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      “The confraternity wants how much for a pfund of fine salt?" Goodwife Hammersmith's face turned the same shade as work-ready iron. "A full silver?"

      Tarno Halson raised his right hand and bent the last three fingers in. "My oath to Donwah and the Scavenger, may they strike me if I lie. A full silver for a pfund of pure fine salt. Half silver for raw earth-salt, three-quarter silver ring for leb-salt."

      "Which I cannot use to preserve fine meats, as all men know. I must think on this." The sturdy matron stomped away, her heavy clogs clomping across the stone and wood of the market-hall floor.

      Tarno shrugged tired shoulders. Not his fault that the leb-price of salt had risen more than twenty times. More people needed it now than three summers ago, and the wet summer had made producing spring salt much more expensive. More want plus more cost to produce drove the prices of everything up. Look at candles!

      One of the bakers' apprentices trotted up, out of breath as always. He handed Tarno a small clay jar with a wooden lid. "Greetings from Master Harbusch, and three pooz of your grace." The boy presented a carved wooden trade token in the proper value.

      Tarno set up his scale and put three one-pooz weights on the value pan, then lifted salt out of the clay salt-keg with the little wooden scoop. As the boy watched and caught his breath, Tarno let the salt trickle onto the empty metal pan until the two balanced, then the goods pan dropped a linen thread's width lower, to show true value. "Seen and witnessed?"

      "Seen and witnessed, sir." Tarno opened the jar, inspected it, and poured the salt in. He covered the top and tied a bit of string made from an old, unraveled rope around the jar and across the lid, using ears on the jar made for just that. He returned the jar to the skinny lad. The boy had grown up, not out, at least not yet. "Thank ye' sir. Donwah and Scavenger bless."

      "And Gember prosper your trade," Tarno replied. "Walk, don't run."

      "Yes, sir." The boy set off, stretching his legs to walk as fast as he could without quite running. Tarno thought he recalled being that young once, perhaps.

      He sat on the stool behind the counter for a moment. He had been on counter duty for the eight-day. It paid less than working the pans, but it paid, Donwah and Scavenger be praised. And working under roof for a change, that he appreciated. The weather had turned fair and warm, almost too warm. Karl had worked too long by the fire and had passed out, almost fell into the fire himself while they lifted and poured that pan. Not that it would have done more than made a horrible stench. Or perhaps not, as full of dung as Karl seemed to be at the moment. Dried dung had no smell, properly dried dung, that was. Tarno chuckled a little at the mental image. No, it was not right, but Donwah as his witness, that fool needed to shut his yap.

      Salt and cloth had paid for the market building, Tarno nodded to himself. Fine brick and stone, with the guild seals in the floor in colored pebbles and in the bosses on the ceiling. With meeting space above, stalls on the ground, and cool storage and aging rooms below, the great cloth hall anchored the market in Halfeld Fluss.

      "... Nay, look ye, the weave's too loose to be from the north," a man said, his voice carrying over the constantly rising and falling murmur of sales and bargaining. " T' only way it come from the north is if it's not proper finished, not shrunk."

      "You saying I sell shoddy?" The woman's voice cut through all conversation. Tarno stood and leaned over the counter, peering toward the sound. Heads emerged from the other permanent booths, and business stopped.

      The man sounded patient. "Nay, just sayin' that the weave's loose for northern broad. My jerkin's northern broad, bought the fabric from the merchant at a trafeld five years back. Yourn looks more like west coast weave."

      Klonk, a heavy wooden clog stamped down onto the stones of the pavement. The woman declared, "I call for the market-master!"

      Not any of his business more, Tarno decided, and returned his attention to his booth. He'd sold almost a galrund worth of salt, not quite half of what he'd been sent with. That was one thing different between salt and most other goods save bread—the market never went away completely, especially not now.

      "Valdher witness my words, her voice would curdle needle-leaf tea," a stranger sighed. He wore a leather shirt and good wool jerkin, but the stitching pattern didn't look like that from the Joss valley. He studied the samples drawn on the top of the counter, and nodded to Tarno. "Pure spring salt?"

      "Aye, sir." Tarno opened the salt-keg and showed him.

      "A pfund, of your courtesy." The stranger reached for a hard-sided pouch.

      "One silver, please." Tarno set up the larger scale and showed the stranger the Halfeld pfund weight.

      "Agreed." The man put two small coins on the counter. Tarno studied the coins, then nodded. He recognized the pieces, as big as his smallest fingernail. They both bore the mark of the imperial mint of Hilnbend, and together equaled one Halfeld silver. Tarno scooped salt onto the pan, slowing the pour as the pans leveled. Once the salt pan sank a thread-width lower than the weight, the stranger jerked his head down. "Seen as good trade," he called to all around. He handed Tarno a wooden box.

      Tarno opened the box and blinked at the metal box inside. Then he shrugged and poured the salt into it, tapping the pan to make sure every crystal fell in. Once he put the lid back on and returned the box-in-a-box to the stranger, the man used two loops of leather to hold the lid closed. "We only have grey salt, and that's weakening," the stranger said. "Can't dye fabric nor hides without salt."

      "Aye that."

      The man extended a large, stained hand, and Tarno shook. The stranger had a good firm grip. "Valdher bless your trade."

      "Donwah and the Scavenger be with ye."

      Not long after the sun disappeared behind the tall wares houses and the inn on the west side of the market hall, the assistant market-master appeared in the great opening at the southern end of the hall. Klakita klakita klakita, he spun a wooden clacking rattle. "The market is closed. Finish all trades and go in peace, Maarsdam be with ye." Klakita klakita klakita. He walked up the center of the hall and repeated his words twice more.

      Tarno reached to the left and removed the loop and toggle that held the curtain back on that side. Half the cloth sagged down. He put away the scales and weights, triple-counting them in their special box, then closing the box and setting it on top of the counter. Then he locked the top of the big barrel of grey salt. The smaller pottery keg of white salt he closed with the wooden stopper, then set on its four clay legs on top of the still-locked knee-high barrel of fine salt. He collected the wooden lock-box of coins, and the pouch with the trade tokens in it, then lowered the second curtain. Tarno pulled his grey leather hood up over his head, showing all that he was a master salter, then juggled the salt-keg, the coin box, and the token bag as he opened the wooden gate built into the left end of the counter. He ducked under the curtain and closed the gate. "Good trade to ye," an older boy wearing the pattern of the market-master said. He collected the box with the scales and weights and hurried away. Master Richten's assistants and a priest of Maarsdam would confirm the weights, then lock them up until the next day. No one could accuse the stall-holders of adjusting the weights in the seller's favor.

      Tarno joined the line of men and a few women showing their tokens to the market-master's scribe, a priestess of Maarsdam. The woman peered up from her large book, studied the tokens, and entered the amount in the account of the seller or selling group. "Ye should have just taken the sheep. Be easier," she joked with a used clothes seller.

      The other woman chuckled. "Aye, but getting the coat to size after a rain's the trick. Lessen I use tenter hooks on t' sheep." She made her mark beside the amount, then dropped the tokens in the proper bags. Each bag had a colored pattern embroidered on the outside, for those who could not read.

      "Takin' th' left-overs home, are ye?" the scribe asked as Tarno showed her his markers and the salt-keg.

      "Aye. Anything to help my boys' cookin'." He made his mark, then added a simple version of the salters guild's seal.

      She gave him a look of sympathy, then gestured to the bags with her reed pen. "Scavenger and Donwah grant ye peace."

      "Maarsdam be with ye, and thanks." He put the tokens in the proper bags, then got out of the way before Goodwife Keltan flattened him. Gember have mercy, but the fine baker's lady couldn't see anything farther away than her hand's width, unless it was in the sunlight at noon.

      Tarno rolled his head and shoulders, then set off to the south, down the long slope of the main street. Several strangers gave him curious looks, but none tried to relieve him of his burdens or to touch his purse. Being one of the biggest men in the salt-works meant that light-fingered people tended to regret bothering him. That, and at least half the salters had been born to the Scavenger, and robbing a fellow Scavenger-born was not done twice by the wise.

      The salters' confraternity kept an office inside the city walls, and Tarno left the fine-salt keg and the money box there. Goodwife Graber took both items and carried them back to where Master Schaefer could check them. She returned and asked, "Any problems, sir?"

      "Nae. Goodwife Hammersmith complained about the cost, but," he made a shrugging gesture.

      "Aye that. The day someone doesn't fuss will be the day the Great Cold has returned and will have frozen their tongues inside their heads," she chuckled. Then she sobered, leaned forward over the table, and warned, "Master Fuchsban—Martin, the elder master—'s talkin' up his daughter again, the second one, Chlomila. Go wary."

      Tarno bowed a little. "Thank ye for the road word. Donwah be with ye."

      "And with ye and yours."

      He departed the office and cut west, then back north, into the brewers' district. From there he crossed the little fish-market square and passed through a now-open gateway in a low, old wall. Several men in pale hoods that matched his nodded—he'd entered the salters neighborhood, between the old and new walls. Tarno plodded toward his house, built as close to the new wall as the law permitted, and grumbled to himself. He needed a wife, and soon, but not a woman of the Fuchsban family, thank you. Especially not that daughter. Martin's daughter was fair, oh she was easy to look at, but he'd heard stories about her and her kin. Her mother, Alina . . . The less said the better, and Chlomila's bother, Jerek, would nurse a grudge or feed a slight until it grew larger than the temple of Maarsdam in Rhonari! Plus he needed someone to care for two boys, and she was barely of marriage age. Not a good choice for him, unless things changed with her situation.

      He nodded to two of the other salters. Shift was about to change, and they nodded back but didn't stop. With demand so high, everyone worked as long as they could, until the wood for this season ran out. Since he'd been in the market hall, he'd not worn his full salter's clothing. There wasn't a need to let it be known that he was of the confraternity. Some foreigners took it amiss that a craftsman sold his own finished wares, especially miners and landsmen. Tarno shook his head a little at the notion. Sellers were sellers, so long as they gave honest weight and value. Who cared what a baker wore, so long as she was clean and kempt, and her wares proved true? Perhaps Halfeld Fluss was just different from other places that way. He set the thoughts aside and opened the door to his house, bracing for trouble.

      Tarno sniffed. He smelled a little wood-smoke, and something cooking, but no scorched smell this time, Gember be praised. He didn't hear the sound of his boys fighting, either. Was that good or bad? They tended to be quiet when they planned true trouble. He walked into the small house and closed the door behind him.

      "Greetings to the house," he called out of habit.

      His sister's voice came from outside the open back door. "Greetings to the master of the house."

      He took off his good leather shoes and slid his feet into felted schaef-wool house shoes, and followed the sounds of something being beaten. Clia stood on the rear stone flags just outside the door, hands on her broad hips, watching the boys as they beat and turned their mattress. "We changed the straw. One of the farmers had more than he could use, but it's too short for the straw-workers, so he sold it cheap to whoever'd take it. We changed the filling of your bed already, and they're finishing theirs. Kyle made stew from the remains of the schaef-leg and the rest of last seasons' root crop." Clia turned to face him, and whispered, "I checked the seasoning, and made him keep the fire low. It's food, not charcoal."

      "Thank ye." More loudly he asked, "How's your man?"

      "Teamsters think he'll be back after the next Eighth Day. They had to go farther this time." She frowned, then rubbed under her small nose. "Wood's getting dear, and the farmers are watchin' their woodlots close to make sure they get good money."

      Well, so did everyone, but the salters prospered more if wood were cheap. Donwah and the Scavenger gave, and Korvaal and Radmar took, and so went the world. "Had an out-lander buy salt, a full pfund. Said their spring was runnin' low and all they had was grey."

      "Huh." She turned back to the boys. "It's dead already. Bring it in."

      "Yes, Aunt Clia," Kyle called. He and his younger brother wrestled the fat cloth sack full of straw into the house as the adults stepped well clear. Then the boys looked from the mattress to the ladder and back. "You pull, and I'll push," Kyle told Donton. "I'm taller, and you fit up there better."

      Donton opened his mouth, saw the adults frown, and scampered up the ladder to the sleeping-side of the attic. Tarno helped Kyle heft the mattress and heave it up to the opening. "Got it," Donton called. "On three. One, two, three!" One boy pushed, one pulled, and both wiggled the cloth sack up, and up, and into the attic. More rustling and grunting followed as they settled it onto the bed frame. Tarno had purchased the bed from the family of a merchant who'd been threatened with his table overturned for bad trades and debt. They'd sold the bed at cost or he'd never have been able to afford it when he and Annaka were new-marrieds, even with her dower and his savings. Now the boys slept there. They'd taken it apart at the start of summer and cleaned it, then burned herbs under it to drive out miasmas and any bugs before he tightened the ropes and put it back together.

      Clia waited until the boys had vanished before pulling her brother off to the side, by the front door. "Go wary. Martin Fuchsban's been asking around about you, wants to know when you will end your mourning, how much property you have, the like. Rumor has it that Norbart Greenfeld turned Fuchsban down for that second daughter, even with her dower offer."

      Tarno pursed his lips in a silent whistle. That was bad news. "I go warned. You're the second woman today to give me caution about that family."

      Clia looked up at the underside of her white head-covering. "Anyone with two drops of sense goes wary around them. The son, Jerek, and his mother were complaining again to Korvaal's Son about Jadwiga carving part of the new statue of Korvaal for the farmers' temple by the forest's edge."

      "Everyone and his brother knows that the priests make their own images, and if Korvaal called her, then He called her. That'd be like someone complaining to Donwah's Daughter about one of the Lady's priests helping mend a boat."

      She smiled with half her mouth. "Aye that. But that's the Fuchsban clan for you. Ever since Martin's father's time, they've been," she tapped the side of her head-cover and crossed her eyes.

      All the more reason not to marry into them. More than one family had been ripped apart by trouble from outside, no reason for him to take it on knowingly. The girl was pretty, but not worth it. Privately, Tarno thought that she'd do better marrying someone from outside the city and leaving her family behind. "I'm warned. Thank you for helping today."

      "You're welcome." She rested one hand on his right shoulder. "The girls needed to work without me watching them, get used to doing on their own." But she was close enough to come back in a hurry if something went truly wrong, Tarno knew. "So, eat, rest, and the boys have been through their letters and numbers already. There's a fresh loaf behind the loaf-rump in the box."

      "Thank you," he repeated, then saw her to the door. He got bowls off the shelf, and poured three mugs of sour milk from the jug in the water-box. He preferred cider, but Donton wasn't old enough to drink hard cider in hot weather. Everyone knew that heat thinned the blood, and hard cider went to your head faster with thin blood. The boys clattered down the ladder and Donton got spoons out of the lock-chest while Kyle pulled the heavy stew-pot off the fire, adding two small sticks of wood once the food was well clear. He'd already filled a water pot, Tarno saw, and moved it onto the fresh fire for tea. It was a good thrift, and Tarno approved.

      Donton served his father, then his brother, then himself. "Gember of the fields, Korvaal of the forests, Donwah of the waters, we thank You for Your bounty and goodness," Tarno prayed, holding his hands above the food. "Be with us, and give us your blessing." Then all three bowed to the food. Donton had cut up the rump of the old loaf and placed it in the bottom of the bowls, another good and thrifty measure. It showed respect for the bread. Annaka had taught the boys well. The three ate in silence. Hunger discouraged conversation, at least for the moment. Annaka had preferred quiet at the table, lest someone speak and inhale food.

      The boys seemed very quiet after supper. Donton kept yawning as he and Kyle washed the bowls and put them away. "What did you do today?" their father asked as the tea steeped.

      "We moved wood for Aunt Clia, and weeded the garden, sir, and helped Old, ah, Goodman Karlov with his goats." Kyle fought against a yawn of his own, "And then we brought the straw back from the market and emptied and filled the mattresses. We put the old straw around the plants, and left the rest for the night-soil men to collect."

      That explained their exhaustion. Clia had worked them hard. Tarno knew why, he understood why, and he wished they did not have to do it. But if they were tired, they slept, instead of asking for their mother and mourning for her. "You were busy. I'm glad you were able to do so much today."

      Not long after they had their tea, he sent them to bed. For once they didn't protest, and Donton needed a boost to get up the ladder before he fell asleep. Tarno put them to bed, watching in the warm darkness as they fell asleep as soon as they laid down. He returned to the ground floor and sat. He watched the banked fire glow and drowsed. He'd be back at the salting works for the next three days, and savored the cool of the evening. Men worked when they could, but ate all year around, and he'd best work as much as he could, while he could. Once the fire sank into quiet embers and coals, he banked the fire, locked the front door, set out the night-soil box, and locked the back door as well. He stripped, wiped off the day's sweat with a little water, and settled into the good bed. Good, but empty. He listened for a while, trying to hear the soft murmur of Annaka's breaths in the night, then fell asleep.
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      Tarno ate a large helping of bread with potted meat and some of the previous day's stew before leaving for the boiling house. The boys slept still. He should wake them, but they'd put in good work the day before, and deserved a little extra rest. Or so he told himself. Tarno did bring in the night-soil box, lest it disappear. He also checked the vegetables in the garden. He picked off a few leaf-beetles and crushed them.

      A handful of other men walked with him to the city gate closest to the salting works, yawning and muttering about the price of wood, and the weather, and speculating about the next year's wood supplies. That seemed to be all anyone talked about. Tarno mulled things over, and decided that he preferred the grumbles about wood to nervous whispers about the Great Northern Emperor, or mutters about dying magic workers. They'd lost a preservation mage and a healing mage from the salting works, and the men and women had sworn that they'd kill any southlander themselves if they caught the bastards who had poisoned the grain. People who worked with fire and boiling brine every day knew lots of ways to kill people. Tarno preferred any other topic, almost.

      By the time the guards opened the first gate, a score of men and a handful of women had gathered in a large clump, waiting impatiently for the end of fire-cover and the opening of the wall. "You taking an early rest day?" someone called as the wooden door squalled open, loud enough to wake the dead as well as the living and the drunk.

      "Nah, but the sun is. Go whine to Rella, not me," the closest guard retorted. "And don't try moving the light glass, either."

      Rude noises met his words. It was a ritual, one that happened every morning. If the salters and guards didn't complain and grumble, it meant trouble all around. Tarno preferred the familiar to trouble. He had sufficient trouble in his life, thank you.

      The salters walked two-by-two through the smaller gate leading to their section of Halfeld Fluss. It had been outside the walls for as long as men could recall, according to what Tarno's father had told him, and it still looked wary, for lack of a better word. The buildings hugged the outside of the old wall, close to the gates, while the great wood-houses stood between the well-spring's barn, the boiling houses and molding buildings, and the wall. The road lead past the other buildings, around the inside of the wall, the sweet wells, and the new outer wall of the town. He'd heard stories that the salters' district had once been separated from the town by the river, and that mages had turned the waters aside sometime after the Great Cold. He'd also heard that the Great Northern Emperor had a cat so large as to eat great-haulers, and took both to be equally true.

      Smoke filled the air around the boiling house. That meant fair weather, and Tarno and the men and women with him relaxed. "Glad to have a break in the rain," one of the women said, "Rella be praised."

      "Aye that," one of the oldest men grunted. "Don' like so much cold and wet. Makes grain dear."

      "Be nice if the mages could steer the clouds, send rain where people want it," a second woman sighed. "But so would be pigs that roasted themselves, and apples that grew no more than shoulder high." The others nodded and chuckled—all three were equally likely to happen.

      "You see that, tell me, so's I can buy a better hat, for when the great-haulers fly over," one of the shift bosses called from where he stood beside a loaded wagon. One of the dusty-brown birds squawked, and her handler gave her a buffet to the chest. "Yes, you," the boss told the bird.

      Tarno rolled his shoulders again. He tightened his hood and cape before ducking into the open door of the boiling house. The air tasted of salt and wet and wood, and things that grew in wet heat. He followed a smaller man to the storage area that they used as a tiring room. Hes changed his good cloth shirt for one made of leather, and a leather apron to cover him to the knees. Instead of leather shoes, he wore boots to the knee. The clerk on duty made his mark in the day book, and Tarno initialed beside it. He could read and write a little, like most men of the town. The salters prided themselves in being able to read contracts for themselves, unlike some. He drank several dippers of cool water, then returned to the boiling floor.

      "I take your place," he told Anders. The younger man blinked at him, then nodded.

      "You take my place. Donwah be with ye, Scavenger bless."

      "Scavenger guard ye, Donwah bless," Tarno replied. He accepted the large stirring stick and began in the exact place where Anders had stopped. This pan looked two-thirds done, and needed to be stirred twice, then twice more. The man on the other side of the pan held up two fingers. They were on the second stir of the four. Tarno copied the gesture and matched the leader's movements.

      The metal pan, so wide that the men on either side could not touch hands, was over two man-heights long, but only two hand-widths deep. Salt water from the great well-spring was left out to sun, if possible, for an eight-day, then brought here and poured into the pans. The pans sat on waist-high stone walls, with fires under the pans. Apprentices brought in wood and used long green-wood or metal rods to push the fires to the end of the walls. The smoke rose out of a gap in the end of the wall and out a little chimney only three men tall, then rose past the end of the pan, and disappeared out the ends of the building. Or was supposed to, but today it wanted to stay. Tarno could not see the roof-beams if he looked up. That would change, or it wouldn't. It kept the flies away, and the blood-biters.

      The water boiled away, leaving pure salt, or it would if the salt were separated, the finer chunks removed and then turned back into a salt-slurry, strained to remove the rock-powder and clay, and re-boiled. This pan had already been blood-washed to produce the finest white salt. Most people didn't need salt that pure, and bought the cream-colored kind. Tarno peered at the pan, brought the heavy stick back to the center, and then lifted it clear of the brine and shook it twice before setting it on the rests. A few crystals glittered in the dim light of the boiling house.

      "Decanting! All ware'!" Rand Graber called. Tarno looked to the sound. It was the pan farthest from his, so he didn't have to move. Instead, he checked the size of the wood pile beside the stone wall and made sure the wood was of the right sort and properly dry. All men and women checked the others' work. Salt was too valuable not to take every care, and too dangerous to trust.

      "Stop!" Rand's call stilled all conversation. "Left, go left, now!" Dragging sounds, and a yelp followed his command, then grunts as men hefted something large. "Do not ever try that again. There is no easy way. Start decanting again, and if you try to cheat, I'll push you into the river myself. There's a reason we do it this way."

      Tarno looked to Hildi, one of the few women to work in the boiling house. She held up a claw, the fingers melted and fused into one, and scowled. He scowled back and nodded. She'd almost lost the hand when a fool had tried to pour the boiling brine-slurry too fast. It had overflowed onto her. She'd claimed blood debt and the priests had supported her claim. She glanced into Tarno's pan, then continued on her way after making a mark on her tally board. She kept track of which pans had been emptied and in which order, so the others could move the molds and buckets as needed without getting in the way of the wood and brine boys.

      "Wood coming, mind your fires," someone bellowed. The old man tending the fire slid two thin, flat stones across the open end of the stone walls supporting the pan, closing them half-way. The doors at either end of the boiling-house opened, and the morning wind blew through as young, apprenticed boys and girls dragged a small wagon of wood into the building. Others carried out the ashes and any waste. The soap makers and glass makers paid for the ashes. Nothing was wasted, or at least it had best not be. Waste cost coin, and offended the Scavenger.

