a blind man could miss the Three Masts, since they were three worn-out masts from small fishing ships, Ewoud guessed. A sailor watched him go past, and Ewoud paused to salute the little statue of Donwah in a niche in the wall. He found a door with a carved needle and shears on it, and tapped, then opened the door. "Good marrow to you, gentle sir," a young woman in black with a white cap called. "How can we serve?"

      Ewoud came in and closed the door, blinking at the profusion of mage lights and oil lamps. "Ah, I need to speak with Widow Henkmar. Mistress Garoostra recommended her services."

      A curtain at the end of the room moved aside and a bent-over woman limped toward him. She wore an iron widow's chain and grey clothes, but well made with black embroidery. The widow stopped and peered up at him. Ewoud managed to hide his shock, but not easily. She looked younger than his mother. "I am Widow Henkmar."

      Ewoud bowed. "Mistress Garoostra sends greetings and recommended your services. Can you make this into poppets?" He opened the bag and removed the bit of hide. "The full hide is half again the size of a grown schaef."

      "May I?" He handed it to her. She studied the leather and the wool still attached, pinching it between her fingernails. "What shape of poppet?"

      "The great cats of the north-men, Mistress."

      She tipped her head to the side, confused, and her assistant called, "Like common cats, mistress, but the size of war dogs and fat-footed. Pure white, with dark eyes and pink noses. Some have blue collars."

      "I have not seen such, but a plump cat poppet?" Widow Henkmar worked the hide again in her hands. "Yes. How many?"

      "As many as three hides like this will make. All with dark eyes and pink noses, and a blue collar, Mistress. Um," he was a man, and it wasn't his place to advise her in her craft, but... "If you need to trim the wool closer, and to use it for stuffing, the cats have shortish fur, not long wool like a schaef."

      She sighed. "And I suppose you want these as soon as we can make them?"

      "Yes, Mistress."

      The woman looked down, then back up at him. "One vlaat each, plus ten for the design and embroidery. All of them so," she held her hands two-thirds of a foot apart, then brought them closer together. "And so thick."

      That was more than he'd planned to pay, but he certainly couldn't do the work himself. Ewoud ran the numbers. If they got ten poppets per hide, that was forty vlaat, plus twenty for the hides, so sixty invested. He'd need to sell them for at least three vlaat, probably four or five given the demand and the exotic ovsta hide. Yes. "Agreed, Mistress. I will leave this here, and come with the other two hides and the down payment later today." He extended his hand.

      She tapped his palm with hers. "Agreed. In three days I will have a test poppet for you to inspect."

      Ewoud returned to the wares-house, collected the three hides and some funds, making notes in the proper places in the ledger. By the time he got back to Widow Henkmar, she'd drawn out a rough pattern on a wax board. "Like so, young master?"

      It wasn't quite what he'd been thinking, but it did look like a seated cat. "Yes." She gave him a receipt and contract. He read the contract, making certain the he got any scraps back, and signed it. She cut the page in two. Each half had jagged, uneven edges. She put one in a stack on a shelf, and he rolled the other and slipped it into his bag. Then he trudged back to the wares-house.

      He found his father and an advokat waiting for him. Ewoud ran through a mental list as he bowed to the law-reader, trying to recall if he'd even looked at a young woman since he'd returned from Kehlibar. Which father was angry with him? He'd stared at that one, but she was a newly-arrived professional and every man looked at her, especially since she wore her skirts kilted up even in winter. Well, how else was she going to advertise? Could it have been Andrade's daughter? No, she was contracted and never went out without two chaperones, not after the scandal with Captain VanDeiman's daughter and the miller. Ewoud relaxed just a little as he straightened up from his bow.

      His father glowered. "It seems that Meester Dogald has returned from Kehlibar a little earlier than anticipated. I received a letter from him today." Tycho nodded to the black-clad advokat. "Advokat Junter."

      "Despite law to the contrary," the law-reader began, "Remko Dogald claims blood debt on you, and on your family, for the death of his journeyman. He is appealing to the Great Northern Emperor himself for justice, and is coming here to present his case."

      Tycho folded his arms. "He wants all our goods and coin."

      Ewoud boggled, then caught himself before his eyes opened so wide that his eyeballs fell out.

      The advokat squinted toward Ewoud, explaining, "Specifically, Meester Dogald claims that your harassment of his journeyman, one Hanka, led to Hanka's death and ruined Dogald's own trade season, damaging his credit in the free cities and Kehlibar, as well as costing him a higher dower for his daughter." The advokat read from a page, holding it almost to his nose. "As just recompense, he demands four hundred Kog and Ewoud's removal from all citizen and confraternity lists, and if possible for Ewoud Rhonarida to be named out-law."

      Once Ewoud got his breath back, he coughed. "Ah, perhaps I recall in error, Advokat Junter, but is that not rather excessive for blood-price for a journeyman without citizenship?"

      The law-reader blinked and peered toward Ewoud. "Yes, but first, Meester Dogald is claiming special conditions, and second, he states that Hanka is the natural child of a citizen of Marshburt, and thus should be counted as a citizen even though he fostered in Bushmakk and did not use an urban patronymic."

      "Sit, please Advokat Junter. You too, Ewoud." Ewoud waited until the older man settled into a chair before perching on a stool. His father picked up a wax board and started making a list. "I am calling in a favor from Quinn in Marshburt to see if Hanka was indeed listed as an acknowledged natural son. If not..." All three men shrugged. Unless Hanka's father had held full citizen rights and had acknowledged Hanka on the temple rolls even though he was not born to a legal marriage, Hanka couldn't have claimed citizenship himself unless he earned it on his own. Ewoud didn't think Hanka was old enough to have done that, but in these times, who knew.

      Tycho coughed a little. "Second, Advokat Junter will look at the specific laws concerning blood debt claims and jurisdictions. Third, you are going to keep quiet, Ewoud, especially about his most Imperial Majesty's, ah, decision concerning your elevation." Tycho glanced at the law-reader. Junter missed the comment, or had ignored it, or so it seemed. "Since you are not yet a citizen in your own right, per the rolls, some of his claims do not apply."

      "Yes, honored father." Keeping quiet suited Ewoud as well as a fat schaef suited a butcher.

      The law-reader shifted in his seat and peered at the pages in his hand, going through several until he found what he sought. "Although I must look more closely into the laws, Meester Dogald's claim of harm against Hanka assumes that you, Ewoud, distracted Hanka from his task and caused his death in the same way as if he had been steering a ship and your actions led him to wreck."

      "What?" Ewoud blurted, almost falling off the stool. "Your pardon honored father, sir, but Meester Dogald is using sea law and saying that Hanka's breaking both vlee and Kehlibar laws is no different from failing to avoid rocks in the sea?"

      "In sum, yes," the advokat said. "And your actions on board ship and at the vlee led to that wreck. And, to continue the figure of speech, that Meester Dogald's goods were lost in the wreck and he is making salvage claim against you, not the salvers."

      Ewoud's head hurt. "Your pardon honored father, sir, but that makes little sense to me. I did not do anything to Hanka. A sailor hit him with the lantern, and I failed to inform the masters that Hanka was breaking vlee rules until the incident with the tamman. How could my non-action distract the helmsman?"

      "That is the point of law that shall be studied and used," Advokat Junter stated. He tapped the pages. "I have your sworn testimony under god oath from the temple, Ewoud Galnaar. I have the books of law of both Bushmakk and Rhonari, and of the Empire as a whole, although those are vague and focus on man-slaughter rather than accident of death. That Hanka was executed by the men of Kehlibar for crimes against them and their honor is in your favor against the claim, Meester Galnaar." He gestured to Ewoud. "Should Hanka prove not to have citizen claim, than at most the price owned his master is two Kog, and that only for negligence leading to death, which is not what Dogald argues in these." Junter shook the pages.