      Once the doors closed, the fire-minder opened the fire-box once more and added a few sticks. Tarno nodded, then he and his partner stirred once again and checked their paddles. More crystals, and the brine had grown heavy to the push. After the next stirring, they’d need to pour. He preferred late to early, but then the brine grew more dangerous, the bubbles heavy and the mix almost too thick to pour well. Thick, boiling brine bit and bit hard.

      Hildi brought water for drinking, and Tarno claimed two mugs worth. So too did his stirring partner and the man tending the fire. He still did not need to visit the jakes, meaning he needed to drink more. His clothes had begun sticking under the leather jacket as he sweated in the steamy heat. Hildi fanned a little. “Donwah my witness, but her waters want to stay here today.”

      “Aye.”

      Tarno’s partner gave the hand sign for stir. Tarno lifted his paddle and slid it into the brine, taking great care not to splash. The bubbles in the brine had grown slow to burst. When they did, thick blobs of burning grit stuck to anything solid. The men worked to push the paddles through the slurry, scraping the bottom of the pan and moving every bit of material. Tarno lifted the paddle. Crystals coated it. “Time.”

      “Time aye,” the other two men agreed. All three had to concur. The old man tending the fire creaked to his feet and peered through the steam and smoke-heavy air until he saw Rand Graber. The fire-minder approached him and gestured. Rand gestured back. By the time the old man returned and closed off the fire-box, Rand and two apprentices had arrived with containers and the pouring trough.

      “I checked the crack, ‘tis only outer,” Rand assured the men, pointing to the dark streak in the outside of the wooden trough. The apprentices positioned the black, knee-high catch jars, then moved to the far end of the fire-box and pan. “Call ready.”

      Tarno looked to his partner. The man nodded, then got into place near the head of the burning hot pan. He slid one of the lifting poles into the rings and locked it into place. Tarno copied him. The apprentices checked the masters' work and gestured their agreement. All ready.

      “Decanting! All ‘ware!” Tarno bellowed. Rand lifted the block from the end of the pan and moved clear. “On two. One, two!” Tarno and his partner began lifting the pan, slow and steady. The apprentices moved fire-bricks into place between the pan and the edge of the fire-box, holding the pan up should one of the men need to stop the lift to shift his grip on the pole. As the brine oozed out of the far end of the pan, Rand and his assistant guided it into the container.

      “Hold,” Rand called. The men stopped lifting and lowered the pan a hand width. Rand and his helper changed out the jars at the end of the trough. “Lift again.”

      “On two,” Tarno’s partner called. “One, two.” They lifted again, slowly, moving as one. Rand guided the slurry while the apprentices added firebricks under the head of the pan. Once more he stopped them, changed jars, then restarted them. At last the pan emptied. Rand scraped the bottom of crystals. Task done, he banged the pan three times. The apprentices quickly removed the fire bricks from under the end of the pan and the men lowered it back into the rests atop the fire-box. A journeyman poured one bucket of watery, warmed brine into the pan. Hildi held up three fingers. Rand and Tarno gestured agreement, as did Tarno’s partner. She made three marks on their tally board.

      As apprentices poured cool salt water from the spring into the pan, Tarno visited the jakes. Then he drank more fresh water and stretched, grabbing a bite of bread before returning to his pan. The other stirrer ended his shift and turned his paddle over to a younger man. Tarno saluted him as he passed.

      The fire-minder said, “Rand says this is a fortified pan, with first-run salt as well as brine. Should end up purer, Donwah, Yoorst, and Scavenger willing.” He made the horns with his left hand.

      Tarno and the other man copied him. “Gods willing, aye.” That meant they’d have to skim blood scum. Tarno shrugged. It all served the gods, and brought silver into the guild purse.

      The fire grew low, and the fire-minder added wood, leaving the end of the fire-box open a little in order to fan the flames. They needed to bring the water to a near rolling boil again and drive out the miasmas, Donwah willing, then let it simmer down. Tarno watched the bubbles in the pan, as did the fire-minder. “Too hot over here,” the younger stirrer said.

      “Too hot, aye,” the old man agreed. He crouched and used a greenwood stick to move some of the burning wood.

      “Even again,” Tarno reported.

      “Even, aye.” The old man slid the doors closed, slow and even.

      Tarno took a moment and looked around the boiling house. All the pan rests save one saw activity. That one would not see a fire again until major repairs took place. A crack had appeared that would not stay patched, and after much discussion, the lead salters had announced that priests of Rella, Donwah, and the Scavenger needed to check and bless the pan rest.

      The light in the salt house shifted from east to west before Tarno’s pan looked ready for purification. An apprentice came by. “Master Schaefer asks of the brine.”

      Tarno dipped his paddle into the pan and lifted it, showing the tiny crystals. “The brine grows stronger, Donwah willing.”

      “The brine grows stronger, Donwah willing,” the boy repeated. He hurried off to where Master Schaefer, the head salter, waited for news. The fire-minder added a few sticks to the fire. Not too much time passed before the lead salter and two journeymen with heavy metal buckets approached the pan. The three men working the pan saluted the salting master and moved well clear.

      “Yoorst, Lord of Beasts, thanks for Your gift. Donwah of the Waters, thanks for Your blessing. Scavenger, Lord of the Hidden, thanks for Your bounty,” the gravel-voiced master salter chanted. All within hearing made the sign of their patron, bowing a little at the words. Master Schaefer tapped the pan rest three times, and the journeymen lifted their buckets and slowly poured fresh blood into the brine. The bubbles slowed, then resumed. The familiar metallic-meaty-salt scent of great-hauler, kine, and schaef blood cut through the oder of wet wood and wood smoke. “Lords of the Land, Lady of the Waters, bless this work.”

      Tarno bowed again and made Donwah’s sign. Master Schaefer and the journeymen departed. Tarno and his partner stirred the pan three times, tapped the drips off their paddles, and stepped back. More apprentices brought the special skimming paddles and catch-buckets for the blood foam. Farmers claimed the blood foam, adding it to soil with too much sand. It fed the soil and thickened it, or so Tarno had heard. Returning it to Korvaal and the Scavenger would be wise, in any case. No wise man shorted the God of Hidden Things, even if one had doubts about some of the Scavenger’s followers.

      The fading light of the day made work difficult. Tarno peered through the meaty steam,  watching the color of the blood-brine. White and brown foam covered the top of the pan, like boiling meat, but a different brown, more black. He needed to see . . . There! “Earth boils up from the brine,” he reported.

      His stirring partner peered as well, sniffed, and peered again. “Earth boils up from the brine. Skim once.”

      “Skim once.” This time, they worked opposite each other, Tarno from the head of the pan, his partner from the fire-door end. They slid the perforated paddles just under the surface of the foam, not so far as to disturb the lower layers, but fully under the early foam. “Skim.”

      “Skim.” They started and stopped together, sliding the gritty foam into the waiting buckets. The red-earth in the blood of the animals called to the black-earth in the salt, binding it just as clay bound to clay to make pottery and bricks.

      “Mind your fires!” came the call as the great doors began sliding open.

      As he watched the steam from the pan bow in the draft, Tarno saw a hooded figure approaching. He carried two rush-lights. As he drew closer, Tarno recognized Anders. Anders inclined his head to Tarno and called, “I take your place.”

      “You take my place,” Tarno agreed. He held up two fingers, “two stirs,” then four fingers, “four skims, Yoorst and Donwah be willing.

      “Two and four, aye. Donwah be with ye, Scavenger bless.”

      Tarno took one of the rush-lights and set it at the end of the fire-box. “Scavenger guard ye, Donwah bless.”  He felt drained and sore in the shoulders and hips. He’d been on shop duty for the past eight-day, and the easy work had taken some of his strength. He walked with care between the pans, stopping to allow a journeyman balancing two buckets on a shoulder yoke to trot past. The buckets of thick brine slurry steamed in the fading light. He’d be adding his load to one of the purified pans, speeding the cooking if Donwah willed.

      Tarno sat on one of the benches in the tiring room. He traded boots for shoes and leather shirt for his own cloth one. The leather felt stiff. One of the widows would take the shirt and apron and beat the salt loose, saving it to give to the temple as part of the confraternity’s mercy offering. That salt belonged to Donwah, Yoorst and the Scavenger, not to the salters, not anymore.  Shift finished, he made his mark on the “going out” board by the door and left the salting house.

      A mild breeze flowed down the river valley. Tarno and several other workers lifted their hoods for a few steps, allowing the cool air to wash over their heads. Too long and a man chilled, but the little touch of night air never hurt a salter. The men hurried their steps, one lending an arm to Jasko, the crippled fire-minder. Only a few last rays of sunlight stood between them and the time of the closing of the gates. The senior watchman on duty had collided with the salters in the past, and wouldn’t think twice about locking them out for the night.

      Something crunched in the late twilight, and a stranger’s voice urged, “Speed yer steps, my beauties, lest you sleep cold.” Tarno glanced over his shoulder and saw a farmer urging his wagon beasts. The salters too sped up, reaching the outer gate as the last beam from Rella’s fire rose over the western horizon. The guard waved them in, clearing room to inspect the cart.

      “You there, move faster,” came the gruff snarl from the wall-walk. Tarno made a cursing sign with his left hand, then slowed until Jasko hobbled even with him. Tarno caught Rikta’s eye and made a lifting motion. Rikta nodded, and together they stepped close to Jasko, lifting him and carrying him through the inner gate. They set him down just before entering a spill of torchlight.

      “Thank ye, Scavenger bless,” Jasko hissed as he panted. A mill-stone had slid off a wagon and crushed one lower leg beyond hope of fixing. The merchant and teamster had both paid blood price without being asked. Some of the silver went to make an iron brace. The brace let Josko walk with a crutch and work. He’d been tending fires for three winters now, faithful as Rella’s dawn fire. A man had to admire him, Tarno thought as he turned toward his own home. Most cripples feared fire, and for good cause.

      He opened the house door and called, “Greetings to the house.” As he stepped across the threshold and removed his shoes, a faint burnt scent stung his nose. He followed it to the cooking hearth. Donton got to his feet as Tarno approached. “Only a little on the bottom scorched, sir, and we ate that already.” Kyle, mouth full, nodded.

      “Thank you.” Tarno shed his hooded coat and work clothes, then rinsed his face and hands with water from the bucket by the back door. Kyle served him with a bowl of meat-ends and flat-beans. The pot needed spices and less cooking, but the boys had done their best. He needed a wife, sooner than later.
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      Tarno joined the line of salt-workers waiting to be allowed into Korvaal’s temple. No other place in Hallfeld Fluss had enough room for all of them and their wives and husbands, as well as the journeymen. For a few hours, the widows and women salters ran the salting house, earning twice wages for their efforts. He found space on a bench along the side of the temple’s great hall.

      A statue of Korvaal, twice man height, loomed at the far end of the chamber. He stood beside a plow, one hand resting on a sheaf of wheat, a pruning hook in His other hand. He smiled at his followers, or did He? Tarno studied the face and wondered. The eyes alone did not smile, the mouth alone did not, but still, he sensed that Korvaal looked with pleasure at His followers. Fruit and grain decorated the statue's robe, and more fruit and vegetables sat heaped around the feet. A castana tree and an apple tree grew behind the statue, a reminder that Korvaal controlled the woods as well as the farmed fields. Niches along the wall beside the statue held early grain and some hay, the first-fruits of the looming harvest.

      A priest walked out of a door at the Korvaal's left hand, bowed to the god, then turned to the gathered salters. They stood with a rustle and some groans and creaks. The brown clad priest raised both hands. “In the name of Korvaal, Lord of the fields, be welcome.”

      “Our thanks for the welcome, and our thanks for the bounty of the Lord of the Fields,” Master Schaefer replied from the front row. He bowed, and the others copied him. “Our thanks for the use of Korvaal’s temple. May it prosper and may His servants be blessed.”

      The priest kept one hand aloft, two fingers curved like the tip of a wheat sheaf. “Korvaal’s blessings on you in turn. May your work prosper, and peace grace your business.”

      Schaefer bowed once more. “Praise to the Lord of the Land.”

      The priest departed through the same door. Master Schaefer, Rand Graber, and a third man stood in front of the statue’s base. Schaefer gestured for everyone to sit, or at least relax. “First, to answer the question before it is asked, two eight-days more, then the season ends. Donwah’s Daughter and the Scavenger’s Son confirm that.” Murmurs and rustles rose and fell, like the wind through a summer orchard. Tarno frowned, as did the man beside him, but no one argued. “Rella, Donwah, and Korvaal permitting, we should have a spell of hot, dry weather, although extra prayers for such would not be amiss.”

      “I don’t like the short season,” the woman standing at Tarno’s left hand whispered to her husband.

      “No, and I don’t think anyone does, besides Harlor,” he whispered back, nodding toward a shaggy-haired figure on the second row, near the side aisle. Several people around nodded or chuckled. Tarno made Donwah’s sign, warding off the seniors hearing them. To accuse a fellow worker of light-laboring without proof was not wise, especially in the house of a god.

      Schaefer waited for the murmurs and whispers to fade away. "Second, barring guidance or word otherwise, the prices for salt will not change. Donwah and Scavenger willing, we will not lose any more work-days to weather or distress. We will work through the market-eighth." He glared at someone who grumbled. "Without salt, man and beast both suffer. We must work as long as we can before the season ends."

      A sigh of agreement drifted over the salters. Tarno agreed with the sigh. No one wanted to work all year long-—that would kill a man, had killed men, back when salters had been property of the lords. But a short season made for tight belts and unhappy customers. What would be the best length of the salting season? That men had been arguing over since the first salt-makers sat down over ale to discuss it!

      Rand Graber and his guest stepped forward. The stranger dragged his right foot. Had he suffered injury?  Rand cleared his throat, dragging Tarno back from his wanderings. "Some of you have heard rumors, mostly from outside the walls of Halfeld Fluss, that the salt spring fails. By the records we have, and the word of the Daughter of Donwah and the Scavenger's Daughter, the spring remains as strong as when first opened. However," Rand raised one hand. "However, it appears that we will lack preservation mages for some time to come."

      "No one's found a mage-tree, yet?" a loud voice called from the back of the temple hall. Laughter flowed through the room.

      "Nae, Waduz, they grow at the same rate as salters." Rand let the chuckling fade. "People need salt, will need salt and more of it, especially now that the south lands cannot provide either. The elders have been looking for another spring, one not inside a place with city-right, or on noble lands. We might have found one."

      The stranger nodded. "I am Thorkal Ottmarson. I am a mine-finder. Normally my kind work with rock miners and the Scavenger-born to locate seams or quarries in new places. Master Schaefer and Master Graber hired me to look for salt, since salt comes from the Scavenger as well as from Donwah's waters." He smiled a little, but only the right side of his face moved fully.  "It appears, and the priests confirm, that a ghost-spring exists upstream twa milen, on the half-slope south of the river."

      Tarnow half-closed his eyes as he tried to place the ghost-spring. One milen would be just over a Halfeld league, so call it one and a half leagues or so, so near the schaef rocks and the first bend. The river made a slough there, marshy and full of rotten air, before the land rose again.

      "Does he mean the grey bald at the schaef rocks?" the woman on Tarno's left asked.

      "He must," Tarno said. "That would explain the bald, if the land is salt-laden."

      Rand gestured for quiet. "The guild is looking at the field. The good news is that the current owner is the temple of Korvaal, because it came to the temple as blood tithe after a kin-slaying over the pasture." Several people groaned. Everyone made warding signs, Donwah's waters or the horns. "The bad news is that we, the salt workers, would have to buy it outright in order to put a salt-shaft into the land. Because that requires wood. Lots of wood." Even more groans rose. Tarno winced, imagining the cost.

      Master Schaefer stepped forward once more. "Explain the ghost-spring please, Brother Ottmarson."

      Ottmarson nodded. "A spring once flowed from the ground, as the brine spring here once did before the spring-house and well were built. The ghost spring carried salt, and fed into the marsh and river. Perhaps because it carried soil with it, perhaps because of drought, or because of an earth-shake, the spring returned to the Scavenger. It left salt in the soil. That means that if a man were to dig there, he would find salt. How pure I do not know, although I suspect not as bitter as coast-made salt."

      Tarno made a face as the man beside him mimicked choking. They had tried coast-made salt once. No wonder only tanners and glass-makers wanted it if earth-salt could be bought or made.

      "Even if it is not as pure as spring-salt, tanners and farmers and others will want it," Rand said. "That will ease the calls for lower leb-prices on food salt."

      There was that. And lower prices for animal salt and tanning salt would make the farmers—not happier because no farmer Tarno had ever met appeared happy—but less likely to snarl at the salt-workers. As angry as some remained about the last wood fight, keeping the peace might be worth the cash cost. If the Scavenger granted that the ghost-spring would provide.

      "So, two questions for you to consider," Master Schaefer declared. "First, do we expand into salt mining, should the ghost spring mark a place of earth-salt? To do so would require permission of the Scavenger, and some of us to create a branch of the miners' confraternity. Second, if we add mining, do we buy the field and begin work there, Scavenger and Korvaal permitting?"

      Because Korvaal would have to release the field, thus buying it outright. Especially since it had been given to Korvaal to stop a blood-feud ending in a kin-slaying. Tarno frowned, as did several of the people around him. Blood-washed land often carried bad fortune with it. Was that part of why the family had given it to the temple?

      "Will the cost of mining be more than we earn?" one of the men asked his neighbors. "That's most of our mercy-fund spent on a field, and should magic return soon, we will make no profit from a salt mine."

      "The wood worries me," an old woman stated. She folded her arms, frowning under her black widow's cap. "The farmers and charcoal-burners, coopers and house-carpenters and others grumble about our using so much of the wood. To buy a cursed field from Korvaal's temple, then dig there and use even more timber and fuel wood, all outside walls?" She shook her head. "I do not like the idea."

      Tarno and several of the men nodded. She spoke sense, good sense. Here they stored wood inside walls. The Halfeld Fluss watchmen could alert others to mischief and worse. Not so that far outside the walls. They'd have to guard the works. That cost silver as well, and time, and the neighbors might cause problems on the road. Talk rose and fell.

      "How long to train a preservation mage? Ten years and more from birth? And the tanners and others still need salt, as do cooks. That's time enough for a salt digging to pay for itself."

      A tight, almost squeaky man's voice. "Nae, ill omened, and arrogant. We need wood and good will. A salt digging will lose us both those and more."

      "Will Donwah take offense at a mine and close off Her waters because we favor the Scavenger?" The woman's whisper carried well.

      Wood thumped wood. Tarno looked up and saw Korvaal's Son standing with the salt-masters. Those still seated stood, and all bowed to the priest. "Sit, please." The man's deep voice reached every corner of the temple. Leather creaked and fabric rustled as the men and women sat. "There is no need to decide this day. Indeed, it is better for you to decide after an eight-day, so that all may think and consider and pray."

      Several people ducked their heads, unhappy. Tarno hid his flinch, because he too had failed to consider that.

      "Do not speak of this outside the salt family," Master Schaefer ordered. "Should any ask, tell them of the end of work, and of the stable price." He looked to the priest, then back at the salt-workers. "In fact, spread the news of unchanged prices far and wide. Good will at the end of the season is always welcome."

      Korvaal's Son raised his hand. Tarno went to one knee, as did the others who stood, while the seated salt-workers bowed their heads. "Go in peace, and may Korvaal's bounty and discernment touch you in equal measure. Blessed be the Lord of the Fields and Forests."

      "Blessed be Korvaal, Lord of the Fields," came in unison reply. The priest departed, and sunlight washed into the room as the doors opened behind them. A beam of light touched the tree carved into the god's platform. Tarno noticed several other people making god-signs at the reminder.

      Three days later, Tarno watched his sons rinsing themselves in the back garden. The step-stones did not steam, although they should have. Rella of the Lights blessed the day with enough heat to bake bread on the stones of the market square. Tarno had taken the boys with him on his shift, and they had joined other children carrying drinking water to the workers. Even so, two men had collapsed with work-fever and been carried out of the salt-house. Rand had refused to allow them to return once they woke. Yes, the rest of the shift had to work harder. But if a man fell into the pan, or collapsed as the boiling brine poured? Disaster and ill omen, and all work would stop until a priest could come and bless the works to lift the ill. Better to go shorthanded.

      Donton looked ready to fall over himself. He'd worked hard, as hard as his older brother. Tarno took the bucket from him and handed him a piece of toweling to dry himself with. Kyle shook like a dog, then put his own bucket in the proper place. "Inside to food, both of you," Tarno ordered. They dragged themselves into the house. Tarno had bought potted meat, cheese, and bread, trading fresh greens and red-root from the garden for pickled white-stem. The boys devoured the food, then fell asleep on the floor under the table, too tired to go to bed. Well, it was cooler, too. Their father cleaned up, banked the fire, and barred the doors.
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      The salters returned by ones and twos, to Korvaal's temple on the next Eighth-Day afternoon. Those who worked had visited early, before their shift began. Priests and priestesses of Korvaal, Donwah, and the Scavenger guarded a dark wooden box, one with the lid both locked and sealed by the temples. A small hole in the lid allowed man or woman to drop in a small stone or bean, black for refuse, white for buy-the-field. Each salter kept a decent space between his fellows, not watching as the men and women added their beans or rocks to the count. The confraternity's seniors had been firm—no grey, no speckled. Tarno had not been the only salt worker to spend several time marks in Donwah's temple, considering matters and praying for Her guidance. He'd also added a bit to his gifts to both Donwah and the Scavenger, just in case.

      "Rella has blessed us," Waduz said, voice quiet. He glanced back to Tarno and the others. Tarno nodded his agreement. The hotter and drier the weather, the less wood they needed and the faster the brine thickened.

      "Blessed us indeed," Jasko said from behind Tarno, voice also quiet. The tip of his crutch scraped a little on the stone floor. "She dries wood as well as salt. We've used only two-thirds the usual wood these past days, thanks be to Rella and Korvaal."

      "Thanks be," everyone murmured. The line moved steadily as the workers reached the box, dropped in their bean or stone, bowed to the gods, and departed. Several of those in line appeared deep in thought or prayer, and one of the widows fingered memory beads as she walked.

      The temple smelled of wood and sweet incense, like apples. Or did the wood itself release the benediction in the heat? Tarno wondered, then turned his thoughts to the field, the mine, and the future. He had heard of brine-springs fading and dying, sometimes when men tried to deepen them by digging the spring and instead breaking it, or offending both Donwah and the Scavenger. Would that happen in Halfeld Fluss? It might, Donwah have mercy. Or an earthshake might shift the waters or bury them, as happened near the southern mountains.

      Waduz made his choice, bowed deeply to the gods, and stepped to the right, out of the way. Tarno took a deep, settling breath, reached into the pouch on his belt, and removed his white bean. He dropped it into the box, bowed, and eased out of the way before turning and departing the temple. The bright sun outside bleached everything and he hesitated just outside the doorway, blinking until his vision returned. A weight eased from his body and heart. He'd chosen, as best he could discern, what was right. Now all depended on his fellow workers and confraternity members. He raised the hood on his sleeveless jerkin and pulled it over his head, a weak defense against the brightness shining from the stones of the way and the whitewashed walls around him.

      When Tarno approached the salt-works the next day, groups of men and women clustered in tight clumps, some waving arms, others murmuring quietly before separating and going their ways. A piece of pale cloth hung on the wall beside the door to the changing and preparation area. The salters would buy the field and start work.

      "Hai, Tarno, what say ye?"

      Tarno considered his words. Sullen expressions alternated with satisfied among the workers and assistants. "I say that first we have to buy the field, then confirm salt. After that?" He shrugged. "The way the past four years have gone, like as not we'll find gold or something else equally useless."

      Laughter met his words. Even Anders and Waduz smiled a little, or frowned less angrily. Hildi pointed to the doors with her mangled arm. "An' like yon banner or no, work waits or we all starve."

      "Aye that."

      Four days later, Master Schaefer and Donwah's Daughter walked with slow dignity into the boiling house. They carried an ancient leather bucket on a pole between them. The salters stopped their work and bowed as the two set the bucket onto the ground. Rand Graber steadied the pole as the veiled priestess slid the bucket off the end, then lifted it. "Behold the blessing of the Lady of Waters," she sang.

      "Thanks be to the Lady of Waters," the salt-workers chanted.

      The priestess lifted the bucket as high as she could, turned in a circle, then poured the water into the pan. "The Lady closes the spring. Bank the fires and take rest, that you may do Her work with all your strength of shoulder and heart in the future."

      "Thanks be to the Lady of Waters."

      The priestess departed, for now. The salt-workers returned to stirring, pouring out brine, and watching the fires. When a pan emptied, the tenders scraped the coals out of the fire-boxes, and let the fires die. One by one, the great pans yielded up their contents and went cold. Tarno watched as the last drops of water dripped into the jars. The apprentice watching the fire scraped the last embers out to the mouth of the pan rest. Tarno and Anders waited, resting a little. The smoke above them thinned and faded away, allowing them to see the black bars of the rafters high above, and the women gathering around the wall of the building.

      As the last jar of boiling brine filled, first one woman, then another called, "Salt of your mercy, salt for the humble!" By ancient tradition and right, the poorest widows and daughters of the city claimed gleaning rights.

      "As the gods show mercy and provide for us, so we do for you," Master Schaefer called. At his words, then women hurried to the pan rests. They carried small containers and wooden spoons. They scraped the pans with care, freeing any crystals left on the metal. Tarno and some of the other older salt-workers steadied the pans, and held out their stirring paddles so that the women could scrape those as well. A priestess of the Scavenger had checked so that no one smuggled a metal-tipped tool in with the wooden, lest damage follow. The women cleaned the pans better than the apprentices did, but then, this was leb-salt, mercy-salt. The last two jars made would go to the Scavenger's temple as a mercy offering.

      "Let the fires be cold, the pans empty, and the doors closed until the turning of the seasons," Master Schaefer called.

      A cold voice called back, "So commands the Lord of what is Hidden, all under the earth."

      "So commands the Scavenger, Lord of what is Hidden. Blessed be the Scavenger," everyone replied, bowing to the hooded figure standing beside the great doors.

      The Scavenger's priest led all the workers and gleaners out of the salt house. Master Schaefer and two other men close the doors, and Schaefer lowered a small wooden bar over the pegs on the doors, a token lock. He turned, bowed to the Scavenger's voice, and handed the man a metal key, the symbol of work. Until Donwah's priestess returned the key, no brine could be boiled.

      The women of the confraternity waited inside the city gates. They gave the men bread and meat made without salt, a reminder of why they had labored so long and hard. No one gave any to Tarno. He no longer had a woman. He eased past Anders and trudged to the house, bone weary.

      He rested the next day, watching the boys work on lessons and going through the household supplies and stocks. The weather turned wet and chill, a fitting end to the salting season, and good cause to stay indoors if possible. Kyle needed winter trousers, and both boys needed smallclothes and socks. Tarno collected the old, worn-past-repair items to sell for rags or for yarn credit toward new socks and sweaters. He also went through the food and fuel stocks and account list. Preserved meat was dear, far more than in the past, but fresh would be available in greater quantity soon, at least for a short while. He needed to arrange the kitchen hearth for smoking meat. So much to be done before winter, including inspecting the roof and walls for leaks and to see that the draft-blocks remained in good repair. The Scavenger's rats always took a small toll, but too much and men could take their own toll in return.

      All this was a woman's work, Tarno grumbled to himself. Oh, how he missed Annaka and her thrifty ways as well as her smile and spirit. The storm that grumbled in with the night matched his own spirits, chill and dour in the darkness.
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      Tarno sniffed the air flowing down the long street from the market square to the salt gate.  The wind had shifted with the storm, driving away the clouds and fog. The rich, hot scent from the bakers' ovens fought with the sourness of earth-coal from the smiths' quarter behind Rella's temple. The usual ordure of the beast market had departed with the storm. Rain sweetened as well as drenched, unless it was the slow, warm summer drizzle that brought miasmas out of sour soil and warned of illness among the young and weak. The usual smells would return, but today the air felt empty. Tarno shrugged.  The lead great-hauler on the wagon parked by the tanners' gate hissed, her crest and neck feathers ruffled. Tarno edged closer to the wall of the tanners' confraternity building and Master Keiffer's house. Another man could test the strength of her claws and her kick, thank you!

      The sun poured light and heat down on the street.  The warm cobbles under his boot soles made Tarno frown to himself. The boots needed repair, preferably soon. And breeches for Kyle, perhaps for Donton as well. Once Clia patched Kyle's old breeches, Donton could wear those, if she could patch them, but Kyle would not fit into his father's old trousers yet. Soon, probably, but not this winter. Tarno considered his needs as he approached the south end of the great market square. Take the old socks to the knitters' stall so they could decide on credit for him, then the old-clothes stalls, and then he would visit the preserved-meat and spice merchants. He turned to the left and strode along the edge of the market, out of the flow of traffic.

      Crash! Wares hit flagstones and cobbles. Tssssss! A great-hauler snapped at a wiry, oddly-clad stranger who ducked, twisted, and ran, arms full of something.

      "Thief! Stop, thief!" The hue and cry sounded from a dozen voices. Tarno turned and raced after the stranger. The man swore and sped his steps, running faster than the river in spring. Tarno lengthened his stride and reached for the stranger. The man ducked, dodged left and collided with the wagon at the tanners' gate. Crunch. He staggered, dropped his burden, and collapsed. Blood on his head and on the weathered, grey wood of the wagon's tail-board told the tale. Panting a little, Tarno stopped and waved his arm, then pointed as two market wardens raced up, boot-nails clattering on the cobbles.

      "Uuuungh," rose from the man on the ground. He wore much-patched and faded blue breeches, brown socks and patched tan shoes, and a faded red shirt. His loose, almost knee-length sleeveless jerkin of blue and brown had been pieced together from tatters of something else, or so Tarno judged. The younger of the two watchmen heaved the thief to his feet. "Claim Scavenger's toll," the man slurred. Blood gushed from his nose and chin. Tarno glanced down but didn't see any teeth on the ground.

      "Not here," Tarno and the older guard said together. The guard continued, "Scavenger's toll fails. You caught the wagon without being touched."

      "Seen and witnessed," a man and young woman called from beside the wagon. "Me dahter and me heard t' hue-n-cry. Yon master didn' touch t' thief. He ran hisself into m' wagon."

      Trrrwheeee the off-hind great-hauler caroled, as if in agreement. The young woman and a passing goodwife made Yoorst's sign.

      "Donwah and Scavenger witness, I did not touch him." Tarno averred as he made Donwah's sign.

      "Good 'nuff," The market watch dragged the flattened stranger back toward the market. One of the market-master's apprentices had trotted up in the meanwhile. He collected the goods off the ground and hurried back to the sellers. They would inspect the goods in front of witnesses in the market-master's judgment hall. If damage claims came forth, well, the motley-clad stranger would be working himself hard.

      "Yon fool marked m' wagon," the owner grumbled. "T' priest 'll best be called."

      The young woman nodded. "Aye, sir. But a blessing n'er does ill, and we owe t' Lady of Waters for Her kindness."

      A heavy sigh. "Aye." Tarno took in the man's sturdy boots, heavy breeches, the wear patches on his jerkin, and the stained and battered but good felt hat. The man wore cream and nut-hull brown, home-dyed by the look. A farmer, then, likely with schaef or great-hauler flocks if he had doings with the tanners. The daughter sounded sensible, and if a touch too square-jawed for beauty, carried herself well. She too wore cream and brown, sturdy and well-made.

      "To th' temple, then, then trade," the farmer declared. All three great-haulers dipped their heads. Tarno inclined in a slight bow to the man and betook himself back to the market square to find boy breeches and speak with a heavy-goods cobbler.

      The goodwife at the knitters stall considered the socks, such as they were. "A little credit, Master Tarno, but not more than a quarter silver, if that. The yarn's worn uneven."

      As much as the socks had been mended and re-worked, a quarter was better than he'd hoped for. "Agreed," he said. "I'll be back later for finished goods, socks for two boys and myself."

      "Aye." She extended her hand and they touched palms on the bargain.

      He turned and threaded his way between buyers and wares-laden apprentices, one hand on his purse. No point in tempting one of the Scavenger-born to foolishness, not that he'd been bothered in a year and more. Thieves tended to go wary around him after he'd broken the skull of the last one to cut his purse strings. The hot sun brought the scents out of leather and other things, confusing the nose. Sour wine lees cut through the muddle, rising from a red-purple puddle off to the side of the main way, and he wrinkled his nose. An apprentice would be working right hard to make up for that.

      Tarno stopped at the rag buyer's stall beside the used clothes seller. Goodman Hasla shook out the breeches and jerkin. "Aye, boys be hard on breeches," he sighed. He held them up to the sun, dark green eyes blinking hard. "Can't quite read a contract through them, but near." He leaned over and marked Tarno's name and four scores on the tally-board between his stall and Goodwife Hasla's stall. "So much I'll give for both pair and the jerkin. Carpenters want old leather for summat or t'other."

      "Agreed." They touched palms, and Tarno went to the next stall. He stopped, peering at the fancy skirt hanging from one of the pegs. He'd never seen the like. Dark red and blue embroidery decorated the upper skirt and waist-band, but from two hand-lengths down, someone had cut the material and sewn patterns into it, leaving little holes with color around them. Fancy cream-colored thread work decorated the bottom for a hand-width.

      The young farm daughter he'd seen earlier stopped as well, basket on one arm, and shook her head. "There's more trim than skirt," she declared.

      "Aye. Came from a death sale, an' no takers. Women here don' wear such, not even as a festival dress with an under-skirt." The goodwife shook her head. She wore practical, dark colors, a bit worn but clean and well-made. Her flat-edged headdress sported dark brown embroidery, and Tarno saw a pattern of sheaves.

      Who had come from where, that she wore such a skirt? Tarno shrugged to himself.  Probably one of the merchants or confraternity members who traveled on trade. Marrying out brought fresh blood and trade opportunities, if that had been the woman's dower. Sometimes the blood did more good than the trade, based on the stories from down south. Beast nor man prospered for long if too much stayed in the family, as they said. None of which had to do with breeches for growing boys!

      The farm-daughter continued on her way, and Goodwife Hasla nodded to him. "I need breeches for boys, one so tall," he held his hand a little above waist high, "the other so." The hand moved to chest high. "Still growin' the both of them, not too long-legged."

      Goodwife Hasla smiled a little and nodded to a passing journeyman with legs tall enough to rival a great-hauler. "Less than yon, then, aye." She glanced through her stock. "Heavy fabric I've got, leather not so many. Tanners' not caught up with need yet." She laid out three pair of breeches, one pair baggy enough at the waist to fit both boys in at the same time. Tarno considered the other two pair, rubbing the material for roughness and turning them to check for wear. Some on the knees, of course, not so much on the seat as he'd feared. They'd do for Kyle, and might last to do for Donton in turn.

      "Here's two in leather, and one your size, Master Tarno." Goodwife Hasla leaned forward and studied his lower half. "Hmm." As he considered the leather breeches for Kyle, she flipped through her bundle. "Ah." A second pair of men's breeches flopped onto the counter at the front of her stall, and four shirts. "These with t' breeches. Material's heavier than most, and not many want light colors for boys." She winked.

      "Aye that. White and boys makes as much sense as makin' pan salt in th' rain." Neither one lasted long! The pale tan shirts would work for both boys. He'd not planned on those, but better now when he could find them than not find when he needed them. Oh, it had been easier when Annaka could just trim or patch to fit. Truly, he needed to find a wife. "So, how much of my year's wages are ye wantin'?" He winked back.

      She leaned away, as if offended. "Now, good master, I don't want all yer wages, just half." She pulled a tally board out and made marks for the cloth breeches, the leather, and the shirts. "Less the credit with m' man," she erased four of the marks. "Three-quarter silver."

      "Three-quarter! Now, Goodwife, I'm not against a fair trade, but three-quarters for used? Nah, one third silver." He folded his arms and waited.

      "One-third? I'm old, not foolish, Master Tarno. Yer not buyin' shoddy, not from me. You want one-third for this," she waved a knob-jointed hand over the clothes, "go talk to my goodman. Two-third silver or no."

      After another round, they settled on half a silver and a pooz-weight. Tarno handed her coin and bits of broken silver ring. She weighed them. "Fair dealin'," she called to all passers-by.

      "Heard and witnessesd" one of the assistant market masters said, nodding to them as he passed. Goodwife Hasla bundled the clothes and tied them with a bit of old net-string.

      Tarno accepted them. "Maarsdam smile on you."

      "Donwah bless."

      Tarno considered matters. Walking through the market with the bundle might tempt someone. He turned and strode down the row, between the fabric-goods sellers and the dealers in wool, thread, and sewing and spinning things. People filled the rows, haggling, measuring out goods, and exchanging news. Who hadn't heard the Master Richten, the market-master, say that if he could collect a booth-fee for news and gossip, the city would have enough money to bridge the river, expand the walls, and build a roof over the entire salt-works, wood storage and all? Tarno half listened as he walked. Nothing caught his ear, at least not yet. Weather talk, crop talk, gossip, the usual things. A few people declared "Fair dealing," and touched palms over their agreements.

      He left his purchases at the house, checked on the boys, and returned to the market. A different wagon sat in front of the tanners hall, this one still loaded with fleece-on schaef hides. "Aye, they're green! Thas' why I brought 'em 'ere." Most irritated indeed, the farmer slapped one palm with the back of his other hand. Tarno stretched his steps, in case the journeyman responded to the insult. If he was smart, he'd ignore it and call for a master. If not, well, Tarno didn't care to have another talk with the city watch, even as witness.

      He chose a different path, skirting the opposite edge of the market, around the eastern side of the market hall where the food and spice sellers had their wares. "Nae hot-bark, Goodwife," one of the spicer's journeymen reported. "We've an order in, but naught from south of the Comb has passed north this season. Hot-bark, false-pepper, sweet-leaf," the skinny man recited. "Master Piast hopes that a caravan from the west comes soon, with goods from the islands and spices. He's waitin' on two. Bridge washed out's the word."

      "Aye, heard that mesel'," she sighed. "Well, until Yoorst makes great-haulers t' fly or swim, there's naught to do. Two pooz curly-leaf, then, and three of white pepper."

      The journeyman set about measuring the dried spices. Tarno continued past two more spice stalls until he reached the preserved meat sellers. He needed one silver of hard sausage, and one-half silver of smoked great-hauler or schaef to keep him until he could start smoking his own meat. He preferred great-hauler, but it tended to be dear this early in the season. Potted meat would also do if need be. Better still would be a goodwife to prepare the food at home and spare his silver, but no dealer sold such wares. He snorted to himself, imagining a bride market run like the beast market. Would a man market his daughters by weight, by year, or by looks? Goodwife Alina Fuchsban stomped past, her clogs making the cobbles clatter. Tarno and several others eased clear of her path, lest they be treated to a piece of her mind. Perhaps a bride market would not be such a good thought.

      Tarno waited until the hard-sausage maker finished the sale and touched palms with his customer. The wine seller departed and Tarno stepped forward to the booth. "I need one silver of hard sausage, not too high spiced."

      "Great-hauler or schaef, Master Tarno?" The red-faced sausage-maker pointed up with his joggle-stick. "I have both. Great-hauler's milder, schaef's thriftier this season. Lots of schaef on the market, but all clean, Yoorst weigh my words."

      The boys ate either, and quantity mattered. "Schaef, then. One silver."

      "One silver, aye." The sausage maker reached up with the joggle pole and nudged five large, round sausages in netting, each bigger than a large man's two fists together, down to the end of their rod, then tapped each one off the end of the rod. His assistant caught them as they dropped and set them onto the scale. Then the sausage maker set five Halfeld pfund weights on the other side of the scale. "One silver," the maker reported. The two sides almost balanced. The sausage maker added two smoked links to the meat pan. It sank until it hung one thread-width lower than the other side.

      "Fair dealin's," Tarno called, extending his hand.

      "Fair' dealin's aye," a man called from behind him, and palms touched. The assistant tied the strings together with a bit of old cordage, and Tarno slid the smaller links into one of the sausage's nets.

      "Smoked schaef's not so good right now for keepin', good for fast eatin', sir," the smoked meat seller said, expression glum. He reminded Tarno of a sad schaef, all droopy faced and big-eyed. "Smoked great-hauler I have in plenty, and it'll keep. No more potted meat, not yet. Yoorst's Son asked us to wait. He's concerned 'bout a murrin rumor." The man made the horns, warding off the ailment. Tarno copied him.

      "One-half silver of great-hauler, then, wrapped for keeping."

      "One-half silver, aye."

      Staples in hand, Tarno threaded his way out of the main market square. He'd just gotten clear of the outside row of stalls when he heard a commotion. He was not the only man or woman to stop and turn toward the increasingly heated voices.

      " . . . Nae from me will ye have, woods-thief! I'll no sell to a damn salter."

      "Then ye may close yer' stand and go, in peace or nae peace!"

      "Valdher strike ye and Korvaal curse ye, deprivin' honest men of wood, tools, shelter, an' trade wi' yer greed."

      "Enough!" Tarno recognized the roaring voice. So did the people around him, and they scattered. No one cared to be around Master Richten when he used the full weight of his authority or of his iron-bound staff of office. Or both at the same time. The country man had picked the wrong place to have that fight. Tarno shifted his burden to his left hand and continued on his way.

      "Master Tarno," an unwanted voice grated. "A moment, of your courtesy."

      Tarno stopped and turned. Goodman Fuchsban marched up to him, Fuchsban's second daughter close behind her father. Chlomila wore a pale green blouse and brown skirt, cut to emphasize her womanly gifts. They were considerable, as was her beauty. "Master Tarno, I understand that ye have set aside the bands of mourning."

      "Yes, Goodman, I have." Tarno kept his eyes on Fuchsban.

      "My daughter, Chlomila." Fuchsban all but shoved the girl at Tarno. She fluttered at him. He ignored her. She tried again. He kept his eyes on her father.

      Goodman Fuchsban scowled. "She is skilled in the womanly arts, Master Tarno, and can care for children, as well as being fair."

      "I am glad to hear that." Tarno recited, "A good hand on the needle makes the household prosper."

      Fuchsban smiled, revealing half a dozen missing teeth. "Aye, indeed, and Chlomila will prosper your household indeed this winter and after."

      Tarno glanced at the girl's hands. No calluses or cuts marred the soft skin. Granted, she could be one who made healing potions for the skin, but he had not heard her named as such by the healer or by the priestess of Radmar who oversaw the herbwives and midwives.

      Fuchsban continued, perhaps taking silence as an encouragement, "I dower her with a woodlot and two carved chests of tools and implements, five good buckets, and a table and three chairs." One of Tarnow's eyebrows rose, and the carver added in a rush, "And her bridal chest and household goods, of course."

      "Of course." For a newly married pair, he offered a small but reasonable dower. For a widower with a household already? No, aside from the bridal chest, which all women brought. Yes, all men knew that Chlomila was the second daughter, so her portion would be in goods rather than silver. To offer only goods and a woodlot in this case? If it was the old copse on the back of Crumbled Hill, well, to call that a woodlot was to call three eggs in a nest a great-hauler team. Give it two lifetimes of a man and it would be a reasonable woodlot once more. Tarno lacked that much patience.

      "Master Tarno, I would be honored to meet your sons," Chlomila smiled, a tight little smirk, her voice grating his ears.

      "It would be a good match," the woodworker pressed, leaning forward almost to touching distance. "Ye salters need friends among those born to and for Korvaal." The man's small eyes narrowed into glittering slits. "Marriage cements friendship, aye?"

      "It can, aye." It could also kill friendships. He'd seen both. "It is also not an agreement to be rushed. Daughters are not copper fruit."

      Fuchsban scowled, his mouth drawing in as if he'd licked raw, bitter sea-salt. "Aye," he allowed. "But friendliness may turn to anger, souring like milk left too long in summer."

      "Indeed, Goodman Fuchsban." Tarno ignored the threat in the man's face and voice. Chlomila's fluttery smile wavered. Tarno inclined toward them. "If you will excuse me." He lifted the sausages. "May Maarsdam and Korvaal prosper your trade." He turned and strode away from the pair before they could stop him.

      Instead of going straight home, Tarno stopped at Master Harbusch's stall and purchased three pooz of leb-bread. The farmer he'd seen earlier paused in the shade not far away, untying knots from a memory string, lips moving as he recited to himself. Tarno smiled. He'd made those himself when Annaka had recited a list at him on market day. The smile faded a little. Not Chlomila unless he had no other choice or unless the gods themselves commanded it. No matter how comely and skilled she might be, the balance weighed against her family.

      As Tarno passed, the farmer raised one hand. "Master Tarno?"

      "Ye name me right, sir."

      The farmer nodded. "Dor Erbstman. The market-master upheld judgement on the would-be thief." He sounded torn between frustration and satisfaction. Well, he'd likely had to pay a minor blood-gift to the Scavenger as well as receive a tithe blessing from Yoorst's priest.

      "Good. No man nor woman's patron is an excuse."

      "Aye." The solid man seemed to gather himself. "Your pardon, Master Tarno, but do I understand right that ye seek a wife for your house?"

      Biting back a groan, Tarno replied, "Yes, I do, but I am in no hurry and I have two sons."

      Goodman Erbstman turned his right hand palm up. "I seek a husband for my daughter Urla, who ye saw earlier. She has no dower save her bridal goods. Neighbor strife," he sighed. "She is thrifty, and served as two-year share-mother for three children until Gember's spring feast this year."

      A share-mother? Thankless work, but much needed by the sound of it. She'd cared for the children for two years without payment other than part of the other woman's bride portion. The girl seemed to have a full helping of good sense, what little he'd seen and heard. Tarno considered for a moment or two. "Does she seek a man?"

      "Aye, but with her dower locked away?" A resigned shrug.

      The farmer's honesty weighed heavily in the family's favor, and Tarno ventured, "I'm born for Korvaal, born to Donwah."

      A woman's voice from behind Tarno said quietly, "I was born for Gember, born to Donwah." Urla approached them, curtsied, and handed her father a large bundle of goods. "They had no hot-bark nor other far southern spices, sir." She returned a small tally pouch. "Have ye told Master Tarno of Hepsha?"

      Erbstman shook his head.

      "My younger sister Hepsha is Yoorst's child, sir. Kind but not clever." The young woman raised her eyebrows as she tapped the side of her headdress with two fingers.

      Slow but good natured, then. Such happened in all families, and meant nothing to him. However, their honesty spoke well, far better than Fuchsban's forwardness. Tarno studied the young woman and Goodman Erbstman. Urla reminded him of a good chair, sturdy, comfortable, but not overly fancy. He nodded once. "I have two sons. After harvest ends, let us speak more. I will bring the boys to your farm, perhaps?" Getting them out of the walls for a while would probably do them good.