      Ewoud pinched the bridge of his nose. Should he mention it? Probably. The imperial court likely knew already. "Ah. Advokat Junter, two days ago I called Ambassador Count Mangus's attention to hides being sold as tamman that were actually ovsta. The seller had purchased them as tamman from Meester Dogald, according to the contract he showed the ambassador and the acting market master, and to the notary. The notary found the seal valid but also carrying a secondary magical element, and the mage marks on the hides proved to be illusions, some of them, cast by Hanka."

      Ewoud's father shook his head and covered his eyes with one hand. The advokat's mouth turned down at the corners and he took a deep breath. "Ewoud Galnaar, is your name in any document associated with this finding?"

      "Ah, that is, um, no, sir, unless the market master included it in his notes. Two others signed as witness to the market master's decision, and Ambassador Count Mangus and the trader were listed as the aggrieved parties." What was wrong? The decision would be against Dogald, and should serve as proof of poor moral and trade conduct. That weighed against him, didn't it?

      "Ewoud," his father barked, pointing a finger at him. "Dogald is arguing that you were prejudiced against Hanka and harassed him. How will it look that you claimed that Dogald himself broke trade law?" Tycho shook his head again. "Especially if you then profit from your claim?"

      "Oh sheisse." Ewoud forgot himself for a moment. "What pappekoek!" He clenched one fist and thumped himself on the thigh. "Your pardon honored father, Advokat Junter. I did not think. I just saw hides being sold under false pretexts and feared that it would dishonor all hide merchants and cause trouble with the north men." Now he wanted to pound his head against the wares-house wall for not thinking about the suit.

      "Given how gossip travels, Meester Galnaar," the advokat sighed, "every one in the markets of all five free cities knows a version of the incident by now." He rubbed his forehead under a flop of pale brown hair. "It is done, and Radmar's wheel turns up as well as down."

      "All the more reason for you to remain quiet, and at home, unless you must go out on business." Ewoud took his father's words to include checking on the poppet in three days time. "Or you are called for by someone from the imperial court."

      "Yes, honored father." Now he was doubly glad he had not taken his staff when he went to Widow Henkmar's workshop.
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      Three days later, Ewoud squelched through the mud of Weavers' Road. Winter's cold rain dripped out of dark skies Was that why so many trade masters left the cities in the spring, even if they did not have to, and only went as far as Platport? To escape low clouds and the cold rain that never permitted a man to get truly dry? Winter cough and fever would come soon if the rain continued, carrying off the very old and very young. He scraped the worst of the mud off his pattens and shook what he could off his cloak before ducking into Widow Henkmar's workshop. Why didn't the gods send snow instead of rain? Snow was easier to clean up, and the piles made single, albeit large, puddles instead of turning the city back into the marsh from which it had been won. Ah well, the gods acted as they chose and men found ways to cope. He tapped twice before entering the well-lit and snug shop. "Good day," he told the seamstress in the front room.

      "Good day, sir. This is what you came for." She stood, found a box, and removed a white, cat-shaped poppet with dark green eyes, a pink nose, and a collar the blue of the sky in late autumn, when the air turned crisp and bright. "We can also make blue eyes, sir." Ewoud petted the plump toy, then squeezed it. It was not quite what he'd imagined, but close enough to the great cats for a child.

      "I accept the pattern and the poppet." Ewoud opened his hard leather belt pouch and removed five vlaat. His father preferred to use letters of credit, but this once agreed that coin would be better, given the legal problem looming over them. And the silver would not be leaving the city, so it would return to the family sooner rather than later. "Does your mistress know how many poppets she can make from the hides?"

      "Only thirty, good sir. Some will be kittens, rather than cats, but only one or two, sir." The young woman ducked away, as if expecting a blow.

      The kittens would work as samples, Ewoud decided. And could be given as gifts, or for truly small children. Otherwise it fit the numbers he'd estimated. "Good. Send a messenger when the first ten are done, please."

      She curtsied. "It shall be done, good sir."

      Ewoud let himself out and went straight back to the wares-house. Once there he went to the office and considered a wax board. Call it twenty eight cat poppets, plus two kittens. At five vlaat per poppet, that came to one hundred forty vlaat. He'd paid twenty for the hides, plus the making, so if all sold for that price, he'd make eighty vlaat. Ewoud looked at the numbers and wrinkled his nose. Four vlaat per poppet would be better. High enough to make them desirable, but not so high as to keep people from buying, and not so high as to attract claims of over-charging. Too great a profit...Not at this time and season. Maarsrodi had given him an opportunity but also frowned on greed.

      He mentioned his calculations that night after the evening meal. Tycho lit his pipe, then considered Ewoud's words. "I agree. Four vlaat, or even three and a half perhaps. I realize that you are not intending to sell them outside the city walls, but I have been hearing complaints about the family prospering too much over the past five years."

      Ewoud's mother sighed. "Where in the gods' texts does it say that taking advantage of a market, should the opportunity arise, is evil or unjust, so long as life is not endangered?"

      "When the tenth ambassador to date demands that his Imperial Majesty make magic a leb-good and compel mages to work for nothing but their food and shelter." Tycho blew smoke. "Others are asking that lamp oil be made a leb-good. They are four years too late with that request, as you well know."

      Ewoud's mother finished her stripe of knitting and tied in a different color of yarn. "Did no one send messengers to the imperial court before this year, honored husband?"

      Ewoud cracked a nut and tried to recall if he had ever heard. That one year? No, yes, yes, the Five Cities had sent a messenger along with their taxes, and he had returned with the confirmation of their independence. But someone had challenged that, had they not? Ewoud couldn't remember. He got up and stirred the fire, adding a small chunk of wood to the flames, then sat again.

      His father answered at last. "Yes, we did, the Five Cities, but only to ask confirmation of old laws. The less said, the better, everyone on the council agreed, and I do mean everyone. Why attract attention the cities neither needed nor wanted?"

      Gerta gave her eldest son a significant look. "An excellent point, my honored husband." Ewoud tried to recall what he might have done to attract interest, other than the most obvious. Or was she thinking about that time with Gember's bake house? But that had been his younger brothers, and he'd been sick when the others tried to take fruit from Korvaal's trees.

      The next day, one of the apprentices raced into the wares-house and clambered up the stairs to the second storage floor, where Ewoud and Bastian worked on inventory along with a journeyman. "No, those are an order, they should have been set aside with the other orders," Ewoud said, pointing with the stylus to a bale of fine-tanned, red-dyed leather. "Those are for Antoon Bushmakkda. Is there a tag?"

      "Master Ewoud, Master Ewoud, you'll never believe who arrived with gate opening!" The skinny, new apprentice skittered around the corner and tripped over Bastian. "Oof."

      "Since his most Imperial Majesty is already here, who?" They really needed to finish sorting these before his father returned, Ewoud grumbled.

      "An ambassador from Liambruu, along with a group of strange priests. Meester Enkerman's senior journeyman says that he heard from Meester Ventris's assistant that they claim to be real priests and that the Great Northern Emperor is fake, and that all magic is cursed and that even the Five Cities owe allegiance and taxes to Liambruu and that the king of Liambruu and the real gods opened the mouth of the Moahna and made a port there." The boy, all bones and elbows, gasped for breath. "They are staying outside the city so our magic doesn't contaminate them and corrupt them or so Ventris's apprentice's brother says he heard one of the gate guards telling an inn-wench."

      Bastian picked himself off the floor, brushed off, and planted his hands on his hips, glowering at the apprentice. The journeyman rolled his eyes and returned to work. Ewoud wanted to do the same. Instead he said, "I give ten percent credit to both stories, given how difficult it is to travel overland in winter. Did you get the oil Meester Tycho sent you for?"