      Erbstman nodded in turn. "After harvest. I farm south of the river, Three Rocks Farm. Take the trade road to the kissing trees, then turn right to the three rocks. Come if ye will, and Donwah and Scavenger prosper ye whichsoever way ye choose."

      "Yoorst and Gember be with ye on your way, thank ye."

      Tarno resumed his return to the house. No dowry . . .  Or, a dowry but entangled in a property spat, one her father did not sound hopeful to win. It would not be the first or last time property went to the temple in order to prevent bloodshed, should things be at that point. And a sister who was simple. Tarno shrugged to himself. That mattered not to him, although some families worried about such things. To marry a farm girl, though, and not a salter's daughter or widow . . . He'd need to confirm with Tarak Schaefer that it would not cause problems. If the family farmed schaef more than grain, all should be well, but he'd best ask before doing anything more.
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      “All hail Donwah, Lady of the Waters," Donwah's daughter chanted, her voice rich and melodious in the dimly lit sanctuary.

      "All hail Donwah," Tarno and the others chorused in turn.

      "Let us give thanks to the Lady for her gifts."

      "All thanks to the Lady of the Waters." A rustle of fabric and creak of leather flowed through the space as Donwah's followers bowed, then made her sign together.

      The morning light filtered in through precious blue-tinted glass, casting watery light into the temple. Four candles and two lamps gleamed beside and before the statue of the Goddess of the Waters, while one taper flickered on Her altar. Donwah looked down on Her followers from behind a veil of finest schaef wool dyed blue. Her full lips always seemed to Tarno to smile with a secret. A slightly hooded headdress concealed Her hair, and a loose robe hid most of Her form. Glimpses of a fine white gown with intricate blue and green embroidery could be seen through the gaps and folds of the robe. In one strong hand, Donwah held a golden fish. Her other hand held a staff with depth markings on it, the same as the river-guides used to judge the safety of the water. An old-style leather brine bucket and shoulder yoke lay at Her feet.

      Donwah's Daughter, the senior priestess, raised her hands. Like the goddess, the Daughter wore a half-veil, covering her eyes. No man could truly know the waters of the earth, be they rivers or the great seas. So too no man could know the goddess. Like Her brother, the Scavenger, She ruled the hidden depths, Hers of the waters, His of the land. "When the great ice retreated to the north and the gods surveyed the remade lands, Donwah spoke. 'I claim that which flows and all that lies within it.' And Her brothers and sisters agreed, thinking to claim the better part. All save the Scavenger, who chose all that lies hidden beneath the surface. The Lord of the Hidden and Lady of Waters share that which flows beneath the surface, share equally," the priestess reminded them.

      "Blessed be the Lady of the Waters. Blessed be the Scavenger," Tarno recited.

      "Blessed be the Lady, and blessed be those who heed Her words and respect Her waters, who honor that which lies hidden in the depths." The tall priestess lowered her hands, turned, and with her fellow priests bowed to the image of Donwah. The worshippers bowed as well.

      "Oh great Lady, who holds charge of all waters and watery places, guide and protect those who serve You, who depend upon You for sustenance. All honor to You, protectress of the waters, of wells and streams, of the oceans and lakes. All honor and praise to You, Lady whom none may truly know." Everyone bowed once more.

      The priests turned to face the congregants once more. Donwah's Daughter raised her hands again and led them in singing a song of praise and petition. Then she dismissed the worshippers. "Go with the Lady's grace, that your way may be untroubled and your works prosper."

      "Blessed be Donwah." The doors opened. Those born to Donwah and those who worked on the river began trickling out of the building. Unlike the other gods, Donwah asked no incense, only cleanliness. Her temple and followers smelled faintly of soap-root, or of soap once the slaughter season concluded. She did not require a man or woman to bathe before worship, but Tarno always thought it a good idea to at least wash the important bits, even in winter. Donwah was generous, but also long of memory for slights. This all men knew!

      Jasko stopped Tarno and his sons as they left the temple. The weather change must be paining the crippled salter, for he used two crutches, Tarno noted. They all moved out of the way of the departing watermen, washerwomen, and others. In a quiet voice, Jasko said, "Master Schaefer needs strong backs. The wood he'd expected at mid-summer will be released soon, so says Korvaal's Son and the upstream Son of Donwah." Jasko glanced left and right and shifted his weight. "There's a bonus, because it means pulling logs as well as splitting."

      Tarno groaned to himself. He'd avoided that work in the spring, and in the past fall, because of the boys' youth. He was due. "I'll be there." He'd warn Clia, if she didn't know already, once they knew the day.

      "May I help, please, Father?" Kyle asked. He sounded eager, too eager.

      Both Tarno and Jasko shook their heads. "No, young man," Jasko said.

      "No, because you are smaller than the wood. Once we start splitting, then perhaps," Tarno told the boys. "Not when we pull logs out of the river. That's far too busy for small men."

      Donton had been staring at the fire-tender's iron brace. The boy looked from Jasko to his father and back. "Sir, what happened to your leg?"

      "A mill-stone slid off a wagon and crushed it." Jasko turned his left hand palm up for an instant, then grasped his crutch again. He might have been discussing the possibility of rain, for all the feeling in his voice. He looked over the boys' heads. "Oh—" He caught himself short. "A storm is approaching."

      Tarno looked, and winced. Goodwife Fuchsban stormed out of the temple of Korvaal, a ferocious scowl on her face. Tarno slid his hand over Donton's mouth before the boy could say anything, lest the matron take offense. The boy could be more honest than wise, some days. "Indeed," Donton's father said. Everyone still in the lesser square moved clear of the goodwife's path, like schaef moving away from the legendary great cats of the north. "I will help with the wood," he repeated, lifting his hand off his son's mouth.

      "Thank ye, and Donwah be with ye and the boys." Jasko nodded and shifted his crutches, swinging around and clomping off.

      The sound of rain, heavy rain, woke Tarno that night. He listened, then rolled over and returned to sleep. By sunrise the storm had settled into a steady, cold rain that made a man's joints ache. Tarno stayed under roof that day and the next, doing indoor work and teaching the boys more reading and cyphering. Any man benefitted from knowing how to add and subtract. That evening Rand Graber tapped on the door and warned, "The river rises. Master Schaefer says the day after next."

      "The day after next," Tarno repeated. "I will be there."

      Rand pulled the hood of his cloak tighter and picked his way around the deepest of the puddles and mud-spots.

      The morning dawned grey and pink, a sign that the rain had ended for the moment. Tarno sent the boys on an errand, then went to visit his sister and tell her the news. Clia frowned, patting the threshold with one clog. "Must you?"

      "Aye. I didn't work the last two pulls. I have to, or there will be dissent." More dissent, because he knew that asking about marrying outside the walls would bring complaints.

      "I don't like it." She raised one hand. "I won't ask you not to, but I don't like it. Will the confraternity see to the boys' care if there's a problem?"

      "Yes, until Donton reaches the age of reason." That was written into the confraternity's rules, and applied to all salters. The salters would support the children of a man without wife who died while working. Or who was crippled to the point of being unable to work at any trade. It had been some years since the need had arisen, but everyone knew about the rule, and all contributed to the mercy fund. "Donwah and Korvaal grant that it not be needed."

      She made Korvaal's sign. "Aye." Then she shifted to the horns. She leaned closer and lowered her voice, "Goodman Fuchsban asks if any knows your mind concerning his second daughter."

      "I have not made a decision, because the matter requires much consideration and prayer." Please, Donwah and all the gods, may he never have to wed Chlomila!

      Clia gave him a shrewd look, then winked. "Indeed. Such important decisions as apprenticeship and mastery must never be rushed."

      "Aye that."

      Tarno rose well before dawn the next day. He put on his oldest shirt and most rugged jerkin and breeches. Just before he left the house, he wrapped the palms of his hands in rags, saving the leather wraps for later. Several other men, all strong and young, waited with him at the city gate. Rand Graber and Tarak Schaefer arrived, deep in low-voiced discussion about something. They fell silent and turned, bowing as Donwah's Daughter and one of the priests of Korvaal appeared out of the darkness, along with a priest of the Scavenger. The salt workers moved well clear of the trio.

      The black robed and hooded priest hammered twice on the man-gate, then twice more. The guard on watch looked down from the wall. "Open in the name of the gods, for work will not wait," a hollow, cold voice commanded.

      The guard leaned forward, leaned farther, and Tarno heard a gulping sound. He didn't smile—no man dared refuse the Scavenger, or the other gods. Even gentle Gember might quietly take back Her seed, or choose to feed the beasts of the field and birds of the air instead of men. The guard straightened up and hurried along the top of the wall. Tarno heard boots on wood and stone. The door opened, and the Scavenger's priest led the waiting men out to the salt-works, then to the banks of the Joss.

      The Joss lapped the top of the high-water step. Tarno heard the black water as it rushed past, slapping the docks downstream and muttering as it met the river walls. "My colleague spoke wisely," Donwah's Daughter observed.

      "Indeed," the priest of Korvaal replied. He conferred with his colleagues, then turned to the salt workers. "Hear ye this. Two chances. Ye have two chances to catch and hold the wood. After that, it is Donwah and Scavenger's toll. Ye may take it from the water, but only as god-toll."

      "We hear the words of Korvaal, Lord of the Fields and Forests," Master Schaefer replied. The others murmured their agreement. Two tries made good sense. After that, men grew frustrated and desperate, and terrible things happened. Watermen already waited a scant quarter milen upstream, on the small island at the edge of the town channel, to direct as many of the logs as they could into the town channel and away from the two mill channels. Likely as not, the outer water gates had been closed already, since they had warning of the logs' coming. In the dim early twilight, he could just see that the wood-wall had been slid into the stream a little below where they stood. Tarno heard a clatter over the sound of the grumbling water and turned.

      Two of the largest men dragged log-pikes and hooks out of the tool storage building. Tarno strode over to help them, lifting the wooden handles off the stones of the quay. The men set the tools down and returned for more. After two additional trips, Tarno waited, resting. "You, you, and you, hooks," Rand Graber ordered. He pointed to Tarno and another man. "You and you, pikes. The rest of us pull the logs up from the water."

      "Pike, aye." He'd be steering the logs so the hook men could grab them, then the others heave them away from the water. They'd cut and stack them for proper drying later. It wasn't as dangerous as hooking and pulling. He'd done both and would again.

      "Others will spell us in the later morning," Master Schaefer reminded the men. "Go easy for now."

      Donwah's Daughter tapped her iron-shod staff against the stones. The ringing sound stilled all talk, and the men turned. She lifted her right hand, and they knelt. The Scavenger's priest too raised a black-gloved hand. "May the Lady of Waters guide your hands and ease your task," the Daughter called.

      "Remember the Scavenger, and fear not the labor," a chill voice hissed, barely louder than the waters beside them. Tarno shivered as a finger of cold wind brushed the back of his neck.

      "Take of the gifts of the Lord of the Fields, and be grateful," Korvaal's speaker proclaimed, brown-gloved hand also lifted.

      The salt workers and listening city guards all chanted, "Thanks be to the gods, blessed be the gods."

      The priests withdrew to the shelter of a small dent in the wall, the trace of the old gate. The salt workers took their places, peering upstream in the twilight. The temporary wooden wall jutted out a dozen double-arm lengths or so upstream. Tarno could just see the low space showing that the water-gates had indeed been lowered. Not too much later, a white cloth waved, then waved again. The watermen saw the first of the wood coming toward them. Tarno murmured a quick prayer and made Donwah's sign, then took a firm grip on his log pike and moved to the edge of the quay.

      A dark shape bobbed on the water, barely darker than the river. "Log," Tarno called quietly. He eased as close as he dared to the lapping waters and braced. The trimmed tree-trunk hurried toward him. He leaned and just as it passed, rammed the pike's iron tip into the wood, angling it toward the hook men. The log slowed as it entered the back-water behind the temporary wall in the channel. The three hook-men grabbed the log and pulled it in, then up onto the bank. The others rolled it higher before dragging it out of the way. Some they'd lift onto shoulders, these they dragged or rolled. Another log appeared and Tarno steered it. The wood tried to escape, but Anders rammed it with his pike and forced it toward the hook men.

      The logs came at a steady pace, Donwah be praised. Even so Tarno's shoulders and back burned by the time the sun cleared the hills and shone full down onto the river. He wasn't used to the pike and to reaching so far. More logs appeared, a dark mass that interrupted the gleam and shimmer of light on the water. The men caught two, but the third dodged them. It hit the wood wall, and the hook men managed to snag it and pull it in. The carry men pulled it clear, then rolled it off to the side, away from the growing pile by the city wall. Tarno and Anders both nodded—two tries, then caught on third, so that log would be given as mercy wood to either Donwah or the Scavenger for those in need.

      Just before the sun touched the sky at mid-day, the watermen waved a black flag. "Scavenger's toll," Tarno called to those downstream.

      "Scavenger's toll," they called back. If he strained, Tarno could see two logs bobbing, black in the faintly brown water, as they passed down the outside channel and the opposite bank of the river. Donwah got the mercy log, then.

      Waduz arrived a little later. "I take your place," he told Tarno.

      Tarno handed the pike over without protest. "You take my place. Donwah and Korvaal guide you and protect you."

      "Donwah prosper you and your house," Waduz replied, bowing slightly before turning his full attention to the river and the logs coming toward them.

      Tarno plodded up hill toward the gate. Hildi waved her mangled arm at him, catching his eye. He went to where she stood. "Take and eat," she said. Someone, probably the women of the confraternity, had made bread pockets with meat in them. Tankards and ale waited as well. Tarno ate, then savored the cool, sour ale. He rinsed the tankard and set it aside for another man.

      "Ware! Wild log!" Tarno spun to see the danger. A large, white-fringed wave shoved a big log toward the riverbank. One of the hook men jumped clear, but young Karl grabbed for the beast. He hooked it and heaved. The log washed toward him, and the others grabbed it as well. "Heave!" one of the men called. Karl pulled with all his might. He slipped, sliding toward the river. The young man screamed, then vanished under the enormous, wet cylinder. Tarno heard the crunching and ran down with the others. They grabbed the red-stained log and rolled it up the bank. Tarno blocked the bubbling, gurgling sound of Karl's last breath from his ears, focusing on the rattle and wet of the moving log. Work could not stop, not yet, not with more logs coming toward them.

      When they finished rolling the wood up the bank, a black-robed form glided to the log. He tapped it twice, then continued to the body of the salter. The Scavenger's priest blessed the dead man before returning to the killer tree. "Half will sell for blood price, the rest keep for use in the salt fires," he commended.

      "Heard and witnessed," Tarno and several others affirmed. Tarno looked to the other men. They all backed away from the log. With a silent snarl he took his knife from his belt and carved the sigils for 1/2 and blood, then cut the Scavenger's mark into the log.  Behind him, he heard Rand Graber growl under his breath. No ill-fortune came from doing the Scavenger's bidding. The younger men would hear from their elders, later.

      "Go, and Donwah bless your rest," Rand said after Karl's body had been moved clear and two more logs brought in.

      "Maarsdam prosper your work." Tarno nodded and walked slowly toward the city gate. All from the neck down hurt. He'd soaked his clothes through, as always, and the wind chilled him despite the sun. His hands wanted to clench, to grasp the pole he no longer held. He'd be working hard the next days as well, for the wood could not stay out in the open. They had to move it into shelter before the next Eighth Day. That was the law, and for good reason. No point in tempting the weak, or leaving a fire risk against the walls.
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      Two days later, the rarely used trade gate between the river and the salt-works ground open. The metal and wood howled as they slid across wood and stone, despite the water poured in their path to ease the way and oil dripped into rollers and hinges. Most men covered their ears, if they could, and the guards had stuffed rags under their helmets to dampen the sound. Thanks be to Yoorst that the great-haulers hired to drag some of the wood had not come yet. They'd break harness and flee across the river to escape the sound. That or take to the air like as not, Tarno chuckled to himself.

      Beside him Waduz winced. Once the sound stopped and he lowered his hands, Waduz grumbled, "Still not as harsh as the tongue of Goodwife Fuchsban, ye ken?"

      "Aye that." She now sat under caution for giving a priest of Korvaal a piece of her mind concerning her widowed sister-in-law, a priestess of the god. Truly, that family did no credit to their trade.

      Master Schaefer raised his left hand, stilling all talk, such as it was. "First the mercy log, then the Scavenger's wood. Start with the small ones, until the great-haulers come. We're payin' them for the heavy work, so don' cheat them of their task."

      Laugher followed his words, and someone called, "Oh no, Master Schaefer, we'd ne'r deny great-haulers their chance to pull a load. That be rude!" More laughter filled the still, chilly air, and several of the town watch grinned and nudged each other.

      "Get to work before a schaef eats ye," the confraternity master ordered, shaking his head and smiling a little. "Ye break it, it's yourn." Rude sounds replaced laughter.

      The men and two women set to work. The women carried ropes and pieces of pale grey marking stone, such as the blacksmiths used. The women marked the smallest logs, those not already marked, and draped ropes over them. The men used the hook-poles to shove or pull those clear of the rows, then worked the ropes around them for dragging. But first the mercy log was dragged and pushed into the salt-works, with all turning their hands and backs to the labor. The Scavenger's log followed under the priests' watchful eyes. They would mark the cutting line, lest any be tempted to short the god.

      Tarno had wrapped his hands again, and draped a piece of sacking over his shoulder to protect his heavy jerkin from the rough rope. One of the older widows stood to the side with a hand-drum and beater. Once the men all had a strong grip on the ropes wrapped and tied around the log, and the boys braced to push, she called, "On four. One, two, three, four!" She hit the drum with the beater. The men heaved together, the boys pushed, and the youngest boys drizzled a little water under the front of the log to help it move. The boys kept their feet well back from the path of the log. The short widow beat a steady rhythm on her drum, helping the men pull together. She paced them as they labored, dragging the still-damp log up the slope, then in through the goods gate and into the shelter of the wood-crib. When they stopped and untied the ropes from the log, Tarno heard talk from above him. He peered up, high into the roof shadows. Men balanced on the cross-beams, checking the ropes and pulleys. They'd stack the logs loose enough to allow air to flow, so they'd dry again before the men dared try to cut them into burning size.

      Tarno coiled his rope, checking it for wear and fraying. No man cared to have the rope snap! At best he'd look a fool and lose a few teeth from hitting the ground face first. He and the others moved clear of the next men coming in with their log.

      Stripes of light and shadow from the walls of the wood crib could hide a man until he was run over, so Tarno made haste to leave the airy building. It stood taller than the city wall, but away from the stones and earth, lest it be used to climb over the wall or ram the gates. Three wood cribs stood in the salt-works, each able to hold over a hundred logs worth of wood. Tarno tried not to think about cutting and splitting the wood. Half of the work belonged to the wood-workers' confraternity, and they used it to train their apprentices and provide make-labor if any needed it. But half the labor came from the salt workers themselves.

      "Wood warms a man twice. Once cuttin' and once burning'," Waduz observed as they walked back out to where the logs waited.

      A snort greeted his words. The man at Tarno's left hand said, "Aye, and we do it backwards, heatin' ourselves in summer and cuttin' in winter."

      " 'Splains a lot," the gate guard said, grinning and showing his missing teeth.

      Tarno replied with a downward shove of his extended middle finger.

      The guard just smiled more broadly. "Nah, I prefer wenches."

      The great-haulers hissed and grumbled their way to the wood just after the first water and food break. The sun hung halfway to the peak of the sky. Tarno drank two tankards of water and devoured a flat loaf of bread as long as his two spread hands were wide. The goodwife had filled it with sweetened and spiced yellow gourd. "Harvest come early," Tarno observed around a mouthful.

      "Aye," Aeldrik agreed. The short-sighted, wiry man sniffed. "Not sure if that's good, bad, or it just is."

      Tarno chewed and considered the matter. Early harvest meant less risk of rain or ice catching the crops in the field. The millers had more time to grind the grain before the cold stilled their wheels. But it could mean a long, deep winter, a killing winter. Or not. Perhaps the gods took pity on men after the last few years of dearth and woe.

      "Ifin we see big white cats and giant schaef pullin' a wagon, then we worry," Rand Graber declared. "All of us see, not just those who stopped by the Iron Tankard on the way home."

      Knowing laughter and winks passed around the gathered salters. Brewing beer from smutty grain had not ended well, at least not for the drinkers and the brewer. The witnesses had enjoyed the results, after the fact, once everyone recovered. The priests of Gember as well as the Halfeld Fluss council had punished the brewer severely for that. Some grain smut killed, driving people out of their mind with pain after they ate the grain. And then there was the grain smut from the south that had killed so many magic workers. Tarno took another bite of bread and cursed the now-dead southern fool.

      Donton and Kyle helped push the logs and carry ropes. That they could do safely, and it wore them out. Plus they earned a quarter ring each if they worked more than a quarter of the day for four days. The salt workers made sure that the boys earned their hire, no matter whose sons they were.

      The salters dragged the last log into the salt-works just as the sun disappeared. They and the great-hauler teams wasted no time hurrying out of the salt-works so the guards could close the gate. The teamster urged his birds in through the main gates. Again, wood and iron howled and moaned, and the old entrance closed for the next long while. The salters rushed to get through the inner gates and wall before the guards decided to hurry them. Tarno almost dragged Donton, the boy was so tired. He'd worked hard, as hard as his older brother. They'd earned their pay indeed.

      After the Eighth Day, Tarno went to the confraternity building to leave a mourning token for Karl's widow and see what her share would be. Master Schaefer was in as well, and Tarno decided to ask his question. "A moment, sir, and a question."

      Schaefer pulled him into a side chapel, one dedicated to Korvaal. They both inclined to the small image, then Schaefer said, "And that is? Kyle is still too young to apprentice."

      "Goodman Dor Erbstman has invited me to consider his daughter Urla in marriage. She has no dower because of neighbor strife. They farm schaef south of the Joss."

      Schaefer folded his arms and scowled. "What say ye?"

      "She's comely but no beauty, skilled in the needle arts at least, and has good sense. The lack of dower doesn't matter. She has child skills." That, and good sense, weighed for a great deal in his balance. "Born to Donwah."

      Master Schaefer's scowl eased. "No dower, but skills and sense. Have ye asked her?"

      Tarno shook his head. "Nae. I agreed to wait to see her at home until after harvest, and after we finished the season work for the greater part."

      "Good. I foresee few objections within the brotherhood." He inhaled deeply, chest filling like the river in flood. "Within the brotherhood."

      "Aye that." No need to say more, especially here in Korvaal's chaple.

      Schaefer unfolded his arms. "Consider her and visit her. I will approach the others and see if aught have a solid complaint with facts and witnesses." He sighed. "I suspect marryin' out is the least of the season's problems."

      Indeed. But none of the salters had a daughter of age who was not already promised, and none of the widows wanted to wed. Karl's widow he could not wed because they were second cousins.

      The men went their ways in the cold, foggy afternoon.
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      Another eight-day passed before Tarno and his sons crossed the Joss to go visit the Erbstman farm. Master Schaefer had heard nothing against the match yet. Tarno took that as a good sign. They needed one. A rock pigeon had seen fit to wedge himself into the chimney and die, blocking it and causing no end of a mess until Tarno and a mason's apprentice cleared the block and repaired the flue. Goodman Fuchsban had inquired with Rand Graber about Tarno. "If he asks again, I'm going to petition the council for a peace-ban on him," Graber had grumbled over beer the next noon. "If he thinks we can compel a salter to wed without the girl being pregnant, he's a fool twice over."