      The apprentice gawped at Ewoud like a fish in a net. "But I had news!"

      "You had rumor and story. Go get the oil or you will have bruises." Ewoud snarled. He raised one fist and advanced on the boy. The apprentice bolted out of sight, and everyone heard him clattering down the ladder.

      "I don't see a tag on these, either, Ewoud," Bastian announced after returning to the task at hand. "And I remember hauling these up into storage."

      "So do I, sir," the journeyman confirmed. "It was the quarter moon before the emperor's arrival, they are the last shipment of thin leather from Platport."

      Shortly before Tycho returned, the three men stood around a bale of wool-on schaef skins for coats and vests. A stack of tags sat on top of the bale. A headache worthy of a new-wine hangover blossomed between Ewoud's eyes. "Both of you see this," he grated.

      "Seen and witnessed," they chorused. "Although I do not know how we managed to miss them, sir," the journeyman muttered.

      Bastian rubbed his forehead and Ewoud wondered if his headache was catching. "I can guess, but I'd prefer not to think about that."

      Ewoud considered the tags and the lateness of the day. "We deal with them tomorrow. And let my honored father deal with whoever removed them from the orders."

      "May I beat him just a little, please, elder brother?" Bastian begged. "Please?"

      "Meester Tycho gets first choice," Ewoud reminded them, and himself. "But perhaps if we work diligently at sorting them, he will be generous and allow each of us a thump or two of our own." Because right now Ewoud wanted to take his staff and apply it firmly to the skull and rump of the blasted fool of whichever apprentice who had so carefully removed all the tags. At least twenty sat in the stack. Praise to all the known and unknown gods that they'd not needed to make any major deliveries from those orders and lots yet.

      Ewoud and Bastian waited until after their father and mother had eaten and had at least two tankards of small beer each before breaking the news. Their mother stopped her knitting mid stitch and stared, eyes wide. "How many tags removed?"

      "Twenty three, ma'am. We matched three already and put them back on the proper bales and orders," Bastian explained. He stood as close to the fire as he dared without scorching himself.

      "Please do not run him through with a needle before I speak to him," Tycho told his wife. Ewoud thought he sounded tired. "I need something to release my frustration upon, and Gran Hajo's head is not suitable, or so I was told by Enkerman."

      "Too hard or too soft, my lord husband?" Ewoud thought he heard a bit of laughter in his mother's voice.

      "Soft. I cannot go into details, but the inn-keepers are frustrated, the beast-handlers are irritated, the wine-dealers are discontented, and the King of Liambruu is foolish beyond the ken of mere mortals." Tycho lit his pipe, sat back, and closed his eyes. "Should the rumor tree bear any more blossoms, we will be smothered beneath their weight, Maarsrodi as my witness."

      Ewoud and Bastian shared looks, and Bastian rolled his eyes. "We heard several of them, honored father and mother, in lieu of hearing a barrel of lamp oil rolling into the courtyard."

      "Hein, ah, believes too readily the words of others," Ewoud allowed. "I suspect he may be behind the tags, but I did not inquire, as the hour was late."

      Gerta nodded and resumed knitting. "That sort of thing is best left until fresh light and fresh heads are available."

      "Agreed." Tycho smoked in silence as the fire crackled. "To quell whatever you might hear in the market, Bastian, or someone bring with them, yes, an ambassador claiming to be from Liambruu arrived with the opening of the gates this morning. He says that he has brought true priests of the gods and that they will cast out the imposter who claims lands belonging to Liambruu, and restore proper worship of the gods." He shook his head a little. "If it were not winter, I would seriously consider moving to Bushmakk or one of Vlaaterbe's villages for the next while, until the men of Liambruu are disabused of their assumptions. As it is, I order you to avoid them unless you are physically unable to get away from them," he pointed the pipe stem at each son in turn. "If they come here, close the gates and bar them."

      "Yes, sir." Ewoud answered, and Bastian nodded his agreement so hard that his cap fell off.

      "They did come overland, but sailed as far as Platport. And they paid in good coin this time," their father chuckled without humor. "They have brought all their own food and wine, or so they claim, and have taken space in any inn outside the walls that does not already have members of the imperial retinue staying there."

      Gerta knitted another two rows before speaking again. "Ewoud, what price have you set for the poppets?"

      "Either four vlaat or three and a half, honored mother. The expenses will be sixty vlaat for twenty eight cat poppets and two kittens. Kitten poppets," he added quickly. "Materials and labor."

      "Hmm." She knitted a little more. "I ask because someone was talking to Master Dyekstra about buying white fabric to make cat poppets with. He did not want to sell so little, and directed the woman to the sellers of used clothes and sheets."

      "Sell them as luxury goods for port opening?" Ewoud's father inquired for Gerta and Bastian's benefit.

      "That was my thought, yes, sir. They will have blue collars, and either blue or green eyes, pink noses. They are so by so thick." He mimicked Widow Henkmar's hand measurements. "The first batch will be done at the full moon."

      "By then, gods willing, the Liambruu challenge will be over and done." Tycho made a fist and lightly thumped the arm-board at the end of the high-backed settle. "I do not care for this, for Sanchohaakon's folly. The gods do not tolerate such disrespect. His blindness could curse his people as well as his person, and that," he sighed. "That will not end well for anyone along the border. And border troubles ripple north, as all men with any sense well know. I do not envy his Imperial Majesty for having to deal with such folly."

      Ewoud heartily and silently agreed with his father's declaration. The gods, like the emperor, were best when distant. Would the next rumor be that the king of Liambruu had been struck dead for his folly? How long would it take a story from Liambruu—no, Milunis—to reach Rhonari? It probably varied with the season and if caravans had begun carrying messages as well as goods.

      Thinking of rumors... "Honored father, mother, I do not know if it was ought but the customary complaints, but two women in the market complained that spells cast this season lost their strength. The market woman said that she'd heard two or three other people complaining about light spells and preservation spells both."

      His mother looked sideways for a moment or two. "Marta came in claiming that she'd been told that fruit preserves were dear not because of the lack of fruit last season, but because the preserves soured too quickly or even rotted. Kai at the Broken Loaf said that was why he'd stopped making apple and cherry braid." She knitted more before adding, "He could have purchased a bad batch. Even with preservation spells, if the maker cut the sweetening or failed to clean the fruit and scald it properly, preserves can go sour and separate."

      Bastian made a face as if he were ill, and Ewoud wrinkled his nose. How could they forget the potted great-hauler? The cook had not gotten a complete seal when she poured the fat over the top. They'd spooned out the meat a moon later and found a green and blue mess that smelled— Worse than a rotten hide or the gut piles at the fish-market in high summer, as best Ewoud could recall. The younger children had refused to eat any potted meat for the rest of the year.

      Tycho put out his pipe and stood. "We will deal with the tags and orders tomorrow. Hides are our worry. Liambruu and magic are not."
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      "I must have it!" Mistress Garoostra gasped when Ewoud presented her with the cat poppet. "Absolutely must have it. Anka, fetch the purse." The maid trotted off, returning with a hard-bottomed purse with embroidered panels and hanging chains. The captain's wife counted four vlaat in coin and broken rings out of the bag and handed them to Ewoud. He accepted them and bowed. "And I want two more."

      "They will be available at port opening, honored Mistress Garoostra. The bag contains the remnants of the hides, as well as some clipped wool." He wasn't certain what she could do with the scraps, but he was a mere male and ignorant about trimming and decorating women's clothes, aside from the cost.

      Ewoud concluded his business and hurried back to the wares-house. Something troubled the air, something more than the storm everyone claimed to feel looming to the west and north. "Weather's been too warm, aye," one of the carters had averred the day before, as Ewoud supervised loading an order. "Radmar's weather wheel will turn, cold to balance the warm, ye ken?"

      "Aye." No other reply had seemed safe. The Galnaar men and their employees suffered from strained tempers and frayed nerves thanks to Hein's failure to understand that an apprentice's duty was to obey, not to devise new and brilliant methods of conducting inventory and organization. They'd been amazingly, blessedly, strikingly fortunate that none of the un-tagged bales, bundles, barrels, and individual hides had gone out for delivery.

      "Boy, what does this tag say?" Tycho had demanded, pointing to the piece of heavy paper on his desk.

      Hein had picked it up, blinked, and read it, lips moving. "It says that the bundle contains eight rough-tanned great-hauler hides suitable for heavy uses, sir."

      Ewoud, standing at his father's right shoulder, waited. So did his father. When nothing more was forthcoming, Tycho inquired, "And?"

      The skinny boy turned the tag over. "And that they are for someone in Maans'hill, sir. And it has your seal on it."

      "What else?"

      Hein had shaken his head. "Nothing, sir, other than the little marks on the bottom where someone poked holes in it."

      "Ewoud, if you please?"

      Ewoud bowed to his father and took a small black canvas pouch from a cabinet, then removed the contents and handed them to Tycho. His father held up the device with handles and jaws. "What is this?"

      "No idea, sir?"

      Tycho stood. He carried the device around the desk and all but shoved it in Hein's face. "This is a tax punch. This one belongs to the Scavenger's temple. The holes on the tags show that the proper city and temple taxes have been paid on goods sold among the Five Free Cities. Other signs show to a notary mage or senior priest if the punch is valid.

      "The punches and seals on the tags are more important than the contents and destination, boy!" Tycho's voice had grown louder. "Without the punched tags, the goods will be declared contraband and taxed three times by the city and the temples, then sold at public auction. I can forgive many errors, boy, but making me pay taxes four times and then losing the cost of the goods themselves I cannot forgive. Get out."

      Hein's eyes had gone wide. "But you can't do that. I left the tags in the storage section so they could be put in the ledgers to keep inventory."

      Ewoud had covered his eyes with one hand. Tycho had set the tax punch down on his desk with great care, then turned and grabbed Hein by the collar and waist-band. Without a further word Ewoud's father had tossed Hein bodily out of the wares-house door, but carefully, so that he didn't break any bones when he landed. "Go back to your father. Your clothes and wage will be sent to you. Do not come back." Tycho and Ewoud had shut and barred the smaller door. The other two apprentices and two journeymen stood in the yard, staring a little or smiling and slapping palms. "Is work done?" They'd vanished up the ladders faster than rats scrambled off a ship in port.

      "Bastian will return this," Tycho had told Ewoud as he replaced the punch in the small sack. "The priest on duty was quite willing to loan it for a small consideration. It needs to be repaired. Some of the teeth broke."

      And so it could not make an approved punch. Ewoud had wondered about the loan when Bastian had brought it in. Their father's difficulty with magic meant nothing to god-touched objects, thus the temple stamp and not an old civic punch.

      As satisfying as it had been to watch, dismissing Hein had not solved the problem of the tags and having to re-secure them to the goods. "Thanks be to Maarsrodi and Yoorst both that there were only two barrels," one of the journeymen had said as they finished.

      "Aye, and that one was fish planks," Ewoud had grunted as they wrestled the other barrel into the sling for lowering it out of the storage floor. Only fish planks had that kind of strapping on the lid, arranged in a raised pattern so no one could be accused of painting false information on the barrel.

      Now Ewoud wondered what sort of tempest waited over the horizon. The flow of petitioners visiting the emperor's court had decreased to a trickle. No one had heard any official pronouncements about magic or about Liambruu. The priests within the city had not said anything other than to remind people that the gods moved in their own ways and at their own times, and that claiming to know the will of the gods did not always make it so. The emperor had issued declarations of tax-release to Platport and Moahnabrig because of the destruction caused by a fire and flooding respectively, and had announced that he would consider petitions for free-city status from three cities in the south.

      One of the names had made Ewoud's father smile. "I am not surprised, given the fate of their last two lords. Unless Yoorst in his glory and power gave the flat-horned cervi of the eastern forests thumbs and tools instead of hoofs, it was the husband of Count Astarna's ‘game’ who put a cross-bow bolt into the count's back. Such hunting accidents have been oddly common among the nobles these past ten years or so."

      As he thought about the story, or at least the fragments that had traveled this far north and west, Ewoud smiled a little. Then the smile faded as two north-men strode past, one wearing a sword, both carrying long knives on their belts. Would the priests of Liambruu try to kill the Great Northern Emperor? Ewoud had not seen that many soldiers with his most Imperial Majesty. In fact, as he thought about it, the city militia outnumbered the imperial guards. Did the emperor trust the gods to protect him, or did he have... battle magic? Ewoud whispered the words, even inside his own head. No one had heard of, let alone witnessed, battle magic being used since the end of the Great Cold, according to the chronicles and priests.

      Ewoud turned up the street to the wares-house, then hesitated. Four men stood outside the closed gate. Three looked like guards of some kind, but they did not wear the insignia of the Rhonari watch. The fourth stood a hand taller than the guards, but leaner, and pounded on the door with the hilt of a heavy knife. Ewoud pulled his cloak around him and watched for a heart beat, then another. He needed to get home, but ordering off the guards did not seem smart. Ah, could he—? No, not if that was Dogald. But there was that other way...

      Ewoud reversed directions and returned to Market Street. He strode along, head up, as if intent on business. Then he turned on the parallel street and ducked into an unlocked gate. The night-soil men used it to collect the ordure from the night-soil barrels behind the houses. One of them had broken the lock years before, and Ewoud and his brothers had discovered the egress. They likely were not the only ones, but the lock remained broken. Now he skirted along in the tiny gap between the property walls, turning almost sideways at one point and sucking in his gut as he squeezed through. He stopped, looking down at the dirt. A large paw print, two paw prints, followed the patten marks and foot prints of the night-soil men. Ewoud blinked. Probably one of the dogs the rat-catcher used. And it wasn't getting him home.

      His family's back gate had a flat fish carved into it. Ewoud found it by touch. Now, if the odd brick was still in place. He looked left and right, found the brick, and the stone he wanted. They stood just a finger-width proud of the wall. He took a deep breath, backed up as far as he could, and ran two steps then jumped.

      One foot on the brick, one on the stone, hands on the top of the wall and he heaved himself up, then scrambled over. Now the hard part. The vines had grown since he'd last done this, and it took two tries to find the right place. He lowered himself as far as he could, then his toe located a little niche. From there he could get down onto the soft dirt of the back garden, empty of vegetables and herbs this time of year. Ewoud dusted himself off and made certain that he had not torn any of his clothes. Thus tidied, he walked past the living area of the wares-house and let himself into the back door of the business. He could hear Dogald pounding on the front door.

      "Master Ewoud!" the senior journeyman exclaimed. "We are not expecting anyone, so I did not open the door."

      "Good. Don't. If it were a courier or delivery, they would not pound so and they would have identified themselves." Ewoud added a little fuel to the fire in the office oven.

      The journeyman nodded, arms crossed. "That's what I thought. I looked out the window and didn't recognize either the man or his bully boys, sir."

      Bastian appeared not long after. "The muscle at the door had better leave before Father comes home or there'll be blood in the street."

      "Oh?" Ewoud leaned back and set the wax tablet down. How had Quinn calculated freight? The numbers on the receipt made no sense.

      "Oh indeed. They threatened me when I approached the door and said I'd better tell my master to find the Galnaar men and have them turn you over for justice."