      Fool was the least of words Tarno had for that entire family, but he had held his tongue. Even the four wagons of firewood that the salters gave to the market-master had not sweetened some of the simmering trouble over wood. Market rumor claimed that some of the woodworkers outside Halfeld Fluss wanted to raid the salt-works and claim the logs for their own use. Not that the logs would be much good, since they'd all been rejected by builders and craftsmen upstream already. Tarno shrugged at the memory and turned his attention back where it needed to be.

      Kyle had trotted ahead, eager to be out and see something new. Donton hung back a few paces, glancing at his father. They wore their new-to-them clothes. Tarno carried bride silver in his purse, just in case. The early morning sun cast long shadows indeed as they crossed the river bridge and walked south.

      The road crossed over the hills south of the Joss. Wagons trundled past, northbound, and the walkers stayed to the left side, clear of the main way. High clouds softened the sun, and the weather had warmed a little, but not too much. Kyle and Donton stopped and watched women cutting dark yellow straw from a wheat field, gathering it for later use. The wheat had already been brought in and the field gleaned. Schaef would graze in the field later in winter, finishing anything the gleaners had not found and turning the soil a little. The fruit trees had already been cleaned of the road-toll, Tarno noted with a little smile. Anything growing over the road within arm's reach could be taken without claim of theft. But no pulling the branches lower. And of course wind-falls belonged to whoever gathered them, so long as they fell outside the fence, without help. Not that he'd ever helped, as a boy.  In the far distance, they could see the blue wiggle of the Ragged Hills.

      "Father, what's that?" Kyle asked, pointing to a pile of dark brown and black rock that lurked in a pasture to the west. "It looks like a dead house."

      Tarno stopped and studied the pile, and where the rocks perched on the hill with clear views of the Joss valley. He remembered the story, and the boys were old enough. He started walking again and said, "Kyle, those are what remains of the guard post of the Kaltfeld lords. That is why no man has touched the stones." Otherwise, some thrifty farmer or builder would have taken them for his own use.

      Kyle and Donton stopped and stared at the dark blocks, then at their father. "Sir, do the stones curse people?" Kyle's voice shook a little. Well, he'd been at the edge of the crowd when Gember's Daughter recounted the news of the striking down of the southern king, and cursing him.

      Tarno flipped one hand from palm up to palm down, averting trouble. "No. Only the gods can curse people and things. The gods punished the Kaltfeld lords and warned people not to use the remains of their buildings for their own gains. Some stones were taken for the new foundation of the Scavenger's temple, but that's all." That men—and some women—of the city had assisted the gods went without saying.

      "What did the lords do, Father?" Donton asked, eyes wide. Tarno considered as he nudged the boys off to the side-path out of the way of a six-bird wagon laden with field stones and grain sacks. The wagon's axles groaned and protested as the vehicle trundled up the gentle slope. The birds leaned hard against their harness, straining. Tarno frowned to himself. The wagon needed grease, badly needed. Yoorst frowned on those who failed to take proper care of their beasts and ease the birds' labors. And who assaulted the ears of beast and man! Once the wagon crested the hill and he could hear again, Tarno began. "This is the tale I was told by my father.

      "Not long after the end of the Great Cold, but before the emperors departed to the far north, men returned to these lands. They found trees and grass, raw and wild, and strange beasts, the last of the beasts touched by ice and magic. They also found familiar animals—cervi and hare, wild schaef and great-haulers, cartal, eimer, and summer leapers and snakes. The Joss flowed then as it does today. The priests pronounced the land good, and after taking proper care, the people cleared land for farms and pastures. But then, as now, not everyone wanted to work for their food and shelter."

      Kyle grinned. "The Scavenger-born?"

      "No." Tarno frowned a little. "Most Scavenger-born work hard indeed. Who digs wells, and mines metal and salt, and cuts and shapes stone, and cares for the dying and dead without families or far from home? Who slaughters animals for meat and hides?"

      The boys' mouths had started to sag open. "But Tad says that thieves and cheats are Scavenger-born, and so are rats," Kyle protested.

      "Tad is part-right. Just as not all born to Gember are farmers, so not all born to the Scavenger are thieves." Tarno watched a large, white schaef-tail bird flap past, then resumed his tale. It kept the boys from noticing the distance, although Tarno thought he could already see the "kissing trees" Goodman Erbstman had described.

      "No, these were groups of people who wanted to steal and hurt instead of working. Since it is hard to plow, plant, or harvest while fighting, some strong men offered to guard the farmers and herders in exchange for food and things. It worked. People kept their crops and livestock, and the strong men became lords who fought off the bandits and sometimes acted as law-keepers as well. In Halfeld Fluss the market-master and town council do that with the priests and law-speaker helping, but some places still have lords."

      Tarno took a deep breath. "Then, as now, the people settling the valley needed salt. Without salt?" He waited.

      "Man cannot live," Donton recited before his older brother could. "Salt savors food, protects meat and hides, purifies glass, draws corruption from the diseased, and binds life to bodies."

      "Very good!" Tarno smiled and patted his younger son's shoulder. "Very good. Beasts need salt too. When people began cutting trees and gathering nuts in the Joss valley, they saw animal tracks around one of the springs. Lots and lots of tracks. Some animals had even eaten the dirt."

      Kyle made a face.

      "Only one thing that's not beast magic calls that many animals to one place—salt. The women dug out a little around the spring, letting it flow into a second pool, and tasted the water. It tasted of salt and earth, because of the clay." Some days, after a heavy rain, the water also tasted of rotten egg. That salt went to the tanners and dyers. "Salt comes from both Donwah and the Scavenger, spring salt does, and has a little from both.

      "The people prospered, the lords of Kaltfeld kept their bargain, the emperors made certain that justice was done, and all seemed well. But . . ." Tarno picked his next words with care. The boys were still young. "But the lords stopped doing justice. The bandits had gone away, but the lords kept their armed men and privileges. Then they took more—more meat and flour and leather, more bread and salt, more cloth and fruit. They took labor as well, more than people had agreed to.

      "The salters—men and women—had always worked for the lord, not for themselves. When you are older, you'll learn why. But the lords of Kaltfeld paid less and less while asking more and more. Lord Surlo Kaltfeld claimed the service of the salter women, especially the young women, married or not. To refuse meant getting beaten, or denied food and shelter, or worse."

      Tarno shivered despite the sun's heat on his shoulders. "Surlo Kaltfeld claimed the labor of a young woman who had been called to be a priestess of Yoorst, once she finished gathering her bridal portion. She went with Lord Kaltfeld's guards. And did not come back. River men found her body on the next Eighth Day eve. She had been badly hurt before she died." Tarno took a deep breath. "A storm rose that afternoon, thunder and sky-fire and rain and terrible wind. It lasted well into the hours of darkness. Come the morning, all the lord's buildings had been damaged or turned into ruins. His goods appeared in front of the temples, and his body . . . He was found dead in the courtyard of his fortress, staring at the sky, burned by sky-fire, with a bundle of ripe grain jammed into his mouth. More fresh cut grain surrounded his head."

      They'd reached the two intertwined trees, so Tarno stopped. He pointed to the smaller path to the right, leading past the trees. "That way." Once he and the boys crossed the road and started down the narrower path, he said, "The Sons and Daughters of the gods spoke as one. The lord's goods would go to those in need and those harmed by Surlo Kaltfeld. No one could use the remains of the buildings for his own gain. And the salters would work for ourselves, to prosper or starve on our own labor." Not quite as simply as that, and the emperor had intervened, but enough for the boys for now.

      They stopped at a way well built on a spring. Tarno left a small offering, then pulled up water for the boys to drink. Then he slaked his own thirst before replacing the bucket and the cup. He saw the next landmark, the cluster of stones, and led his sons onto a very narrow path to a gate. A woman fed the yard fowl, and Tarno called, "Greetings to the farm."

      "Greetings to the road." The young woman came to the gate, trailed by several birds. She stopped, turned back, and scattered the rest of the grain and bread scraps before approaching the gate once more.

      "My name is Tarno Halson. Goodman Erbstman invited me and my sons to come after harvest and to pay our respects to his land and to his household."

      The sweet-faced young woman blinked soft brown eyes at him, nodded once, and hurried to the house. She returned with a well-fed matron. The older woman smiled at the girl and patted her shoulder. "Yes, Hepsha, your father invited Master Halson to visit. Thank you. You did right."

      "Thank you, Mother," Hepsha said. Her words sounded strained and harsh.

      "Please see if there are any new eggs."

      "Yes, Mother." Hepsha bobbed a little and hurried away.

      Her mother watched for a moment, then turned back to Tarno and the boys. She opened the gate with a strong, broad hand. "Enter and be welcome, Master Halson. Goodman Erbstman said that you might call."

      "Thank you, Goodwife. May Gember and Yoorst prosper your household." Tarno gently urged the boys in through the gate. Goodwife Erbstman closed it behind them. "My sons Kyle, and Donton." The boys bowed to the farm wife. Like her daughter, she wore plain but very well made clothes dyed nut-hull brown, and protected by a light-brown work apron. A bit of cream-colored embroidery decorated the throat of her blouse and the bottom of the apron.

      The boys stared, peering left and right as they followed Goodwife Erbstman into the low, well-built grey stone and wood house. The boys had never been to a farm before, Tarno remembered. The inside of the house gleamed, clean and neat, and smelled of baking and sweet-leaf. Like in his own home, a few plain, high-quality furnishings stood here and there, including two high-backed settles framing the fireplace. A spinning basket and distaff had been tucked into a corner, under a small shrine to Gember. The window shutters stood open, allowing light and air into the home. An embroidery frame and stool sat beside the window, taking advantage of the light.

      "Goodman Erbstman comes soon, Master Tarno," the farm wife said. "He checks on the new schaef pen. Urla is hanging braids of onions in the loft." The young woman herself appeared before he had time to speak, climbing down the ladder from the second level, balancing a large basket on her head and steadying it with one hand.  Her clothes appeared plainer than what she'd worn on market day, but no less well-made or clean, allowing for work dirt. Urla moved a little higher on Tarno's mental list.

      However, proprieties came first. "Please do not let my sons and me interfere with your work," he assured the women.

      "No, no, sir, please, sit and take a bite of food and drink. You and your sons have come from the road, and the way is long." As Goodwife Erbstman spoke, she and Urla spread a tight-woven, brown schaef-wool cloth on the table in the eating corner. Urla disappeared for a moment, returning with a tray laden with a jug and three cups, two smaller, one larger. She set those on the table and poured, then moved clear as her mother brought bread, salt, and two small containers of fruit spread or potted meat. "I apologize, Master Tarno, young sirs, for the lack of hospitality."

      "No, please, Goodwife, this is plenty and more than plenty." The formal words came easily still, despite how long it had been since he'd called on a stranger, or had strangers cross his own threshold. "We do not want to cause you trouble or shortage."

      "It is no trouble to care for the traveler on the road, Master Tarno, and the gods repay all who serve." The older woman beamed as Tarno served the boys, then touched his piece of bread to the salt and ate. The bread tasted very good, with a firm crust but soft, dense inside. No half-measures here!

      The door thumped open, and Goodman Erbstman clomped in. He removed his clogs and slid his feet into house shoes. Tarno stood and bowed to him. "Greetings, sir. May Yoorst and Gember bless your household."

      "Greetings, Master Tarno, and may Donwah grant ye grace." The farmer rinsed his hands, dried them on the cloth presented by Urla, and said. "Thank ye for making the journey. I fear we are not as wealthy as the folk of the town."

      Tarno nodded gravely. "True wealth comes from the hand of the farm owner and his lady, not from goods, and this household is rich indeed." The solid furnishings, the metal pots and pewter platter gleaming above the hearth, the neatly made clothes, and round faces of the women all testified to the household's prosperity. Granted, everyone waxed fat in the fall, almost, but this was a well-run farm overseen by skilled women. No home or business could do well if the women failed at their tasks, no matter how skilled and hard-working the men or fertile the soil.

      After the boys had eaten most of the bread and sampled the potted schaef, Tarno and Goodman Erbstman stepped outside to look at the farm. The boys rested on the benches beside the table. That it would allow them to meet Urla and the return passed without mention. The schaef pen closest to the house and barn looked solid and well made, with square stone posts supporting wooden cross-beams. The barn boasted stone lower walls and a wooden upper story, with a good wooden-plank roof. Several great-haulers trilled and muttered to themselves in their pen. Hepsha moved among them, checking their legs and adding water to their trough. "She has a gift," her father said, nodding toward the girl. "The gods took her voice and some wit, but gave her good hands and beast-mindedness."

      Tarno nodded in turn. "Some would say that being beast-minded and of good heart is worth more than the richest dower silver." He did not smell more waste and rot than he'd expected, and the tidy, brown-black manure pile suggested that Dor Erbstman cared properly for both the land and his beasts.

      "Aye." They inspected the large garden, gazed at the woodlot, and went out to a pasture. "See yon field, the one in fallow?"

      Tarno studied the large field. Brown and grey stone walls and a half-hedge surrounded it.  Slender, weedy green and brown grew from the ground. "Aye." The soft, cool wind sweeping up the gentle hill rustled the weeds.

      The farmer sighed. "I have claim to it by marriage. But my cousin-in-law has claim by birth-right, or so he says. I want to work it, or rent the ground out and use the income for dower. He wants to sell it outright for silver and buy more great-haulers." Erbstman shrugged broad shoulders. "The law-speaker says that we have equal claim, although there is some question about my cousin's proof of our grand-sire's ownership. The priests are studying the matter." He sighed, "God time and man time flow not the same."

      "Aye that." Truth be told, that it wasn't a blood-feud, and that the temples had already taken interest, eased Tarno's worries. Neither side wanted true trouble, and had contracted to abide by the will of the gods. That spoke well for all parties involved. "Say any aught about a town-man joining the family?"

      Erbstman laughed. "Nae, although one third-cousin says she will nae speak with me should I permit such a thing. She has not spoken with me for a score of years, and none worry overmuch about her opinions."

      Since he had an uncle just like that, Tarno chuckled as well. His mother's older half-brother still resented that she had not married the head of the salters' confraternity, even though the man had not been head of the confraternity at the time! Since her sire had been a tanner, marrying across the trades should have been a greater concern, but no.

      By the time the men finished looking at the barn, Tarno had almost made up his mind. Dor Erbstman ran a good farm, had a practical view of the world, and raised daughters who worked hard and well. That alone moved Urla far past Chlomila Fuchsban. However . . . "Goodman Erbstman, what says Urla and your good wife about the match?"

      "They favor the match. I have no sons living, and a nephew will inherit the farm, aside from the widow's portion and the daughter-share." The farmer's bushy eyebrows rose. "My nephew and his father have made it clear that they do not need more women in their households." The eyebrows sank again.

      Tarno caught his meaning and nodded. The daughters would be cast out, to be blunt. Tarno did not approve, but such was the law unless the rest of the family spoke as one against it.

      Erbstman added, "Master Krimburn what owns the Three-tailed Kine has asked about Hepsha for his youngest son. The son is kindly and sees to the beasts."

      "It sounds like a good match, should all agree." Relief indeed, because the inn had a lot of animals pass through, and she'd be a good fit. The young man— He was as the gods had made him, and according to market talk, his brothers made certain that he had a place and a task that suited his simple nature. The family would be kind to Hepsha, and Urla's husband would not be asked to take Hepsha in as well.

      They returned to the house. The smell of food greeted them, as did Donton. "Making butter is hard, Father." He waved at the churn, a keg on rockers. "Mistress Urla let me help."

      That, and the savory meal, decided Tarno. He'd need to talk with Urla herself, probably at Donwah's temple on the next market day, to confirm her agreement, but everything spoke favorably of her and her family. After eating, Tarno said, "Goodman Erbstman, Goodwife Erbstman, I invite Mistress Urla to join my household as wife."

      The farmer turned to Urla. "What say you?"

      She kept her eyes on the floor. "I have neither heard nor seen aught ill-favored in Master Tarno or his sons, father. I agree."

      Tarno removed the bride silver from his purse. Urla would return it to him when they were hand-fasted in the temple before witnesses. Until then it served as an initial pledge until he and her father had a marriage contract drawn up. Urla would comport herself as a married woman, and he would do likewise, not that he had sought any woman's bed since Annaka's death. "Mistress Urla, take this coin as my pledge that I can support you as befits an honorable wife." He offered her the ancient, small coin.

      Urla met his eyes and took the coin. In turn she handed him an embroidered cloth. "I take this coin in pledge. Master Tarno, take this sash as my pledge that I can support your household and sons as befits an honorable craftsman."

      The words weren't quite right, but they would serve. "I take this sash in pledge," he said. Urla's parents both smiled.

      Goodman Erbstman raised his right hand and made Yoorst's sign. "I give you my blessing, Tarno, Urla, and witness these pledges. Should you marry, my blessing follows you past the threshold."

      Tarno bowed to the man. "I thank you for the blessing." He straightened up and pushed Kyle and Donton toward Urla. "Mistress Urla, behold your sons-to-be. Donton, Kyle, behold your mother-to-be." He'd already talked to them about remarrying, and had assured them that he would not treat them differently. Nor would he forget Annaka, their mother.

      Urla smiled, green eyes warm and kind. "Donton, Kyle, I pledge to care for you as a mother should, as best I can."

      That was all he could ask. After a few more formalities, including tentatively setting the wedding date for the Eight Day eve following the Scavenger's feast and all present drinking a cup to the gods, Tarno and the boys took their leave. They had to get back before the gates closed, since he did not care to strain the Erbstman's hospitality. It would also prevent talk.

      The guard at the gate chuckled as he waved them through just as the sun touched the western horizon. "I see ye found a way to quiet boys."

      Tarno smiled. He carried Donton draped over one shoulder. "Aye. Would that it could be done without me workin' too. Donwah and Scavenger grant ye a quiet night."

      "Your words to the gods' ears," came the fervent reply.

      Kyle fell asleep as soon as he took off his shoes. Donton roused enough to get up the ladder to the bed and remove his shoes. Tarno stripped off the boys' trousers and jerkins, then covered them with the blanket. They'd walked farther than he'd planned, but it wouldn't hurt. They'd sleep quietly. Tarno shook the road dust off their clothes, then hung them to air before seeing to his own clothes and wiping off the dust.

      He had nine years on Urla. Not that it mattered, but it mattered. He and Annaka had wed young, causing tongues to wag. They'd wag again. He cared not. Having a wife for his household and a mother for his sons mattered a great deal. He added wood to the fire, enough to feed the coals until dawn, and fell into bed himself. Dragging and sawing wood were not walking.
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      The next two days found Tarno cutting the last of the old wood for the salt-works. The new logs had at least a month to go before they could cut the driest, and then it would dry for the rest of winter and part of spring. The boys helped, Donton carrying water and food to those splitting the logs, and Kyle carrying the split wood into the wood house. On the third day, Tarno visited the small temple of Donwah closest to the salters' confraternity building.

      The priest-in-training met him when he entered the sanctuary. She waited as he bowed to the goddess. "Greetings and welcome," the young woman said.

      "My thanks for the welcome. I am Tarno Halson, and I ask to speak with a priest concerning a handfasting date."

      "One moment, of your courtesy," she murmured, then disappeared into the deep shadows of the cool, damp-smelling temple. A scent like running water, not moist soil or a flooded building, filled the air. Before Tarno could follow that line of thought too far, a tall, slender figure in a flowing blue cloak over shirt and trousers appeared. The veiled priest carried a book. Tarno bowed to him.

      "You seek a handfast date, Tarno Halson?"

      "Yes, sir, if the Lady of Waters wills. The Eighth Day eve following the Scavenger's feast. My betrothed is born for Gember, born to Donwah. She has accepted my offer, as have her parents."

      Tarno felt the priest studying him, even though the half-veil hid his eyes. "And have you asked her of her own will, without family?"

      "No, sir. I plan to do so here," he nodded down, "at the next market day. Should she agree again, her family will visit my home."

      "What say the other salters?"

      Tarno spread his hands. "Master Schaefer has heard no objections. No one has an unpledged daughter of proper age, and none of the widows whom I could marry wish to marry. The others are too close kin."

      The priest nodded. "Good. It relieves me that you have done the needed diligence. I'm sure someone will object. However, unless a surprise kinship appears, the temple should have no objections." He set the book down on a small table and opened it, skimming to the women's register. "Her name?"

      "Urla Erbstman, daughter of Dor."

      The crooked finger ran down the page until it stopped beside the family name. The priest studied the entry. "You share no kindred. They came to the valley three generations ago and have not married within the walls." He straightened up. "The Eighth Day eve following the Scavenger's feast is auspicious, and we have no additional rituals scheduled for that day. Provided she agrees, of her own will and desire, then we will put you on the marriage list."

      "Thank you, sir." He hadn't recalled any kin connections to the Erbstmans, but surprises had arisen in the past. Thus the need to check with the temple records. No man could marry closer than three degrees, and for good reasons.

      The priest closed the book and raised his hand, making the sign for the waves of the goddess. "Go with Donwah's blessing, and I will inform my brothers and sisters that you will need a neutral observer come the next market day."

      Tarno bowed to the priest. "All praise to Donwah, Lady of the Waters." When he straightened up, priest and book had both vanished. Tarno left a small offering in the box and retreated to the warmth of the sunbaked square.

      He waited until color returned to the world, then strode to the wooden post where the Council and market-master Richten posted important notices. One of the white-smiths read off the latest announcement to those gathered around. "Goodman Karlov is fined a quarter silver for not abiding by fire-cover hours. Goodwife Fuchsban is fined a silver ring for breach-of-the-peace and is under ban and supervision until the day after the next market day." The smith stopped and shook his head as the listeners murmured and grumbled. At least two coins or market tokens changed hands. "I thought it would be until the Scavenger's feast," the grey-capped smith complained. "I owe Lukus a half ring."

      "May be that the council thought to go light, since she's under renewed temple ban until Gember's harvest feast," one of the listeners false-whispered. The scrawny man raised one twisted, withered arm. "I wager Radmar will restore me arm to youth and strength afore Goodwife Fuchsban abides in quiet peace with a tranquil heart." Tarno was not the only man to make god-sign or the horns to ward off ill fortune. Radmar turned His Wheel at His will, and no man knew if he would rise or fall.

      "To wager on a sure thing is no wager," a passing day-worker called from under his bundle of sticks and roofing reeds. The others chuckled or grumbled.

      The white-smith returned to his reading. "Last notice—the Temple of Gember will tolerate no samplin' from the ovens or coolin' racks inside the courtyard walls." He turned and looked at the men and women, a sly smile on his face. "Now what grown man would be doin' that, I ask ye?"

      Knowing laughter filled the chilly air, and not a few winks and nudges passed among the men. Mistress Wilburga, who led the washer women, planted one strong fist on her very large hip, frowning mightily from under her spotless white head-cover. "Halfeld Fluss don' have na' grown man fast enow t' lift the goddess' loaves. Iffin' th' boss cooper don' wan' his brat t' feel the dough-paddle again, he'd best watch him during fire-cover hours." She stomped off, her clogs clattering out a warning to anyone who thought to get in her way. Several porters glanced toward the sound and dodged behind great-hauler carts and passing wagons. No man crossed the washer women twice. Tarno had seen them lift a full wash-trough and dump it, water, clothes, and all, on two strangers who thought to get fresh with one of the women and steal some of the clothes. He'd heard stories about a man beat to death with laundry bats for tryin' to have his way with Wilburga many years ago.