      "And?"

      Bastian opened the door and spat onto the courtyard stones, then closed it again. "Fagh. I played stupid. If they can't read my badge and colors, then they have no business with us. I went and told the watch that someone was lingering around the street, and then came in the back gate." He winked and grinned, putting one finger beside his nose.

      Ewoud winked back. A little bit of him wanted the strangers to wait, because he had not seen a good fight and thumping by the guard in quite a while. The rest of him recalled being caught on the edge of that riot and hoped that Dogald and his men would leave quietly. What a foolish mess.

      They left, although not without hanging something from the gate. Tycho stormed in, chased by an east wind and fuming as he waved a piece of paper. "Dogald is here, it seems." He slapped the page down on his desk, then marched back out into the courtyard to remove his pattens and shake snow off his cloak. Ewoud peered at the heavy, poorly-written text. "For someone claiming so many law rights, Dogald does not seem to understand how Rhonari's laws operate. Nor the laws of the empire," Tycho stated when he came back in.

      "Ah, no, sir, he does not." Even if a person was not a citizen and did not hold a residence permit within the walls, they could not be dragged out of their residence by private guards for personal justice. Citizens certainly could not be arrested by outsiders save for the emperor's guards and that was only for a violation of imperial law attested by at least three witnesses. The page claimed that Ewoud was out-law and subject to arrest and private justice. "Perhaps I am in error, honored father, but one cannot be declared out-law in absentia unless one is already outside the walls of the city."

      "You remember correctly. And a public declaration must be made to your family, or if the individual has no family, to members of his trade or confraternity, or to the city at large with three outcries." Tycho warmed his hands over the oven. "I had just been named to the council-at-large when Rhonari had its last out-law declaration of a permitted resident. If you must know the charges, look them up when you are older. Suffice it to say that the injured parties' families wasted no time hunting him down."

      Ewoud shuddered. He did not want to know. Very few things led to a man being declared outside the protection of the law. "Ah, Mistress Garoostra was quite pleased with the cat poppet and wanted three more. She paid four vlaat in coin and silver."

      "They are rather charming, for poppets," Tycho allowed, shaking his head even so. Boughten poppets had clay heads and bodies. Women made soft poppets at home for their own children. "Perhaps the novelty will out-weigh the materials."

      Snow covered the city that night and well into the next day, large soft flakes that swallowed sound and resembled feathers more than anything else. "These are very much like the snow in the council chamber," Tycho mused, watching the apprentices and journeymen clear the courtyard and the area just outside the wares-house gates. "And you need to come here, Ewoud. Now." Ewoud jumped up from his work and joined his father bowing to a blue and white clad messenger.

      "Meester Tycho Galnaar, Ewoud Truthspeaker Galnaar, a petition for justice against you has been brought to the emperor," the pale courier began. He wore only a light cape and cap despite the cold and snow. The man held out a roll of paper with a blue seal hanging from the ribbon. "His most Imperial Majesty the Great Northern Emperor will hold a court of justice tomorrow at first light, outside the gates of the city. Yours will be the second petition after the men of Liambruu." He turned and left before Ewoud or his father could speak.

      "Why outside—oh." Ewoud did not thump himself on the head with the parchment. Liambruu's delegation would not come within the walls, claiming that the mages in the city had cast curses on the very stones. "Ah, honored father, does it not seem passing strange that the men who decry all magic as false and evil insist on meeting personally with the most powerful mage in the empire?"

      "Wide and deep are the waters of folly, my son," Tycho replied, sounding tired. " And if folly truly were water, all of Rhonari would have drowned during the last council meeting. And I did not speak those words aloud, nor did you hear them."

      "No, honored father. For the council members are wise and take care that their discussions focus only on matters of the city, not on personal things." Although, given how Enkerman's voice carried when he was angry, Ewoud would not be surprised if the entire city of Rhonari and the people of the surrounding farms did not know that the former mayor believed that Pelzman had less sense than did a new hatched great-hauler or a three-days dead fish. The whole market certainly knew.

      "I have no advice for you, Ewoud. Tell the truth, carry your staff, and the gods will support the truth." Tycho stared into the distance. "You found favor in the emperor's sight once already. That carries more weight than many things. For all that he's a powerful mage, he is also a man."

      What did his father mean? Ewoud tried to suss out what his father intended to tell him, but could think of nothing. Trusting the gods made sense, as did taking his staff. At the very least, the snow had turned the footing treacherous. Ewoud sifted the ideas over and over that afternoon and evening, but could not understand why the Great Northern Emperor being a man as well as a mage had any import. All mages were men and women.

      Come the next morning, Ewoud just wanted the whole ordeal over with so he could return to business. The port would open soon, and the rest of the poppets would be ready. The trading season loomed, although how the emperor's return would affect things no one knew. War always slowed trade, Ewoud grumbled as he picked his way through the knee-deep snow. The main streets in the city had been trampled enough to wear paths in the white fluff, but outside the gates, it remained fresh for the moment. That would change, given the number of people trudging along with him.

      A wooden platform stood in the open space customarily reserved for hangings and fair tents. North-men guarded it, and Ewoud looked left and right, trying to decide where he was to go.

      "Ewoud Truthspeaker?" Ewoud turned and bowed to a messenger. "Wait there, with the ambassadors and other petitioners." The man pointed to a well-dressed clump of men. Dogald also waited there, a shadow in his dark cloak and scowling countenance. Ewoud found a place at the opposite end of the milling diplomats. Several appeared to be comparing petitions and disagreeing, in one instance vehemently and with much waving of gloved hands. Farther away, Ewoud could see strangely dressed men and a group of priests in unusual vestments. The priests seemed to be praying or chanting something. Were they calling the gods to strike the emperor?

      If they were, the gods had thus far failed to heed their calls. The sweet trumpets sounded, and the Great Northern Emperor arrived in the wagon-sleigh. The strange beasts pulling it puffed and blew smoke in the cold. The sun seemed to be fighting to break through the clouds, and Ewoud had brought an eye-scarf, just in case. The sleigh-wagon stopped and the emperor leaped from the wagon to the platform, landing as lightly as his feline shadow. Everyone save the Liambruu delegation bowed, then knelt. "You may rise." The emperor's voice filled the field.

      Silence covered the land as the snow devoured all other sounds. Ewoud waited, almost vibrating with nerves. "Let those with claims against us come forward."

      The men from Liambruu marched toward the platform. One richly dressed man in a tunic with dagged and gold-embroidered sleeves and painfully yellow boots raised his hands, then pointed to the emperor. 'This creature is an evil imposter who claims to be the emperor. No such man exists."

      That certainly drew everyone's attention, and Ewoud had to give the ambassador points for having a large pair, even as he fought the urge to duck. The ambassador continued, "The gods struck down the mages in the south for their crimes and blasphemy, and will so strike this deceiver. Only the king of Liambruu has right to these lands. You must recognize his as your true and sole overlord and honor him. He alone keeps the trade routes safe, and his prayers alone have held the wrath of the gods at bay. Until now."

      Ewoud looked left and right, craning his neck until he saw a cluster of the priests of Rhonari. The woman in the dark blue and silver of Donwah's Daughter appeared in deep conversation behind her hand with Gember's Daughter. Neither woman seemed concerned about the gods' wrath striking them down. The green-clad priestess made a cutting motion with the hand not holding her basket of office. Donwah's Daughter gestured her agreement. Behind them, the male priests studied the scene. All appeared irritated, other than the Scavenger's priest, but then no one ever knew what lay behind the deep hood and black mask.

      The ambassador continued, "The gods have worked even here, stripping mages of their strength as a warning. The time of magic has passed, the gods grow angry with your refusal to believe and repent. Heed that warning, repent now. Cast out this charlatan and honor Sanchohaakon the Wise and Munificent, King of Liambruu."

      A voice called from the crowd, "What? You're the reason spells are weaker?"

      "So it wasn't a lazy mage after all!" a woman yelped.

      Someone else hissed, "You bastards, you cost me ten jars of grain you did."

      The ambassador shook his head. "No, the gods struck you for impiety! Magic is anathema, a sign of evil intent and corruption."

      A snowball flew from the crowd, almost hitting the ambassador in the chest before he dodged. Ewoud admired the person's aim, even as city guards moved to block further projectile protests.  The people of Rhonari disagreed with the ambassador's claims, or so it certainly looked and sounded to Ewoud.

      The priests of Liambruu moved forward as a group. Silence returned. "The gods will show who are the true priests, and will sort the false from the faithful." The man speaking wore the colors Ewoud associated with Gember or Korval, but his staff had an animal head, marking him as Yoorst's Son. The other priests raised their hands, and the speaking priest shouted, "May the gods judge and show their will and their truth!"

      Nothing happened. Ewoud glanced to where his father stood, and saw Tycho looking somewhat amused, but not responding in any other fashion. No magic—mortal or otherwise—troubled the air then. The priests chanted more loudly, shaking their hands, then made a throwing gesture. Still no response. The emperor's cat yawned.

      Someone laughed. The Rhonari priests turned, glaring at the witnesses, and the laughter stopped. Apparently the failure was not as funny as it seemed to Ewoud and the others.

      After another failed throwing motion, the emperor raised his hands. Ewoud saw the blue fire appearing once more around him, then coalesce into balls of cobalt flame. The emperor's cat stood and swished its tail, hackle fur rising. "May the gods make their will plain through me if it is their will," the emperor called. Tycho still did not move, other than leaning away with all the other witnesses.

      Ewoud closed his eyes.

      "You blaspheme," a third voice from Liambruu's delegation shouted. "You are—!"

      Something great, greater than men, moved air and land. Ewoud fell on his face in the snow as thunder shook the ground. He heard screams, tearing sounds, and then a second thunderous rumble. The ground was supposed to be solid, not to shake, not on this side of the city, away from the marshes. Silence. Silence. Then voices calling, "Praise Donwah, praise Gember, praise Maarsrodi!"

      "Hail the gods!" someone bellowed.

      A woman pleaded, ”Great Traveler have mercy on us."

      "Scavenger, hear our words, forgive," a thin voice wailed.

      "Hail to the Great Northern Emperor," a steadier voice called.

      "The gods have spoken," the emperor stated, his voice firm but quiet. Ewoud ventured to look up from the snow, and saw the men of Rhonari and their priests kneeling, the emperor kneeling, and no priests of Liambruu. The snow had also vanished, and the ground where Liambruu's priests had stood now resembled a fresh-plowed field, churned and black. Then he saw two hands sticking out of that ground, and a foot. Queasy, Ewoud wondered if the men of Liambruu had paid their inn bills in advance, then quashed the irreverent thought. Gember's Daughter stood, walked to the foot, and scraped soil over it with her boot and staff, the way a cat buried its waste. "You may rise," the emperor said.

      "Hear the priests of the gods," the senior priest of Maarsrodi commanded. "The gods will protect and answer, but only to those who speak truth in their names. You have seen and heard. Learn from what you have seen." The ambassador from Liambruu now stood much farther away from the other ambassadors and representatives, his face as pale as the snow in the fields. His hands seemed to shake. Was he terrified, as he should be, or just cold, Ewoud wondered as he stood.

      After all had returned to their feet, Ewoud noticed motion in the crowd. Some people eased out the back of the group and hurried to the city gate, probably so they could be the first to spread the news. The emperor put his crown back on and the priests resumed their earlier places, all save the priest of Maarsrodi. "Meester Dogald Bushmakkda and Ewoud Truthspeaker, come forward," a herald demanded.

      Hands shaking, mouth dry, Ewoud stepped forward and bowed to emperor and priest. Meester Dogald did not quite swagger, but he looked far more confident than Ewoud felt, especially after the display of the gods' anger. The great cat sat on its haunches, tail wrapped around his toes, as the emperor regarded the two men before the platform.

      The cold, dark green eyes looked from Ewoud to Dogald and back. The gaze held a weight of its own, something more serious than just magic. The watching priests seemed cheerful and their expressions frivolous in comparison. The emperor's attention made the staff in Ewoud's hand heavier, somehow. The emperor said, "Ewoud Tycho's son, explain what transpired in Kehlibar so that all here may understand the complaint against you."

      Ewoud bowed again, in part to buy a moment to get spit into his mouth. "I went to Kehlibar vlee to learn more of trading. The caravan arrived without incident, other than an attack by laupen, and I was assigned to work with Meester Tadol Haakom, the pelt and fur master. When not assisting him or serving in other duties, I took turns in the main trade building, watching senior journeymen and masters conduct business and assisting them by gathering, measuring, and wrapping purchased goods."

      Ewoud took a deep breath before continuing. The hand on the staff felt wet. "I was in the trade building with Journey Hanka. A local man came in to trade. Hanka misremembered the price for salt. Then I sensed him using some kind of spell on the customer, persuading the man to purchase lower quality blue cloth, but charging the price for the better material." Ewoud's face warmed and he looked at the ground. "I did not say anything, because I did not know if Hanka acted on his own or under orders from his master. If from his master, then I thought, that is, that Hanka had obtained permission to take redress for bad pelts that had been sold to Meester Dogald. And I did not want Hanka and Meester Dogald to accuse me of making a false claim, since everyone knew that Hanka and I had suffered differences of opinion in the past."

      "That boy tricked my journeyman into taking the blame for breaking ship's rules, you mean," Dogald snapped.

      Ambassador Count Mangus, standing beside the platform, raised one hand. "Ewoud speaks, then you." Dogald glowered but subsided.

      "I saw Hanka do something the like twice more," Ewoud admitted. "And I did not speak. If his master knew and permitted it, I had no place to complain." He heard sounds of displeasure from the crowd. "Then," he swallowed hard, making himself look up at the witnesses. "Then a man of the north came in with tamman hides. Meester Haakom had told us, and others had told us, that only masters could purchase tamman, and only from northerners. When Hanka sent me to fetch more salt, I ran and told Meester Haakom. When I returned," Ewoud looked Count Mangus in the eyes, "Hanka was trying to bargain with the customer, and then used magic against him—persuasion spells. But the customer was also a mage, and he did something, I do not know what, and Hanka began choking. I ducked out of the way as Meester Haakom came in. He, the master, said that the journeyman would be disciplined along with anyone who had helped him, and ordered me back to work."

      The emperor's voice caressed the words. "And then what transpired, Ewoud Rhonarida?"

      Ewoud licked dry lips. It didn't help. "I told a masters' court what had happened, and was punished with ten lashes to the back as well as confinement, bread and water, and privy duty. The masters ruled that I did not have to pay restitution to the customers, in part because I earned no pay for my service in the vlee."

      After a long pause, the emperor inquired, "Meester Remko Dogald, what transpired?"

      Dogald planted his staff on the ground with a firm thump. "The boy started harassing my journeyman on the voyage to Kehlibar, claiming that he was the one who used a spell without ship's permission. Once we got to land, things got better, but only because the other masters kept a firm hand on him. That is, until the boy was assigned to work with Hanka.

      "Hanka tried. He did his duty to me, did business as I'd taught him." Dogald sounded mournful and wiped the corner of one eye. Ewoud was not the only one to stare a little at the lean man. "If he used his gift, I'm certain it was for the good of trade, not out of malice." Pure malice filled the look the merchant gave Ewoud. "Some of the apprentices heard rumors about what happened on ship, and claimed that Hanka had misused his mage abilities to deceive customers. Hanka was a notary mage," Dogald added quickly. That generated a rustle and wave of murmurs and unhappy whispers. A dishonest notary would undermine the very foundation of trade.