      Once the clump of listeners dispersed to go about their business, Tarno read the rest of the notices. Indeed, Mistress Fuchsban had to remain within the walls of her home for two more eight-days. Would she learn to keep a civil tongue, or would she emerge with renewed fire and spite? Her husband should have done a better job of restraining her, and her parents too. "Bend the twig and the tree will curve," he muttered under his breath. He'd be wise to avoid that street, and the woodworkers neighborhood in general, until he wed.
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      The day before the next market day turned clear and cold after almost an eight-day of mist and teasing flakes of snow that sifted down from the low clouds. Tarno's sister, Clia, and one of her sisters-in-law helped Tarno, Kyle, and Donton clean the house from roof-beam to threshold. The boys hung all the bedding and household linens out to air, those that had not been washed the day before and hung on separate drying lines. "Has the confraternity said aught yet?" Clia asked as she scrubbed the floor. Tarno and Kyle had carried most of the movable furnishings out into the street, where Donton kept watch.

      "No, although two people pressed Rand about Widow Inver." Tarno had heard about that in two-beers-worth of detail. "She refuses to wed unless there is god-sign. Thus far no one has seen any that Radmar's priests will accept." He thought she was foolish to refuse every suit and offer, but he preferred not to tempt Radmar with impiety, either.

      Clia sat up on her heels and shook the wood and husk floor-brush at him. "Were I her, I would do the like. Were I her, Inver would have died years before he did, or I would have fled to the temple and demanded separation with penalty. That man—" The heat in her voice could have cooked every dish at the confraternity's annual banquet on Donwah's winter feast. Tarno stared at his sister, eyes as wide as he could open them. He'd never heard her speak so!

      She returned to scrubbing. "You ne'er saw the bruises, the burns he gave her when he drank too much. And when he thought she served him poorly. Why do ye think she bore no childer? His fist and foot saw to that."

      "Why'd she nae speak?"

      "Would ye have taken her word on her word alone?" If Clia scrubbed any harder, she'd wear a hole in the wooden floor. "When did he allow her to speak with others alone?"

      Tarno opened his mouth, then closed it again. "I do nae recall."

      "Because he ne'er did. He and his brother both. She feared them too much to flee to a temple." Clia sat back on her heels, then stood. "Tis one thing to raise hand and voice. Another to scar and render a man or woman barren."

      He swallowed against his gorge. He'd never raised a hand against Annaka, although he'd raised his voice a time or two.

      "I was called to witness as a married woman of good repute when she claimed the full estate instead of just the widow's share. A priestess of Gember, one of the Scavenger, and three matrons saw the marks—scars, bruises, a burn not yet healed, and that nearly an eight-day after Inver's death! She got full estate, and a ban against her in-laws. My man and two of the watch warned the in-laws not to approach her." Clia reached for the pail of rinse water. Tarno jumped clear as she dashed it against the floor, then chased it out the back door with an old twig broom. "Were I her, I'd nae wed again."

      Neither would he. All the more reason to be patient with Urla, should the marriage go as hoped. He fetched more water before she asked. When he came back, she smiled and rested one damp hand on his bare arm. "Tarno, I know ye ne'er laid a hand on Annaka, may the gods give her rest. But you are not as many men. Inver was not as most, either. Goodman Erbstman's been asking, on the quiet, about ye and t' boys. He's been told true. I hope Urla agrees, for her sake and for yours."

      "Father, where's the ash buckets?" Kyle called from the back door. "Goodman Seife's askin'."

      "Here." Tarno hurried out with the covered leather buckets full of wood ash for the soap-maker.

      By the time the watchmen called for the hour of covering fires, the house looked far better. Tarno decided not to place rushes down, not yet, not until Erbstman could see for himself the state of the house. Tarno had taken the boys with him to the bath-house, and all three had washed and then steamed a little. They were too young to tolerate a full steam. Tarno had also gotten a shave, and hair trims for the boys. He wore his own hair long in the quiet, cold season.

      "Father?" Donton sounded worried. Tarno picked him up and held him on his lap where he sat by the fire early the next morning.

      "Yes?"

      "Will we still be your sons if Mistress Urla has boys?"

      Tarno held him closer. "Yes, you will. You and Kyle are my first children, and you will be first in my heart. I will talk to Mistress Urla about that, and will make certain that it is in our marriage contract." All children, if they were blessed with more, would get a share of his movable estate, but Kyle and Donton would get a larger portion, as his oldest sons. If they lived longer than he did.

      Kyle leaned against him. "Tad says that the children of a second wife get more of their father's care, and estate."

      "Tad speaks true, if the marriage contract says so, or the father acts unjustly. Radmar turns the Wheel, and Donwah washes away the wealth of a man who favors his new children in that way." Unless there was good reason, like Rand Graber's father disinheriting and then disowning his oldest son and bodily throwing him outside of the city walls entirely. The young man had not survived long after being declared outside of the law. None of the salters would speak of what had caused so drastic an act. Tarno had a few ideas, starting with abusing blood kin and getting worse from there.

      "Now. I need to visit the market, and you need to do your chores." Kyle straightened up, and Donton slid off Tarno's lap, landing with a firm thud. "Donton, please don't be outgrowin' your clothes before I come home."

      Donton smiled, showing all his teeth. He trotted after his older brother, both aiming for the back garden. Tarno smiled. He half-recalled having as much energy as the boys, perhaps. He put on his shoes and left the house, walking quickly up the street. Women swept their door-steps and the bit of street before their houses, or hurried out with baskets and bags in arms. The women of the salters' district tended to be up with their men and worked just as hard. But then so did most all women. Tarno dodged an overladen apprentice and did not lift a loaf off of the nearly overflowing mound. He considered it, but doing so before asking a young woman born for Gember to confirm her desire to wed? He was many things, but not that foolish!

      Tarno purchased sweet buns and two large loaves of fine bread, then returned to the house. The boys had finished most of their work. "No, not yet," he warned Kyle when the boy started easing toward the bread basket. "When Goodman Erbstman and his family arrive, then you may have a bun. Now you need to go help Aunt Clia bring the other things from her house to ours." He'd bought the food and she had cooked it, since he lacked the skills for festival fare, and the boys . . . They tried, Gember and Yoorst knew, tried very hard. Effort did not always balance lack of experience and lack of age, however.

      As he had hoped, Tarno met Goodman Erbstman, his lady wife, Urla, and Hepsha as they entered the great market square. "We have business," Erbstman said. "Urla, go with Master Tarno on yer business, and meet us in the market hall, clothworkers' end."

      "Market hall, yes, sir," Urla said. She wore the same skirt and blouse as before, with a heavy, green and brown plaid shawl on her shoulders. Her braid hung down her back, loose but out of the way as befitted a young unmarried woman. Tarno gestured, and allowed her to lead the way to Donwah's temple in the salters district. When they reached the small temple, he opened the door for her. She hesitated, giving him a puzzled look, then entered ahead of him. Was she used to following her father and mother? She curtsied low to Donwah as he bowed.

      A rustling sound came from the half-hidden doorway leading to the priests' chambers. A veiled form moved, cleaning along the far wall of the temple, watching them without obviously watching them, and easing closer. Tarno nodded to himself, and turned to Urla.

      His heartbeat sped, as if he cut wood or stirred too-thick brine. "Mistress Urla, Donwah as witness, do you of your own free will agree to marry me?" If she said no . . .

      She tipped her head a little to the right, as if considering him and his words. "Yes, Master Tarno. Donwah as my witness, I agree to marry you of my own free will. I have heard naught against you or your sons, and my father and mother have not pushed me toward marriage." Her lips curved up into a small smile. "If anything, they have urged caution, and said that, should I feel compelled to break the betrothal, they will not hold it against me."

      He did not sag with relief. Nor did he act surprised or excited. Instead, he smiled in turn and nodded. "Thank you, Mistress Urla. I would not and will not marry a woman against her will." Some couples did wed against the will, and some of those eventually grew to love each other, but most shared grudging respect and a marriage bed, nothing more.

      A woman spoke from behind him, her voice low and flowing. "So sworn and witnessed, and it shall be made known, Mistress Urla Erbstman and Master Tarno Halson." He turned, moved to stand beside Urla, and bowed. The priestess raised her broom-free hand in blessing. "Go with the blessing of the Lady of the Waters, and return after the Scavenger's feast to be handfast." As she spoke, Tarno swallowed hard. Fine blue, white, and silver embroidery and needlework decorated her robe and the edges of her veil. No ordinary priestess but Donwah's Daughter herself had witnessed their words. He bowed again. When he looked up from the smooth stone floor, the Daughter had disappeared into the shadows. The loud gulp at his left suggested that Urla shared his surprise. Neither one spoke until they had honored Donwah once more and departed, each leaving a small gift.

      Tarno cleared his throat. "The Market Hall, Mistress Urla?"

      She nodded. "Yes, sir. The clothworkers' end." That would be the end to the south, away from the salters' stall. She followed behind him at his left hand. When they married she'd shift to the right as befitted the honor of a matron. A few carts and wagons trundled up the street, despite the earliness of the day, but not as many as in mid-summer or at the quarter-year market. The later sunrise and gate-opening, plus harvest, made this one of the quieter market dates. A chill breeze brushed the back of his neck, easing under his bound-back hair to find the gap between hair and collar.

      Trrwiss! Clatterclatterclatter! Tarno lunged back, grabbed Urla's shoulder, and pulled her toward the right side of the road. She caught her skirts in both hands and walked very fast, as did everyone else. "Loose cart! Clear the way!" A two-bird cart clattered toward them, great-haulers hissing and calling as they jogged.

      The birds' crests remained up a finger or two. They had not panicked—yet. Three men ran after the cart. A loose guide rope flapped in the wind of the birds' passing, the likely cause of the run. Men and women snatched up children and goods and made themselves thin against the walls and in doorways. No one ran or yelled, lest the birds panic and turn a run-away into a disaster. The light, ocher-red cart seemed to dance behind the grey-brown birds as it rode over worn or proud places on the road.

      Two baskets and a bundle of something bounced out of the cart, landing hard on the stones of the road. A chorus of groans rose from onlookers as the contents of great-hauler eggs whitened both basket and ground. The day-worker beside Tarno spat, then murmured, "Ah, Yoorst and Korvaal heard but did nae understan'. Tis' th' wrong yolk for m' needs." The big man slapped his worn and oft-mended shoulder yoke. Tarno bit his tongue to keep from chuckling, and Urla covered her mouth with one hand. He could see laughter in her eyes even so. Only after birds and owners had passed well down the way did people begin moving away from shelter.

      A woman in much-patched skirt and blouse stopped in the road and crouched, resting one hand on the bundle. "I speak for Goodman Algam and watch until he returns." Tarno and at least three others called back—quietly—and vouched for her claim. No one would bother the goods until their owner returned. Not that anyone with sense wanted to deal with the mess of broken great-hauler eggs.

      "I hope they stop before they reach the river," Urla ventured as the road widened into the market square.

      "Yoorst willing, they should. There's a hard bend in the way where the old wall once stood, and most birds slow there." They couldn't see that the road turned. Perhaps that was why the houses had built there, as a precaution against runaways? Tarno had never considered the idea. The road just bent and that was all.

      He and Urla stayed close to the eastern side of the market, where the shops and inns stood, along with a very small chapel for the Scavenger. Priests only stood duty there on market days, to confirm or deny claims of Scavenger's Toll. Indeed, a black shadow moved in the morning shadow, and a staff-butt clicked against the threshold stone just after Tarno and Urla passed. Tarno looked as far to the south as he could see, then to the north, searching for more great-haulers. The way seemed safe, and he stepped into the open.

      Voices rose from the short row of booths marking the pottery and metal workers section of the market. Then a loud voice indeed bellowed, "And I say quiet!" Tarno ducked despite being nowhere near the market-master. The men and women closest to him flinched as well, and two women made the horns in the direction of the trouble. "I care not who began th' strife, it ends now or ye'll both feel my staff on yer backs." The very stones seemed to shiver at the roar, and those not doing business made haste to depart, lest they attract Master Richten's attention. Tarno glanced to Urla. She didn't quite tip-toe, but moved with great care indeed. They crept into the protection of the shadows at the end of the market hall.

      ". . . And that's why nae man of good sense does trade with him, less'n they have nae choice," one of the cloth-sellers informed a stranger. "He's a gifted potter, but will nae let go of a slight lessen th' Scavenger an' Valdher themselves give t' command."

      That explained the problem, and Master Richten's wrath. He'd cautioned that craftsman before, and the potters' confraternity had warned the man as well. The stubborn fool might have his table overturned and his sales space closed this day. Tarno heard tongue clucking and saw several people making the horns. Did they fear Radmar or the market-master more? Not a good question to ask. Radmar likely turned His Wheel faster than the market-master forgot stupidity or false dealings.

      Goodman Erbstman stood back as his wife finished her bargain. "I call fair dealin'," the yarn-buyer called. Three people repeated his words, and he and Goodwife Erbstman touched palms on the agreement. The yarn-buyer handed the matron four market tokens. That gave her more value for her yarn than pure coin would. Silver for trade, gold for ornament, and market tokens for food, or so the proverb went. But not for taxes, which had occasioned much grumbling in the confraternity's last business council.

      "If you have finished your trade, I offer you hospitality," Tarno told Dor Erbstman.

      "Thank you, Master Tarno. We are finished, and a bite to break our fast would be welcome indeed." The farmer smiled a little as several people slowed their steps, looking more closely at the family and their host. For a single man to offer hospitality to those outside his family or confraternity meant only one thing, and word of the betrothal would spread as fast as if sprinting great-haulers carried it.

      "Please, this way." Tarno gestured to the south, and the family followed. They collected their sturdy, two-bird wagon and the group made their way to the salters' quarter. Hepsha handled the lead rope, talking to the birds in a soft voice. The female nodded and stepped quietly, as if she understood the young woman's request. "She truly is blessed," Tarno observed.

      Her father made Yoorst's sign. "Aye, Master Tarno. The gods take and give, and perhaps gave more than they took." A simple second daughter without dowry would never find a good man, like as not. A simple woman with a beast-handler's touch and gentle way, on the other hand, brought more than a dowry with her.

      Once they reached the salters' district, Tarno showed Hepsha where to leave the wagon. "The way is too small, and the birds might feel confined," he said, speaking clearly. She turned and murmured to the lead female, then guided the pair and wagon to the proper place. Tarno pumped water for the birds himself. Yoorst favored those who favored His creatures, after all. And Hepsha seemed to be a mistress of her craft in her own right. The birds had not startled or called as they passed the remains of basket and eggs in the road, unlike another passing team. Someone had gathered the larger bits of basket and shell, but the contents still coated the cobbles.

      "This way, please," Tarno said, guiding them to his house. The men and women out in the street watched without watching, and he imagined that he could feel the rush of air from wagging tongues. Well, who didn't know that he sought a wife for his household?

      The door to his house opened, and Kyle appeared. The boy held out a plate of bread. "Be you welcome, Goodman, Goodwife, young mistresses," he said. Clia must have reminded him of the proper words. The smell of good food flowed out around Kyle.

      "Thank you for the welcome, and for the bread. Truly, Gember blesses those who feed the traveler." Goodman Erbstman took a piece of bread and passed it to his wife, who in turn passed it to Urla. When all four had pieces, they ate, then entered the house. Tarno came last and closed the door.

      Indeed, Clia stood beside the hearth. Tarno gestured to her. "My sister, Clia, married to Marskil. Clia Halsdatter, Dor Erbstman, Goodwife Juna, Mistress Urla, and Mistress Hepsha."

      Clia dipped in a small curtsey. "Be welcome to this house and household, Goodman Erbstman." She gestured to the food arrayed on the table. "Please, take and eat."

      "Thank you for the food and the welcome," Erbstman said. He found a plate and began serving himself, followed by his wife. Tarno recognized Clia's dishes and spoons in with his own. All could eat. Tarno let the boys get food before he did. They had worked hard the past few days.

      Clia departed. She had her children to see to, and her husband. Donwah willing, Tarno would not need her help after today. Urla sat quietly, taking in the house and the furnishings as she ate. Kyle and Donton had set out the cooking gear and best linens for the visitors to see and use, along with the spice boxes and salt-barrel. The salt-box sat on the table, its polished dark red wood gleaming. Two lamps also shone, and Tarno sensed Clia's hand in that. Not only would it reveal more of the inside of the house for his potential in-laws' inspection, but it showed his prosperity. As cheap as great-hauler oil was this season, it did not mean as much as wax candles would have, but those would be prideful. And expensive, and he did not care to spend funds he would need come spring.

      Indeed, after he finished eating, Dor stood and studied Tarno's table and benches, chair, bed, and other goods. He looked at the boys' loft but did not venture up the ladder. His wife did, then returned and gave a satisfied nod. It passed her scrutiny. Donton showed the Erbstmans the back garden, including the night-soil box. Well, town people dealt with night-soil differently than did those living outside the walls.

      Dor came back into the house. He too appeared satisfied with everything. "So, Tarno, what date are you considering for the handfasting?"

      "The Eighth-Day eve after the Scavenger's feast, Dor. The priest of Donwah said it was an auspicious day, and that no other couple had spoken for the date yet." That it allowed time for any serious protests to be verified passed without mention.

      "Good. We will have brought the out-flocks back to the home farm and have separated the weaned lambs from their dams. Grain harvest will be over as well." He extended his right hand and they shook.

      By the time the family departed, all had been agreed to. Tarno felt as if he had set down an over-loaded shoulder yoke as the weight left his shoulders. He and the boys would need to strew the floor with rushes for the winter, but nothing more until after Scavenger's feast.
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      Halfway through the next eight-day, Tarno and the senior salt workers met to conduct quarterly business. He had drawn the year's lot to act as the voice of the workers from midsummer to midsummer, and he'd made the rounds, asking for concerns and questions, and answering a few questions. None of the men or women had mentioned Urla, but then they wouldn't. That was for the seniors to weight and approve or disapprove.

      When was the last disapproval? Tarno tried to recall as he pulled the hood of his cloak lower over his face. Ice and rain both slashed down on Halfeld Fluss, driven by a wind that must have passed through the frozen courts of the Great Northern Emperor himself. The last disapproval had been . . . The year he finished his test year and joined the confraternity as a full worker? Yes, because it had been Waduz' older brother, now gone to the Scavenger, who had wanted to marry the daughter of a bath-house worker. Her father had been a merchant from one of the northern cities, or so the girl's mother thought. He'd left a birth coin for his child-to-be when he returned north, but had not replied to the news of the birth. Since the girl worked in the Red Bucket, the confraternity had refused permission. Waduz parents should have intervened first, but the brother had lied about the girl's parentage and the source of her dowry. The brother had married her anyway, and had left Halfeld Fluss to find work elsewhere after the salters read him out of the confraternity.

      "Be ye out on business?" a passing watchman called.

      "Aye. The confraternity meets between dark and the hour to cover the fires."

      The man peered at Tarno, then made a gesture of understanding. "Be sure to be out with the hall doors locked before the second call to bank the fires." His tone suggested that he gave the warning only so he could report that he'd given the warning, if asked.

      "I will caution the others to finish in a timely manner." That's why they had a sand-glass, after all. Not that tonight saw much danger from fire and flame. A building might catch, but the flames would not spread unless one of the chandlers' storage sheds ignited and oil spilled.

      The watchman continued on his way, and Tarno hurried his steps. The open gate of the confraternity building welcomed him. He opened the building's main door only enough to squeeze inside. He shook the water off of his cloak and hung it beside the others already dripping onto the floor. Three pegs remained open, so he was not the last man to arrive. The two women were already here. He slid his patens off of his boots and left them in the proper place. A light burned in Donwah's little chapel, and he paid his respects, then walked to the meeting chamber.

      Rand Graber stood with his hands level with his shoulders, fingers spread. "No, and none of the temples have issued a caution to the confraternity over the purchase. I have no idea who started that rumor, although I can guess."

      "It shouldn't be Fuchsban's woman, but I wouldn't wager against it being her, either." Waduz sounded as resigned as Rand sounded frustrated. "Her man needs to bring her to order before she gets more than a short ban."

      Tarno rolled his eyes but stayed quiet. Rand folded his arms, mimicking Waduz, and said, "Well, it is not true, whoever claims it, and the temple of Korvaal has approved the sale of the property to us, provided we allow a dead strip on all but the river side, so we do not cross the bounds of the death-tract."

      That made good sense, since the land had been donated to end a blood feud over the property. And from what Tarno had heard, the ghost spring lay well away from the borders of the pasture.

      "What will we owe the Scavenger and Donwah?" Tarno asked.

      Rand shifted so he could see him better. "We learn tonight. Priests of both will be here." He leaned toward Tarno and smiled a little. "Rumor has it you entertained a young woman in your home, a young woman not of the neighborhood." Rand jested, not accused.

      "And her parents and sister, Master Graber, so there's no need to tell tales of anticipatin' the handfast." Tarno smiled as he spoke and kept his tone light. "I've no need to prove that I can sire sons."

      "There's that," Rand allowed. "And we're not farmers on the edge of the wild, but civilized town men."

      "Speakin' of town, the watch ordered me to remind you that we need to finish before the second warning to cover the fires." Message passed, Tarno took himself to the fire in the great hearth to warm his hands and the rest of him. The carvings around the mantle showed salters' tools. The Joss River flowed between them, winding around the fireplace. The carvings fit with the paintings on the walls.

      The walls told the story of the finding of the spring, and of the salters' demands for freedom. Each panel included a stream or well, and a small rat peered out from the lower corners, looking down at the men and women in the room. The artist had made the rats a touch too real for Tarno's taste, especially the one in the painting that showed the destruction of the last Kaltfeld lord's fort. The rat gloated, or did it warn? Either way, it made Tarno twitch between his shoulder blades. He took his seat with a bit of relief. Seated, the shrine to all the gods hid that particular rat from his view.

      The rest of the salters' leaders arrived and took their places along a very heavy wood and iron table. A master carver had made the table, and a half-sized salt-boiling pan and two inlaid stirring paddles decorated the dark wooden surface. Two priests came into the room and the salters bowed. The priests gestured for the men and women to sit, and took places on opposite corners of the oblong chamber.

      Master Schaefer prayed, then picked up a stack of pages. "First, no, we are not changing the price of salt, even though the new sea-salt work near the mouth of the Moahne has failed. They are going to try again, and prices are already high."

      Widow Dalman nodded. "I have not heard complaints about the price of leb-salt yet, but they will come, just as last season."

      "Aye that," several people murmured or grumbled. Tarno held his peace. The temples worked with the salters to set the leb-prices, just as they did with the bakers, weavers, and others. Anything needed for life had a set price that could not be exceeded until the priests declared a change. Fine wares? Those could go as high as the market allowed, although a wise trader balanced profit with good will and repeat custom. Salt especially came under leb-rules, both eating salt and work salt for the tanners and others.

      "Second, we are buying the pasture with the ghost spring in it. Korvaal's priests have spoken with the parties whose feud led to the declaration of blood-tithe." The Master Schaefer closed his eyes and shook his head. "I now know more about the ancestry, family accounts, and purported ancestry of the other side than I cared to learn. Yes, some of the distant relations still carry the dispute."