      "The first thing I knew, that the other masters knew, was that the boy had goaded Hanka, undermining his authority, pushing him." The words came faster and faster. "Nothing overt, of course, but a word here, a look there, a little dig among the other sons and journeymen. Accusing him of cheating customers, claiming that he'd used improper magic, insinuating that Hanka was not a proper journeyman who abided by the laws of the vlee. It infuriated poor Hanka, pushed him to the break point." Dogald took a deep breath, as if collecting himself. "Hanka lost control under the constant harassment and forgot the laws of the vlee. He must have been desperate to escape that taunting and to show that he was worthy of mastery despite the boy's accusations and lies."

      Ewoud noticed several of the men and women frowning, and the priests leaning together as if conferring. No expression appeared on Count Mangus's face, and the emperor looked... bored? Certainly not persuaded or pleased, Ewoud guessed. So, Dogald admitted that Hanka had broken the law, but claimed that Ewoud had instigated it. He wasn't telling the truth, but he wasn't lying, either. Ewoud wanted to grind his teeth.

      "For that your journeyman was executed?" The emperor inquired. "That sounds like a harsh punishment indeed, if the instigator only received a flogging."

      Dogald looked down for the first time. "No, most Imperial Majesty. It was said by men of the town that Hanka forced himself on young women, using his magic. No doubt the girls claimed that to absolve themselves of not standing firm when he approached them." Ewoud's hand hurt, and he made himself release his grip on the staff a little as an angry snarl rose from the crowd, particularly from the women. "If he had used his magic, again, the boy's harassment pushed Hanka into it. It is said, as all know, that sometimes magic may come into use without the mage being aware of it, should he or she be too distracted or upset."

      "Oh not that shit again," a loud voice from the crowd declared. Several of the mages within Ewoud's view shook their heads, and one of the Scavenger's priests covered his eyes with his hand, or so it appeared. Dogald turned, trying to find the source of the voice. Ewoud remained still.

      "And for this reason you claim blood payment," Count Mangus said. "What of Hanka's family?"

      Dogald hesitated. "Ah, most Imperial Majesty, that is, it is complicated, and I prefer not to speak of delicate matters in the presence of so many."

      "What of Hanka's family?" The emperor himself inquired.

      "I am their representative, most.. imperial... maj—" Dogald's hand went to his collar, loosening it.

      The emperor turned dark eyes to Ewoud. "Did you intend harm to Hanka?"

      "No, most Imperial Majesty, I did not."

      "Did you cause Hanka's death?"

      He had to be honest. "Perhaps I did, because I did not try to stop him or to warn the masters before Hanka's behavior grew worse. If I had complained, the masters could have taken steps sooner." Ewoud swallowed hard around a lump. "But Hanka's choices were his own, and I did not encourage him or threaten him. In truth, most Imperial Majesty, my noble lords, Masters, I tried to stay away from him because everyone knew we didn't get along and I didn't want people thinking that I was trying to get him in trouble."

      On impulse he added, "I didn't take any money with me or have an allowance or earn anything that could have been used for a payment, either for the insult on board ship or for Hanka's later death."

      Dogald wheezed, drawing Ewoud's attention away from the emperor. He'd opened his collar but still labored for breath. As he did, Ewoud caught a glimpse of brown and gold that shone in the bright winter sun, almost like honey. Saka! Dogald wore a saka necklace or pendant. But it wasn't red or rose, just ordinary saka. Ewoud looked to the priests, then the emperor, then back to Dogald.

      "It appears that your own words choke you, Meester Dogald." The emperor mused. Dogald dropped his staff and went to one knee, trying to breathe. His face had turned grey, his lips blue-grey. "No mage can use his or her gifts without knowing it and being deliberate in the effort. No man trained in a skill for over eight years, as you yourself affirm," the emperor held up the petition of redress, "can forget the most basic laws that govern all men. Hanka chose to break the laws. If Ewoud Rhonarida, called Truthspeaker, bears guilt it is for him to settle with the gods, not with men. And you lied before all men, Dogald. The saka shows it."

      On his knees, tongue hanging from his mouth, Dogald shook his head.

      "Yes, you did. You do not represent Hanka's family. My sight mages looked for Hanka's kin, at Count Mangus's request after the initial insult. He was born a bastard but raised by his father's family until he showed mage-gifts. Then they disowned Hanka as a child because of his talent, rather than approaching the priests and others who might have been able to assist, and instead of taking responsibility for him. You bribed a notary in Bushmakk to allow Hanka to study with him, so that he could serve without revealing his true skills in illusion and perception-twisting." A wave of gasps and hisses flowed out of the crowd and Ewoud's gut clenched. Without trust in the notary mages, no one could trade! Dogald and Hanka had ruined everyone.

      "That corrupt notary is answering for his crimes." Dogald tipped onto his side, fighting for air, writhing on the cold snow. "Young Ewoud Rhonarida is not the only person you and Hanka threatened, was he? Nor the first to suspect your journeyman's misuse of magic. How many others did you abuse into silence?" Dogald could not answer the emperor's words without breath. "How many?" The words struck like a whip, and Dogald held up one hand showing four fingers. Ewoud felt sicker. Was he going to lose his supper right there?

      The emperor pointed and Ewoud dropped to one knee, head bowed. "Our absence does not change the laws of the gods and of men." The emperor's voice boomed like thunder. "Dogald, once a master, is stripped of all rights and privileges. His estate is forfeit to the city of Bushmakk." Dogald gasped, then gasped again, breathing once more. The emperor gestured and guards hurried forward. One reached down and removed a chain and four pieces of saka from around Dogald's throat. Ewoud saw a flash of red as the guard handed the necklace to Count Mangus, who placed it on the platform beside the cat. The cat rested his paw on the jewelry. The emperor continued, pointing to the gems, "And this will return to its proper owner, the one who sold it in good faith and who trusted someone unworthy of that gift.

      "Ewoud Rhonarida bears no responsibility for Hanka's death. He has learned from his mistakes, has taken the duties of a man and discharged them faithfully. He spoke the truth even when it cost him honor and credit. For this we grant him mastery of his trade, as is our ancient right. Young in years but sadly wise, Ewoud Truthspeaker we name him. Would that all young men learned so well and acted so wisely."

      Ewoud did not look up. He didn't need to. The emperor left the platform, flowing as much as stepping. He reached down and picked Dogald up by the collar. "Be gone from our cities. You are outside our protections and laws." The emperor tossed the limp former merchant into the crowd. People stepped away with haste, as if dodging something noxious. "In the year to come, we need men of honor and the law, not creatures such as you."

      The emperor resumed his place. "Ewoud Rhonarida, you may rise and rejoin the other petitioners." Ewoud wasted no time getting up and out of the way.

      The emperor raised his hands again, this time without calling spell power, then lowered them. "Hear my decision. Mages are not leb-servants." Several of the ambassadors opened their mouths and the emperor raised a single gloved hand once more. "Because of the dearth, and the lack of certain medicines and healing earths occasioned by the foolishness of Liambruu, for a year from this day, mages are to serve those in need, who must pay what they can as a leb-price. Mages are not bound servants or live-servants, and can refuse to serve those who have publically abused them."

      No one looked happy. That suggested to Ewoud that everyone would abide by the rule. Even the mages in the crowd, the ones that Ewoud could see at least, were nodding although one woman looked as if she'd just stepped in something worse than summer fish guts.