      Groans swept the room. Tarno was not the only one to cover his eyes and shake his head. "Well, someone still has a grudge about the elevation of a member of a different family to Rella's Daughter, and that was five generations back," Hildi observed.

      Waduz and Rand both gave her dirty looks.

      Master Schaefer thumped the table. "Ahem. We have the property, and we will stay well clear of the edges of the property, lest we get dragged into neighbor strife. Which leads to the next matter." He turned to the priests. Donwah's priest and the Scavenger's priestess both stood and moved to stand side by side at the end of the table.

      "Because you seek salt from a ghost spring," the priest began, "you shall give fresher water to the town. The fountain in the old market will be cleaned and new pipes laid to return the flow to its proper strength."

      It wasn't as bad as it might have been, Tarno sighed to himself. It would still be a lot of work and expense to hire the special carvers who made pipes and water fittings.

      "Because you take salt from below the surface, from the Scavenger's lands, you must hire true miners once you pass two man-heights of depth. Should salt be found," the priestess specified, raising one black-gloved hand. "You will also pay for the spice rats at the upcoming feast, and no shorting the tails this year." The finger wagged and a few of the council members ducked like boys caught sampling festival cakes before the prayers ended. "Or testing the ears." It was Tarno's turn to duck.

      "But those are the best part," someone wailed, very, very quietly.

      A snort of what might have been laughter came from the darkness under the priestess's hood. "True miners if salt is found, and spice rats."

      Master Schaefer glared daggers at someone at almost the far end of the table from where the clergy stood. "And this winter, we allow grazing on the pasture, with a quarter of the ground-rent going to Korvaal and a quarter to Yoorst."

      Tarno raised his right hand.

      "Yes, Master Tarno?"

      He stood. "Master Schaefer, will Halfeld taxes be on the half rent or the full rent?" Because people would protest either way, but best get the bad news up front.

      "Neither. It is outside the city ground. Taxes go to the Emperor and are on our half. Should we find that is sufficient to mine, one third of the income goes to the Emperor."

      Oh. That . . . was different. The room seemed to sway a little and Tarno took a deep breath. "Thank you, Master Schaefer." Tarno sat.

      Donwah's priest nodded and swept his left hand out, away from his colleague. "Mining law goes back to the Great Cold, if not farther. No man or woman knows. Since the end of the Great Cold, one-third of all mine income from a truly new mine goes to the Great Northern Emperor for the first thirty years, then the Emperor takes a miner's seventh. That is true for anything mined, all over the empire."

      "Indeed." The black-clad priestess folded her arms. "Inquire of the lords of Aldread what transpires when someone seeks to claim the Imperial Seventh. In that, as in other things, the young man chose poorly." The cold, echoing hollowness in her voice suggested that perhaps the Scavenger Himself had taken interest in the matter.

      Tarno shivered and made the horns with the hand not visible to the others. No man or woman went easy when the gods acted in person. All had heard stories about the mage in the far north, and of the gods walking the battlefield when the king of Liambruu was slain. And the ambassador turned to ash for breaking god oath before priests and lay men and women! No, Tarno preferred not to attract the attention of the gods. No wise man did.

      "Ahem." Master Schaefer licked his lips. "The pasture will be grazed until late spring, when the river drops. That way we also know where the flood limit might be." Murmurs of agreement rose and fell. "That also allows us time to work through Thorkal Ottmarson to hire true miners until some can be trained locally, should salt be found in sufficient amounts to warrant mining."

      Everyone nodded. Ottmarson would know who to ask about contracts and duties, since he traveled and spoke with miners in different parts of the empire.

      The priest and priestess departed. "Right." Master Schaefer said, sorting the pages in his hand once more as several people wiggled. "No wood cutting until at least after the Scavenger's feast, because some of the trees are still very green."

      "We bought them by width, not weight, aye?" Aeldrick demanded.

      "Aye, as ye well know," Schaefer snapped. The others exchanged looks. What bothered him so? Before any asked, Schaefer snarled, "A dispute arose over a wood cutter trying to claim any tree that measured four hands around at any height, not at waist height. That won us no friends."

      Hildi and at least three other councilors mouthed curses and scowled. No, bending a contract to claim too-young trees would not gain support for the salters, nor encourage more people to sell wood.

      Widow Dalman raised her hand. Schaefer nodded to her. She stood. "Karl's widow seeks to return a portion of the death payment. Master Hammersmith, the tool maker, seeks a wife for his oldest son. The son will finish his wander years this fall, and returns to continue his father's work. If the confraternity agrees, Agathla will accept the suit. Hammersmith's son is older than Karl was, and pledges to care for Karl's son and allow him to apprentice with us, should the gods direct his path this way."

      Tarno was not the only member of the group surprised by the request. Hildi leaned to Waduz, hand over her mouth, and they murmured together. Rand Graber's eyes narrowed, and he stared up at the wall, as if trying to recall something. Karl's son would be . . . two years? Yes, two years old at the Scavenger's feast, because he had been presented at the same time as the tanner's girl who had died in the cooking accident. The tanner's wife had lost her mind for an eight-day following and had been cared for in Yoorst's temple until she recovered. So the boy would be two years old.

      "I . . . see no grounds for not taking back the unneeded funds, if she indeed has other means of support," Jaroz said. "But proof should be provided, written proof, before witnesses." Murmurs of agreement rose from around the table.

      Master Schaefer raised his right hand. "All in favor of agreeing to the return and ceasing support for Karl's widow and son should she contract with Journeyman Hammersmith and a proper contract be offered, say aye."

      Tarno joined six others in calling "aye."

      "Those against the return and end of support, say nae."

      Four voices called "Nae."

      "Ayes have it. Upon being given a witnessed contract for marriage, support, and permission to apprentice the boy if he is called to be a salter, support for Karl's widow and son will cease."

      Rand Graber raised a hand and then stood. "On a similar matter." He grinned and nodded toward Tarno. "One of our members intends to marry out. Not only out of the salters, but outside the walls." Several cold looks fixed Tarno. "Do you care to explain, Master Tarno?"

      Tarno stood and did not glare at Rand. Yet. "Of the unwed women within the confraternity, none of the widows care to marry at this time. Karl's widow is related within two degrees, as is Mistress Goldblatt, and she has been betrothed already. No others are within three years of the age of marriage.

      "Within the walls?" He raised his hands in a resigned shrug. "Fuchsban, Harbusch, and Weeber. In full honesty, I would rather raise my sons alone than bring a member of the Fuchsban family under my roof." Loud agreement followed his words, and Master Schaefer hit the table several times before order returned.

      "For that reason, I considered and accepted Urla Erbstman. Her family farms schaef near the southern road. She has no dower, the farm will go to a nephew of Goodman Erbstman, and she has skill and knowledge of children. She agreed to marry me of her own free will, before Donwah's Daughter herself." More murmurs and whispering. "Barring proven complaint, we will be handfast the Eighth-Day eve following the Scavenger's feast. We have no relations in common, and she was born for Gember, to Donwah."

      That soothed several people's concerns, judging by the fast fading of frowns and scowls.

      Hildi raised one hand. "Why no dowry?"

      "The field is disputed. Goodman Erbstman does not want to give it, and the lawsuit, as dower. I find no fault in his generosity and thoughtfulness."

      Chuckles and a few soft moans of remembered pain followed his words. Who had not been on the edges of a property fight, if not in one?

      Master Schaefer thumped the table once more. "All good reasons for marrying outside the walls. I trust full legal documents have been drawn up?"

      "Yes, and her father and I will sign them on the appointed day." Dor would be meeting with a notary mage about that at the next market day, since the mage only came to the quarter-year markets.

      The head of the confraternity nodded. "As penalty for marrying out, Master Tarno Halson, you must pay for the rats' tails for the Scavenger's feast. Full tails, mind." Schaefer wagged one very thick finger and Tarno smiled wearily. He could already hear the jokes at his expense.

      "Agreed, Master Schaefer." Paying for strips of sweet pickled spice-root was far less than most penalties assessed by the confraternity. And it showed that standards had been upheld.

      After the reading of the income and expense lists and totals, Schaefer adjourned the meeting. Rand and two others left immediately. Tarno and the rest shared a tankard of beer and some toasted hard schaef cheese. "So you know, we are petitioning the town council for a ban on Goodwife Fuchsban, except in the market hall. She has to buy salt," Hildi warned Tarno. "Master Richten has already agreed that if she causes a fuss there, he'll take care of things."

      "She needs a healer mage," Aeldrik grumbled into his beer. "She's stirrin' up far too much trouble for this to just be wantin' to see her daughter wed."

      Tarak Schaefer sagged onto the bench beside Tarno and took a long drink of beer, then ate a bite of his cheese and bread. "You know that if she causes a disturbance once more, she'll be banned from Korvaal's temple for a year and a day."

      Tarno and Aeldrik both leaned away, eyes wide. Hildi shook her head, then sipped her beer. "I'm not surprised. She and her man and son are so twisted up about her former sister-in-law helpin' carve the statue for the new chapel that they make the laundry women's wringin' look weak."

      "Is that the cause?" Schaefer demanded. "The widow being a carver?"

      "Aye. Ye'd think they'd be glad to be rid of Jadwiga, since as a priestess she has no claim on the family for support." Hildi scowled into her tankard, making her look ten years older. "No, Fuchsban protested the vocation, sayin' she'd be takin' work from the rest of the family by carving for Korvaal if called to serve that way. His son really threw fish-guts all over about it, and you know how Alina Fuchsban spoils her son."

      Tarno frowned as well. "And so she protested to the temple priest, on the Eighth-Day, and left with a ban." That explained her haste, and everyone clearing out of her way.

      Hildi nodded. "Aye, that's the fact for all men to see, clear as the water in the market well. Over a score of witnesses in the temple when she tried to demand that Jadwiga stop servin' th' god."

      All present made the horns or god sign. Schaefer bit into his bread and cheese, leaving a large, uneven half-circle in the large, dark slice. "Aeldrick has the right of it. Goody Fuchsban needs a healin' priest to see to her. Her man's not so smart if he thinks to support her against th' temple of his trade."

      Tarno nodded and drank. Priests who served in their craft served only inside the walls. Jadwiga could only carve for Korvaal. That wasn't stealing work, not even if the carvers' confraternity tried to say that the temple should have hired them instead of accepting her labor. She wouldn't be making things for the other temples, only Korvaal, and only inside the city walls. Alina Fuchsban truly needed a healer-priest to find what ailed her. Tarno finished his beer. Not his problem unless Fuchsban allowed it to become Tarno's problem. In which case Tarno would end the problem.
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      Two days later, Tarno visited the Honey Sheaf. He insisted that the boys stay outside, lest they eat their weight in sweet breads and cookies before he finished his trade. "Greetings, Master Tarno," Master Einkorn called from under a large sack of flour. At least, Tarno hoped that was the baker and not a sack walking itself to the back of the baker's business. The sack thudded onto a very heavy table and the white-haired baker returned to the counter. "What do you need?"

      "I need to pay for the tails for the spice rats for the Scavenger's feast. And the priestess warned us that the tails need to be full length this year." Tarno winked, easing the sting.

      Master Einkorn leaned away, eyes wide with innocence, and winked back. "Master Tarno, I made the tails strictly to order last year, Gember my witness. And I watched my apprentices, too, so that all the ears stayed on the rats into and out of the oven. Any short tails are not my doin'."

      "Peace, Master Einkorn. Every man and his brother know what happened to the tails." Although why a goodly number of the sweets lacked proper ears, well, Tarno had some suspicions, starting with the son of the weavers' accounts keeper. The boy had looked decidedly over-full even before the procession through the city began. "The confraternity was told that the rats must have proper tails, and ears. I only pass the word."

      "Good news, the spice roots have been very large this year, almost too large to dry well for those what need the powder." Einkorn brushed the flour off his hands, then reached one long arm to the shelf behind the cooling loaves and pulled out a bead-board. "So, a thousand rats with tails, an' I'm gettin' ten strips per root, an' those are th' small ones, so . . ." He worked the beads. "One silver."

      That was not so bad. He opened his purse and removed a coin. "Done."

      Einkorn found a scrap of paper and a bit of writing charcoal and made a receipt. "Give that to yer accounts' keeper and I'll put it in my tallies. Iffin ye wishes to cover the ears as well?"

      Tarno snorted and took the receipt. "Next ye'll be tryin' to talk me into apple-loaves for Gember's winter feast! I have a family to feed, ye ken?" And he'd best go see what Kyle and Donton were doing, before he had to pay for that, too! "Gember be with ye."

      "Donwah bless."

      The two boys had found a baker's stall and stared longingly at the dark brown loaves. "Sir, may we get some of that, please?" Donton asked. The large mounds of bread shared the same color as sweet spice-bread laden with klaves. Except no one made spice bread loaves that large, and for good reason.

      Tarno looked at the boys, then at Goodwife Harbusch. "Do you truly want trencher bread, Donton?"

      "Tis good, too," the baker's wife said, smiling. "A slice will fill a growing boy for a day and a half, even without meat or cheese."

      "Oh." Donton stared at the ground. "No, thank you, sir. I'm not hungry." He'd had trencher bread. It was all Tarno could afford at the very start of the salting season, when funds ran short and food cost twice and more what it cost in the fall. Trencher bread filled a man, and passed very, very slowly.

      Tarno smiled at Goodwife Harbusch. "Two of the hand-loaves in the back, please." He handed her a four-copper trade token.

      She gave each boy one of the heavy dried-berry loaves, the size of one spread hand. "Now, don' be eatin' all of those before ye leave the market," she teased. "Save a bite or two for later."

      As dense as they were, it would keep both Kyle and Donton well fed for the rest of the day. "Gember be with ye," Tarno said as he steered the boys away from the table.

      "Donwah bless," she replied, then turned to the next customer.

      Two eight-days later, Tarno and Dor Erbstman met at the office of the traveling notary mage. She had rented a small corner of the city council's hall, and sat surrounded by ledgers, hinged boxes, and stacks of blank parchment and paper. Bottles of ink and a row of pens waited at her left elbow. A fat candle of sealing wax burned on its own small, portable table, out of the way of the papers and of drafts. One of the city watch stood in the corner of the room, in part to keep an eye on the people coming and going, and in part to discourage the overly frustrated and anyone who thought to steal the notary's fee. The line moved steadily. Most people brought contracts, sales pages, or documents that only needed a witness and notary seal. Unlike some, this notary did not hear disputes or law cases concerning falsified documents. Three of the temples had truth-priests who had read the law and acted as law-givers.

      Tarno had written the marriage contract in his best hand. The notary would read it aloud, copy it onto proper parchment, and both men would sign and make their marks. Then the notary would sign and seal it.

      " . . . too many lambs," a man in good but old clothes ahead of Tarno complained. "T'will drive down the price next spring as well as now, mark my words."

      His companion folded his arms. "Neh, 'tis a sign of hard times t' come, schaef droppin' so many. Not many will over-live the winter. Yoorst gave t' beast sense we don' have."

      "Price'll be low een so, come next market," the first man grumbled.

      Tarno looked to Goodman Erbstman. The farmer shrugged. "Radmar turns th' Wheel. More than that, no man can say."

      "Aye that."

      The two men ahead of Tarno got a sales contract confirmed. The grumbling farmer had contracted to the butcher for six gelded male schaef, two years of age, in fat. The pair presented torn copies of the contract. The notary matched the edges. "Goodman Meisser, were the schaef as contracted?

      The butcher nodded. "Aye, Yoorst as my witness, the schaef met contract."

      The woman pointed the end of her pen at the farmer. "Goodman Speicher, did you receive one silver or the trade token value of one silver in exchange?"

      "Aye, Yoorst as my witness, Meisser paid in full. Trade token."

      The woman set the halves of the contract on her table. She stamped the center, across the tear, then each half, and signed it. "Contract is met, contract is complete," she called, then returned the halves to the owners. Should anyone ask about the meat, Meisser could show the proof that he'd bought the animals and that they had met quality standards.

      The farmer and butcher departed, and Tarno approached the notary's table. She seemed off-balance, as if the legs on her seat were too short on one side. No, he realized when she reached for a piece of parchment, she tilted to one side. Had she been born so, or was it an injury? It mattered not. Tarno inclined toward her and set the contract on the table.

      She started to read it, then looked up. "Tarno Halson?"

      "Aye."

      "And Dor Erbstman?"

      Dor nodded. "Aye. I am not fully lettered."

      "Ah." She took a sip from the tankard set well away from the inks, and read. "Dor Erbstman gives his daughter Urla to be wed to Tarno Halson. She brings her bridal portion and no dowry, and makes no claim on the Erbstman property aside from the daughter's share." The notary looked at Dor, eyebrows raised.

      He nodded again. "That's what we agreed to, aye."

      The notary blinked gray eyes, then resumed reading. "Tarno Halson takes Urla Dordatter Erbstman as wife without dower or property claim. He will provide for, shelter, and protect Urla during his life, and leaves her a full widow's portion, should he die first." Again the notary paused. "I see no fertility penalty."

      "I have two sons by my late wife," Tarno said. "More will be welcome, but I see no reason for a fertility penalty."

      The notary nodded and quickly copied out the simple contract. Without property or children specified, the document wasn't as complicated as some Tarno had seen. She stopped and asked, "Tarno, will your sons retain their portion should you have children of Urla?"

      "Yes."

      Goodman Erbstman said, "Yes. It's wrong to favor new children over old." He sounded very, very certain, and Tarno glanced over. The sturdy man scowled, frowning so deeply that the ends of his mouth seemed to reach the end of his chin.

      "I will include that in this, Goodman Erbstman, Master Tarno, so that none will protest." The notary added the needed words. "Do either of you know of any pending claims against the wedding?"

      Tarno took a long breath. "Goodman Fuchsban might protest, but I did not speak with or contract his daughter, and many have heard me say that I do not wish to marry her."

      "The temples of Gember and Donwah have read the handfasting notice aloud three Eighth-Days in a row, and none have spoken against the match," Dor reported. "Nor has any man approached me with an objection."

      "Good." She finished writing the contract in a fair hand, then drew two lines across the bottom of the sheet of parchment. She stood, limped out from behind her table, and pointed to Tarno. She called, "Does anyone know this man?"

      A passing woman called back, "Aye. Master Tarno Halson, of the salters, father of Kyle and Donton, Maarsdam witness my words."

      "Thank you, and Maarsdam prosper your trade." The notary gestured to Dor and called again, "Does anyone know this man?"

      Two men waiting in line waved their hands. "Aye. He be Dor Erbstman, farmer on the South Road, Gember my witness," one of the pair called. "His aunt be my mother-in-law."

      "Gember bless your household, thank you." The notary limped back to her chair and sat with a soft thud. One hip sat higher than the other. She presented the men with a dipped pen, first Dor, then Tarno. Dor made his mark, a schaef in profile and the letters D and E. Tarno signed his full name and drew a salt paddle. The notary closed her eyes and Tarno saw a little shimmer around her seal as she touched it to a piece of ink-soaked cloth, then pressed it against the parchment. Beside that she dripped wax, and stamped once more.

      The men each gave the notary a half silver ring. She handed the contract to Dor. "Upon final handfasting, give this to the proper temple to hold. Maarsdam bless your trade."

      "Maarsdam prosper you," Tarno replied, as did Dor. Dor studied the contract, nodded, and rolled it, tying it with a bit of twine. The men touched palms and went their ways, making space for the next pair. Tarno heard barely-muffled sighs from both the notary and the watchman as Master Hammersmith and an irate-looking goodwife marched up the two steps and into the doorway. Tarno and Dor made themselves small and eased out of the way.

      "Ye know that I am not a law-speaker," Tarno heard the notary say from behind him.

      Dor shook his head. "Some people choose not to listen."

      "Aye." Dor stopped to talk to his cousin-by-marriage and Tarno went about his own business.
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            A Feast and a Wedding

          

        

      

    

    
      Of all the gods, only the Scavenger's feast fell on the night and the following day, rather than from dawn to dusk. For once the watch turned blind eyes to people in the streets after dark, because the Scavenger commanded it. Tarno banked his fire carefully indeed, then led the boys out of the salters' district and up to the main temple, in the far northern part of the city, near the old market. Bitter cold air oozed between the houses and warehouses, making Tarno glad that he'd found heavy things for the boys. They'd likely crowd the bonfire even so, but at least they wouldn't risk losing a finger or ear.

      "I don't like it," a thin voice said ahead of them. The shapeless bundle of woman waved at the air. "Too cold, too early."

      "Green winter, full graves. White winter, hungry graves," the equally well-wrapped man beside her recited. "Cold kills the bugs and weeds."

      "And schaef, and fowl, and great-haulers," she declared. "And men."

      And drove up the price of wood, Tarno sighed. Already rumors came in from outside the walls about fuel wood growing dear. "Some say 'tis because the Great Northern Emperor visited th' land, and the cold stayed after him," a hide seller from the east had told Rand Graber. "His goddess wants the snow and cold back, so she can extend her domain. I don' hold to such, but some do, and seek more and more wood to hold against the winter."

      That had led to much talk and market gossip until Rella's Daughter had explained. "Yes, the Great Northern Emperor is also a priest of Sneelah, Lady of the Cold and Ice. She is also the Lady of Battle Magic. Battle magic is banned, and for good cause." The Daughter had pointed with her staff to the painting on the side of Valdher's new chapel, the painting showing the strange beasts that had appeared in the years after the southern king poisoned the magic workers. "War magic does that to beast, land, and man. After the Great Cold, some men twisted magic to bad uses, and the first emperors had to stop them before the land itself twisted. No battle magic, no shaping beasts or plants. Healing that which ails, yes, but no beast-mage can, oh, make a blue schaef."

      "What about a well behaved great-hauler?" someone in the crowd had called.

      "Like as not it will be smart, too, Per, and then where will ye be?" A second voice demanded.

      Master Weisblat, the head of the tanners, had offered, "He'll have his accounts in order for the first time in years, but th' bird will refuse to pull and will join the scribes, like as not."

      After the laughter died away, Rella's Daughter had said, "Sneelah's time is not come. Winters will be hard or easy as they are, not because the Great Cold returns." Something in her eyes and voice had told Tarno that she spoke as more than just priestess, and he had bowed. The question had not arisen again.

      Now, two eight-days later, people flowed into the old market. Not everyone, because some preferred to make their devotions by day, or they feared the cold because of age or illness. Young children and nursing mothers too were exempt from the night worship. Tarno kept one hand on Donton. The boy did not care for crowds or night, and if he began to fear overmuch, Tarno would take him home and pay the forfeit. The stars above seemed to glare down, as hard and cold as the stones under Tarno's boot soles. Everyone breathed smoke, or so it seemed.

      Tap, tap, tap. Metal rang on stone. Tap Tap TAP! Thrice more metal struck stone as the gathered priests of the dark god banged the butts of their staffs against the steps of the old temple. The dark shapes loomed in the cold, flanked by two rats, each the size of a large man. "All hail the Scavenger, Lord of the Darkness."

      "All hail the Scavenger," the crowd called in return.

      "All hail the Scavenger, Lord of the Land-hidden."

      "All hail the Scavenger."

      A cold voice chanted, "All hail the Scavenger, Lord of Death."

      "All hail the Scavenger."

      "All hail the Scavenger, Lord of what Remains," a priestess sang.

      "All hail the Scavenger."

      The priests turned as one and marched into the open temple doors. The Scavenger-born followed first, then those who could fit into the temple. Everyone else gathered around the fires now burning in the market, close enough to hear the priest and priestess who remained on the steps. The fires' light made the rat statues seem to move, bending and nodding as the wind stirred the flames.