      "We will go south. We will personally inspect those cities requesting freedom from their lords, except for Karlstejn." A smile curved one corner of the emperor's mouth. "Our sight mages have inspected them, as have our representatives, and we approve their request. We suggest, however, that no one else claim that their lord died in a hunting accident unless they can also provide us with the chervi's or tamman's crossbow. We are curious to see such a wonder for ourselves." Ewoud heard laughter in the emperor's voice and had to smile a little as well. So much for believing that story.

      The smile disappeared as the sun broke from the clouds. "When the port opens, we will travel south. War has come as we had feared when we first heard rumors of Liambruu's folly. The gods made their will plain once, now twice. We would not have another Great Cold descend on our lands, and so we will do what is needful." A pause and Ewoud shivered. The slight smile returned. "And perhaps it is past time to deal with the mouth of the Moahne. The river's obstreperous behavior wears on us."

      Finally, a decent port! Ewoud wasn't the only merchant to have trouble hiding his excitement and glee.
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      Two days later, Ewoud followed his father into the lesser council chamber. They both bowed. The emperor sat on his throne, his cat asleep beside him. The tip of the cat's tail twitched, as did his paws, and Ewoud wondered if it was dreaming. "Tycho Rhonarida and Ewoud Truthspeaker Rhonarida," a herald called.  Count Mangus approached from the side and bowed, then stood at Ewoud's side. As he did, Ewoud realized that no one besides north-men attended the meeting.

      "We will be blunt," the emperor began. "Tycho Galnaar, we desire your presence with us as we go south."

      Was that why the emperor had given him mastery? Ewoud's hands began sweating once more.

      "Why, most Imperial Majesty?" His father's quiet question seemed to shake the room.

      The emperor smiled. "Because of that, Meester Tycho. You have courage and you have no magic. You cannot be swayed by illusion or compulsion, and you know how to live without magic. Truth be told, we suspect that you fear only the gods, not us." He pointed to his own chest.

      Tycho smiled a touch. "I also fear your cat, most Imperial Majesty. And the wrath of my lady-wife, but so do all wise men."

      The emperor laughed, green eyes dancing. Beside Ewoud, Count Mangus chuckled as well, shaking his head a little. "There are too few men who will speak so forthrightly to us, Meester Tycho. Our fathers swore not to compel the men of the Five Cities unless it was a time of dire need, so we cannot order, only request. Will you come with us as an observer and adviser?"

      Tycho looked to Ewoud, then back at the emperor. "Yes. My wife and son will have legal right in my absence. However, most Imperial Majesty, I ask one condition."

      "And that is? A monopoly on tamman we cannot grant."

      Ewoud drooped a little.

      His father tipped his head toward Count Mangus. "I ask that your ambassador keep an eye on my son and inform me the instant he gets caught sneaking into the house over the back wall again. Because I will tan his hide for scaring his sister and the maids, master or no."

      Laughter filled the room as Ewoud tried to sink into the floor. "So that was the young man Hugan saw. He was most impressed by your leaping skills, Ewoud Truthspeaker."

      The cat talked to the emperor? "Um, thank you, most Imperial Majesty."

      Count Mangus rustled a little. "I will certainly be willing to keep an eye on Ewoud Truthspeaker, but I cannot be responsible for his good conduct or lack thereof."

      "My lord, no one has been able to be responsible for him, including himself, since he was old enough to let himself out of the nursery and get into the sweet buns his mother had prepared for the feast of port opening."

      Now Ewoud truly wanted to melt into the floor, ooze into the cellar and never be seen again. The north-men chuckled.

      "I will accompany you, most Imperial Majesty," Tycho repeated.

      Later that day, Tycho pointed to the box of poppets. "How do you propose to sell those?"

      "I have rented a booth just outside the port gate, honored father. As soon as the last one sells, I will turn the booth over to one of the sweet bakers for his use." The little ritual cakes and pies sold inside the gate benefitted those in need. The ones outside the gate only satisfied the sweet tooth, and were not considered competition with the sailors' confraternity. The baker had agreed to wait, and they would divide the cost of the booth.

      "Hmmm."
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      "I want one!"

      Ewoud held his hands apart. "I'm sorry good sir, miss, but that was the last one." Count Mangus had purchased one of the kittens just after the ceremony finished, shaking his head a little as he did so. That had started a flood tide of children and parents, leaving only three cats. A boy with curly black hair trotted off after his parents, clutching the last cat by the neck. One kitten remained.

      Large blue eyes filled with tears, and the little girl's lower lip quivered. Ewoud felt worse than he had when Hanka died. He shouldn't. The father and daughter wore good but plain clothes, and the man's hands showed that he was a craft worker of some kind. His father would kill him by lecturing him to death about profit and charity.

      Ewoud reached into the box and pulled out the second kitten. "One vlaat." He had intended to save it for his older sister's first child.

      Tears turned into a huge smile as the man counted part-coins and pieces of silver ring. Ewoud leaned forward and handed the girl the kitten. She hugged it to her and bounced on her toes. "Thank you!"

      The man put the money into Ewoud's hand. He murmured, "Thank you, Meester, for your mercy. That is the first smile I've seen since the winter cough took her mother."

      Ewoud blinked hard, vision blurring. "You are welcome, and Yoorst of the Beasts bless you and your household." He packed up and joined his family by the Great Fir, just in time to receive a blessing and then eat the fancy buns.

      The next morning his mother called up the steps, "Ewoud Galnaar Rhonarida get yourself down here! There's three lambs and two calves and their owners at the gate all looking for you."

      Already? Oh no! Ewoud threw on clothes and almost broke his neck trying to get down the steps. He didn't have the credit letters ready yet.

      His father watched him fly by and made no offer to help. Instead Tycho munched on bread and preserves and sipped small-beer, untroubled by the woes of the world.
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      Between 1200-1500, fur from Novgorod, Rus, and later from Muscovy formed a major part of the Hansa trade in the Baltic and North Sea. Squirrel fur was especially prized, and subject to sumptuary laws in many places. Most of the on-the-ground trade for fur took place at the Novgorod kontor, a city-inside-a-city within the walls of Novgorod that operated under the rules of the Hanseatic League and had its own church, courts, and other institutions. Young men served years at the Novgorod, Bergen, or London kontors before being allowed to begin business for themselves or marry. Hanse traders also had offices and warehouses in other cities, most famously Bruges in what is now Belgium.

      Medieval children played with poppets, or dolls, made of clay, wood, or cloth. By the mid 1400s, the city of Nuremberg had workshops mass-producing doll heads and arms and legs for sale elsewhere. Out-of-date fashion dolls sometimes served as toys for girls once clothing styles changed. Clay animals were also popular. Although no evidence for "stuffed animals" of the modern kind has been found, it is possible that some were made of cloth for household children.

      For further reading, in addition to the books mentioned in Merchant and Magic:

      

      Rice, Patty C. Amber: Golden Gem of the Ages 4th Edition. (Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse, 2006.) A dissertation about amber, its chemistry, history, and folklore.

      

      Martin, Janet. Treasure in the Land of Darkness: The Fur Trade and its Significance for Medieval Russia. (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2004.) Another dissertation with great detail about the trade, what was traded, and where various pelts came from.

      

      Wilson, Peter H. Heart of Europe: A History of the Holy Roman Empire (New York: Belknap Press for Harvard University Press, 2016) Kindle Edition. A magnificent, thematic overview of the institutions of the Holy Roman Empire. Highly recommended but not a chronologic history. Also over a thousand pages in print.
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      Merchant and Magic Tyco Rhonarida just wants to conduct his business and return home. The gods have other plans.

      

      The Scavenger’s Gift: A Merchant Short Story All men save miners fear the Scavenger. A trader from Maans’hill learns why.
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