      The priest intoned, "After the Great Ice retreated, only barren land and water remained. Dust covered what was not marsh or lake or river. Of life, no sign remained, for the beasts of the cold had left, but nothing could feed or shelter the beasts of the south. And so the gods took counsel."

      The priestess raised her staff in both hands over her head. "They divided the world and blessed it, Gember and Korvaal, Yoorst and Rella, Radmar and Maarsdam, Valdher and Donwah, and the lesser gods of city and village. Only the Scavenger did not speak, for He had been forgotten. His sister, Donwah of the Waters, found Him in the dark, secret places and told Him of the other gods' choices. Great was His anger, but only for the time of the beat of a heart. Then He smiled."

      "Truly, sister, we have the better part." The priest raised his hands and staff as well. "'For we have all that is hidden, yours in the waters and mine in all that lies under the land and in the night.' Only slowly did the younger gods realize their error, that they had chosen the lesser part. For this reason the Scavenger is the great lord, the lord of the hidden, the lord of the broken places, of the secret deeps and all that from them comes. All praise to the Scavenger!"

      "All praise to the Scavenger!" The crowd's words echoed off the walls of the temple and the bonfires seemed to bow to the rats. The rats nodded, accepting the homage, or did they? Tarno shivered. Donwah guarded the mysteries of the waters, but Her brother guarded the greatest mysteries of all.

      The priestess lowered her arms. "Do not fear the Scavenger, Lord of the Darkness. Darkness is the time of rest and growing, of prayer and sleep. No man can work without rest, no beast labor all day and all night. Sleep is the gift of the Scavenger as salt is the gift of Donwah and the Scavenger." She waited.

      "All praise to the Scavenger."

      "It is right to give thanks, and praise, to aid the lost, to grant mercy to the dying stranger, to bring gifts of the soil to the light that they may bless man and beast," the priest chanted. "Do not fear the Scavenger, but go carefully, mindful of His depths."

      "All praise to the Scavenger.".

      Tarno eased the boys closer to one of the fires. The Rella-born minding the fire nodded to them as she eased a log into the orange and red flames. Tarno watched carefully, lest either boy get too close and start to scorch his clothes. It happened to a child every year, and he did not care for Kyle or Donton to be this year's warning. Donton clung to his hand as Kyle eased as close as was safe to the snapping heap of logs and coals. As soon as both stopped shivering and relaxed, Tarno took Kyle's hand and they returned to the crowd.

      The priest's breath steamed as it came from the shadows under his hood. "Together, Donwah and the Scavenger blessed the Joss Valley with salt. Donwah's waters enter Her brother's lands and gather His salt, bringing it to the light. Without Her, men must dig for salt. Without the Scavenger, only the salt of Donwah's seas would touch the land."

      Tarno made a face in the darkness. He'd eaten bread with raw sea salt as part of his apprenticeship. Ugh. It made the crudest of spring salts taste like pure honey in comparison. "All hail the Scavenger," he called with the others.

      "Oh Lord of the Hidden, Lord of Darkness, Scavenger of that which remains, hear our prayer," the priestess chanted. "Show mercy on us when we forget Your honor, mercy when we fail to return Your portion to You."

      The listeners chorused, "Forgive us, great Scavenger."

      "Lord of that which lies below, hear our prayer, oh Lord of the secret places. Grant us Your gifts of salt and metals, of clay and stones, that we may use them to Your honor and glory."

      "Scavenger, hear our prayer."

      The priestess' voice sounded dead as she intoned, "Lord of the Final Secret, have mercy on us as we show mercy to the lost, to the stranger, to those who die far from home."

      "Have mercy on us, great Scavenger."

      Tarno led the boys twice more to the fire before the litany and worship drew to a close. Those not born to the Scavenger could leave and return for the feast after the rise of the sun, as could those with young children. Donton counted, so Tarno left a gift in the box at the edge of the old market, received a blessing, and herded the boys all the way to the south end of Halfeld Fluss. Chilled to their bones, the boys climbed into the big bed with him, shivering until they finally slept.

      Tarno broke ice off the water in the bucket the next morning before pouring it into a pot to warm beside the fire. The farmers and butchers would be busy the next few days if the cold held, slaughtering the schaef and great-haulers, cattle and other animals they did not plan to keep over the winter. Yet another reason for the Scavenger's feast to mark the beginning of preparation for the long, hard cold.

      The boys trotted far more eagerly as they returned to the old market. When the other temples moved south to the new market and the younger parts of the city, the Scavenger had kept His domain in the north, aloof but also close to the butchers' quarter. As they entered the square, they found long tables filling the space. The remains of the bonfires had been moved away, the coals and part-burned wood saved for the use of the priests or of those in need of fuel. Enormous platters of black sausages, dark bread, chilled root-vegetable pickles, and of course the stacks of spice rats filled the centers of the tables. A priest or priestess guarded each heap of treats, staves at the ready to discourage the over-eager. Judging by the unhappy expressions on some of the boys and a few adults, the priests had already thumped a few hands or heads—hands of the children, heads of the adults. Even the Scavenger-born had to wait their turn on this day. Small plates, now almost empty, sat along the edges of the market square. The rats had already taken their turn. They were permitted to help themselves, unlike the people.

      At the appointed time, the priests blessed the food. First the Scavenger-born, most looking very sleepy from their all-night vigil, took food. Then those born to Donwah, then everyone else, from oldest to youngest. As platters emptied, priests-in-training and acolytes replaced them with freshly-filled trays. Tarno made certain that Kyle and Donton took some of everything, even the black-root pickles that they did not care for at all, and then moved well away from the spice rats. He did not trust Kyle to resist the urge to try to steal one of the huge, sweet, rat-shaped loaves. Tarno stood between the boys and the tables, ready to intercept either one.

      "Hai, Master Tarno," Hildi said, coming to stand beside them. "I see that the rats have proper tails this year."

      "Aye. If any are nibbled, 'tis none of my doing." He glanced at the boys, both working on the chewy bread and heavy blood sausage. Kyle had gobbled the black-root first to get it over with. Donton ate around it, for now. "Nor my sons."

      Hildi chuckled and nodded. "Aye." She leaned closer and whispered behind her maimed hand, "Rumor has it that a would-be toll claimant will be workin' off her fine scrubbin' floors for the main temple and the temple in the new market."

      Tarno hissed a little as he inhaled between his teeth. Whoever she was, she must have failed badly, or have been warned away twice and still persisted. Fool and twice a fool, to steal from the Scavenger on His feast! "I hope she learned her lesson, if the rumor proves true."

      "Indeed." Even the Scavenger-born who lived by theft and deception left their patron's goods alone. Hildi leaned away, then rose on her toes, trying to see something or someone. "He'd best not think to approach Master Schae—"

      An angry man's voice rose over the murmur of chewing and quiet conversation. "—An' that's why I claim a hearin' now and here!"

      The two salters exchanged tired looks. Clang! The sound of the Scavenger's Son's black-iron staff on stone cut off the flow of words. "A poor decision," Tarno said, then took another bite of bread and sausage.

      Hildi nodded her agreement and strolled into the crowd, easing between clusters of people.

      Kyle swallowed his mouth-full and looked up at his father. "Father, what did that sound mean?"

      It meant that someone would be paying a forfeit to the temple, at the very least. Tarno weighed his words carefully. He did not want to speak falsehoods. "The Scavenger's Son will not hear the man's petition, Kyle. He, the Son, made sparks on the stone with his staff instead of speaking. That told the watch to order the petitioner to either honor the feast properly, or to depart to his home and return at a better time." Tarno watched the little swirl of motion over that direction. "The only time a temple will hear a petition on the day of a great feast is if it is a life-or-death matter, and I have never heard of such here. It may have happened, and might yet happen, but I have never heard of one."

      "You speak correctly, Master Tarno," a woman said from behind him. He and the boys bowed to one of Gember's priestesses. The brown-clad woman nodded, acknowledging the honor. "Continue eating, please. The last great feast petition happened not long after the construction of the first water gate on the mill run across the Joss, on Gember's great feast, over a hundred years ago." She smiled at the boys, then leaned forward and studied Donton's remaining bread. "I take it that black-root pickle is not your favorite?"

      The poor boy turned as red as a winter-crisp apple's skin. "N-, n-, no, ma'am."

      "Most boys grow into the flavor," she assured him. He started eating it, for once not making noises or complaining. After he finished, the priestess raised her right hand a little and curved two fingers into Gember's sheaf. "May the Lady of Grain's gift bring you strength."

      "Thanks to the Lady of Grain," Tarno and the boys murmured, bowing again. The priestess continued on her way, and the boys looked up at their father, then cast longing looks toward the well-guarded trays of spice rats.

      "Yes, you may go get in—" They raced off to get into line before he could finish speaking.

      "We did that, once." Clia's man, Marskil, said with a chuckle. He nodded to the right. Tarno saw Clia trying to guide their three toward the proper line. A long, thin leather strap connected the straps on the toddle-baby's bumper to her mother's heavy leather belt.

      "Is Jemma trying to sneak away already?" Tarno inquired of his youngest niece.

      Marskil folded his arms and shook his head. "She had a spell during the summer fever, acted as if she might be god-touched. Rella's healer-priest recommended the bumper and strap, should she have more attacks." He smiled. "Thanks be, she's been spared so far, but we thought it would be a good protection today in the crowd, should someone knock her while Clia looked away."

      Ah. That made very good sense indeed! Tarno locked the idea into his memory for when he and Urla had children, should they be so blessed.

      Acolytes of all the temples had removed the mostly empty trays of other things by now, leaving only the heaps of golden-brown, rat-shaped loaves. The Scavenger's Son handed his iron staff to one of the other priests and lifted up a loaf. The tail flopped and Tarno smiled. No one could fault him if their rat lacked sufficient tail! Everyone bowed, shifting out of the way as the priest carried the rat to the far corner of the square. He set the loaf onto the ground in the shadows beside the temple, then returned to take his place beside the center table. Clang! He tapped the stone with his staff.

      The other priests handed their staves to the youngest adult Scavenger-born. The children and others formed mostly-orderly lines. The priests gave each family a spice rat. As long as Tarno's two spread hands were wide, the loaves resembled rats seen from the side, with spice-root tails, and candied gold nuts in the center of each ear. For once no one complained or tried to get a second rat. Tarno suspected that the earlier disturbance had dampened desire. Kyle and Donton brought the rat to him and held it up. He took it and—reluctantly—turned it so they could pluck off the ears. The ears really were the best part. He would divide the tail between the boys when they got home. Spice root on its own did not agree with him any longer, alas. He enjoyed the flavor, but not the upset stomach.

      Those who wished could now depart. As tired as he felt, Tarno opted to start for the house. Even the bright sun could not banish the hard cold or soften the edges on the wind. Would this indeed be a hard winter? They had been fortunate the last three, but Radmar turned His Wheel for all things.

      After the boys fell asleep that evening, Tarno broke the front paws off the now-headless rat and savored the burst of heat from the bits of candied sea-orange rind. He banked the fire and crawled into bed himself, almost as tired as his sons.
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      Emptying and refilling the straw from the mattress on the big bed took all of a day. It rained that day, adding to the difficulty, but Tarno and Kyle managed it. Donton had snuck down from the loft in the night and had eaten half of the spice rat. Now he lay in the corner by the fire, suffering the effects. He likely would not do it again, but he was a boy. Tarno himself had tried twice to steal fruit bread from the cooling trays in Gember's courtyard, and had felt the sting of the bread paddle both times. Then his parents had swatted him twice as hard!

      Six days after the Scavenger's feast, Tarno took the boys to the bath-house once more. They didn't need the wash, but it would not hurt, and he needed a shave. If the weather turned hard cold again, they'd not be washing more than hands and faces at home.

      "So, Tarno," Jaroz began, sitting on the empty bench beside him in the steam chamber. "So you know, Jerek Fuchsban has been fined for impiety and is under ban from all contact with salters save at the market hall, and that only for business. Like his mother." He sounded half smug and half worried.

      Tarno pointed to the boys sitting beside him. "Good to know. I will stay away, should I see him, lest trouble arise."

      Jaroz leaned, saw Kyle and Donton, and leaned back. "Very wise. There's no need to invite trouble. It comes in through the chimney and the key-hole."

      "Does it really, sir?" Donton asked.

      The square-faced salter nodded, expression very serious indeed. "Yes, it does, young man. Trouble invites himself in, and if he's determined to visit, locking the door and covering the windows won't keep him out. He'll find the least little tiny hole and creep through, like a little draft of cold across the floor. You certainly do not have to go looking for trouble, although some do." Jaroz winked at Kyle, then sat back and muttered, "And some spend their lives chasing after trouble, and are the only ones who don't understand why he won't go away."

      "And I think we are well steamed. I don't care to discover that I've turned into a white bun," Tarno joked, easing to his feet. He used the second cloth to wipe the bench. The first one served as modesty cover. They were all men in this side of the bath house, but manners were manners.

      "If you do, you'll have a salty filling," Jaroz joked before closing his eyes and leaning back to soak in more heat and steam.

      The next morning, Tarno dressed in his best clothes. Clia and her man helped move Tarno's good linens and his dishes and spoons to the confraternity's hall. Clia and two of the widows had been cooking there, since the marriage feast would be held there. Given that he was a widower marrying a woman without dower, only a few members of the confraternity and Clia's family would join him and Urla's family. When he'd married Annaka, things had been far larger with much longer celebrations. To do so now? Not wise, especially since he was marrying outside the walls. Keeping things quiet and modest would be better for the peace. And for his household expenses, but everyone knew that.

      Tarno got the boys ready as well. The three of them took their time walking to the smaller temple of Donwah in the salters' district. A great-hauler cart stood outside the temple, carrying an ornate wooden chest. Tarno nodded. Hepsha waited with the birds, talking to them. The lead female's crest ruffled then settled. The young woman stroked the bird's neck, peered into the water trough, and walked into the temple. Urla's family had arrived first, in order to show the contract to the priest or priestess and to confirm that yes, they had agreed to the match, since Urla was not a self-supporting woman of the city.

      Hands shaking the tiniest bit, Tarno opened the temple door and led his sons in. They bowed to Donwah. Rand Graber, Widow Dalman, and a few others waited with Urla's family. Urla herself stood off to the side with her mother. Urla's soft red-brown hair hung loose under a crown of late-season flowers and a few crimson and gold leaves. She wore a creamy white blouse under a heavily embroidered green and brown bodice. The patterns repeated on her dark brown skirt. Two priests waited with the others. A priestess of Donwah, as Tarno had anticipated, but also a priest of Gember.

      Tarno steered the boys so that they stood with the salters. The priests moved so that they stood together before Donwah's altar. "Tarno Halson come forth," the priestess called. Tarno did as commanded.

      "Urla Dorsdatter Erbstman come forth," the priest of Gember said. Urla's mother moved clear and her daughter approached the clergy. She stopped, facing Tarno. Urla looked nervous. "Urla, do you come into this marriage of your own free will, not coerced or under threat?"

      "I come of my own free will." Her voice shook the least bit.

      The priest smiled. "Good." Urla relaxed.

      Donwah's priestess nodded to Tarno. "Do you come into this marriage of your own free will?"

      "I come of my own free will."

      The priestess raised her voice and called, "Any man or woman with just and true claim against this marriage, speak now and show forth your witnesses, or abide in silence."

      A cart clattered past in the road outside the closed doors. Someone sneezed. Otherwise silence. The silence grew longer. Donton rustled.

      "That's what I thought," Gember's priest muttered under his breath. He eased off to the side, away from the priestess. Tarno wanted to turn and look a question to Rand Graber, but held still. He'd hear all about it later, like as not.

      Donwah's priestess turned and removed a length of blue-dyed linen cord from atop the altar. She turned cleared her throat. "Masters and mistresses, Goodman and Goodwife, Tarno Halson and Urla Erbstman stand before you, seeking to join their households in marriage. The gods decreed marriage as an honorable and noble condition, for it is not good for man or woman to be alone, without comfort and support. It is not good for children to be without guidance and discipline, without care and affection. For these reasons, the gods bless those who join together in the sight of witnesses, pledging their loyalty and honor to each other."

      The veiled priestess turned to Tarno. Despite the veil, he felt her eyes lock with his, as if she could see inside his heart. "Tarno, do you take Urla to be your wife, to protect and cherish, to care for and support, to guide and honor, so long as life is in you?"

      "I do."

      The priestess turned to Urla. "Urla, do you take Tarno to be your husband, to support and cherish, to care for and obey, to advise and honor, so long as life is in you?"

      "I do."

      "Tarno and Urla, step forward." They did as ordered. "Tarno, repeat after me. I, Tarno,"

      "I Tarno."

      "Take you, Urla, to be my honored wife."

      "Take you, Urla, to be my honored wife."

      The priestess tied one end of the cord around his left wrist. Then she turned to Urla. "Urla, repeat after me. I, Urla."

      A soft voice said, "I, Urla."

      "Take you, Tarno, to be my honored husband."

      With more confidence, Urla repeated, "Take you, Tarno, to be my honored husband."

      The priestess tied the other end of the cord to Urla's right wrist. "With this cord, you are now one in honor and family. With this cord, you are bound into one life, in good times and in bad, in sickness and health. You move together into life as one, no longer under the protection of parents but under the protection of each other. As many waters mingle into one river, so too do your families mingle into one marriage."

      She raised her hands. "Friends, family of the bride and groom, I call upon you to support and counsel this man and woman. Give them aid in times of need, comfort in times of sorrow. Rejoice with them in times of joy. Speak words of caution and advice when such is warranted and requested."

      Tarno bit the tip of his tongue against a smile, because he knew exactly what the priestess had in mind. If Urla's expression told truth, so did she.

      "Will you do as charged, Donwah as your witness?" the priestess demanded.

      "We will," and "yes," rose from the group.

      "What the gods have blessed, let no man tear asunder." The priestess lowered her hands. She took Tarno and Urla's hands and joined them. "Before the Lady of Waters and the Lady of Grain, before these witnesses, I declare you man and wife. Be blessed in all that you do, and may the gods smile on your household and family."

      Tarno and Urla bowed together, then faced each other. He kissed her, carefully. The priestess untied the cord. Goodman Erbstman bowed and gave the marriage contract to the priestess to keep with the marriage cord in the temple records.

      Everyone except Tarno and Goodman Erbstman walked together to the salters' confraternity. The men took the great-hauler cart and went to Tarno's house. There they left the bridal chest. Tarno didn't yelp when he took the weight as his father-in-law eased the chest out of the cart, but he wanted to. Had Urla been sent with pots and pans? It almost felt that heavy. The two men carried it with great care into the house and set it at the foot of the large bed.

      Annaka's chest had been given to the temple of Rella for the use of a young woman who could not afford a chest. Annaka's mother had agreed and had given some fine linen to help the young woman, whoever it might be, begin gathering her bridal portion. Giving the chest to a temple not aligned with either family might reduce fears of ill-fortune traveling with the chest. Tarno did not inquire about the contents of Urla's chest.

      "She's your problem now," Dor said with a wide grin. He slapped Tarno on the back. "Not that she was much trouble for me and her mother, mind." The grin vanished. "But if you lay hands on her in anger, and I hear of it . . . "

      Tarno drew himself up. "Dor, I refuse to raise my hand against a woman, especially a women of my house. I don't agree with hitting a woman or girl in anger, unless she strikes first and with ill intent."

      "Good. I didn't think you were that kind, but my father ended my younger sister's betrothal after her intended left her with a broken wrist and bruises on her face."

      "Good for him," Tarno growled. If the man had done that to his betrothed, what would he do after the marriage? Tarno took a long breath. "Shall we join the others and see if they left anything of the feast?"

      "Aye. If Kyle and Donton are the way I was at their age, we'll find naught but crumbs and a sop of gravy left."
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      That night, Tarno sent Kyle and Donton to stay with their cousins. What with Urla being a maid, he didn't want any more eyes in the house to make her uncomfortable. He wanted her, oh so wanted her, but slow and gentle now would prevent fear later. He let her undress while he saw to the back gate and brought more wood into the house. Then he locked the doors and joined her in bed.

      The next morning, he gave her a silver chain that had belonged to his mother as a morning gift. She kissed him and gave him a warm vest of black-dyed schaef wool embroidered in white, and a pair of heavy wool socks. Then she set about making breakfast.
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      The first heavy snow covered Halfeld Fluss three eight-days after Tarno's wedding. He and the other salters on wood duty compared woes as they waited for the gate to open. "Kaila's still angry that I didn't bring in more kitchen wood two nights back. And that I didn't get the right bread from Goodwife Harbusch." Rand pulled his hood higher over his ears. "She knows not to tell my back what she needs, but my face." The chorus of agreement almost drowned out the sound of the gate opening.

      That complaint hadn't arisen in Tarno's house yet, but it would. It always did. No, he'd had to warn Urla again that no more silver or trade tokens would come into the house until after Rella's feast in late spring. What she found in the coffer would be everything until then. Better to do it now than to go hungrier in the spring, but she'd not taken his first warning seriously. Now she did. He'd also had to discipline the boys for not obeying Urla as they obeyed him. Fortunately, one of the other twice-married men had taken him aside and given him advice on what to expect from the boys and how to keep the peace.

      Now Tarno followed the other salters out the gate. The boys would help in a day or two, but not now. Today the men lowered logs down from one of the great stacks and moved the logs out into the open to cut. The work was too dangerous for any under the age of reason, especially with snow on the ground. Two of the men had spent the past days checking every rope and the pulleys in the first wood building. Rope cost good silver, but dead or crippled men cost even more. The ones who passed the rope would stand under the logs as they came down. That encouraged due care on their part! Master Schaefer had heard the idea from one of the merchants. If it worked for bridges and bridge builders, then it would work for the salters. They'd gone four years now without a drop, so perhaps he'd been right.

      Waduz came up beside Tarno as they passed through the outer gate. "So, have you considered moving in wi' yer sister an' her man yet?" Waduz joked.

      "Nae. Once I showed Urla that eggs cook more faster if you pour them out of the shells, we've had no trouble at all." Who hadn't heard the joke about the young bride and the great-hauler eggs?

      "I'd say ye did well, Tarno, taking family peace instead of property as the dowry." Rand sighed, his breath forming a cloud in the cold morning. "Ye heard about Weisblat's brother's headache?"

      Tarno snorted. "Aye. Two great-haulers and a schaef all stopped me in th' market to tell th' news."

      Waduz shook his head, then shrugged. "I don' preten' to make sense of the story. The cousin claims that it goes back to a great-grandfather and that the documents were burned in a temple fire?"

      "Aye. An' no man alive can swear if there was a temple there or no." Rand rested one finger beside his nose. "I'm thinkin' the cousin should have made his claim ten years back, or have better proof than 'I heard an old man say that his father said' and so on. But I'm not law-speaker or tryin' to sell the farm."

      "Well, I think the cousin should have paid ground rent to the brother when it was due, and then the brother wouldn' be tryin' to sell, but I'm just a salter." Tarno rubbed his hands together, trying to warm them a little more. "I'll do the oil on the wheel."

      "Good. You have a better eye for that than I do," Rand allowed. It should have been an apprentice, but now was not the time. They needed to work quickly because of the short days and promise of more storms. "Widow Carro will tend the fire and the oil-pitchers."

      "Good." She was Rella-born. Tarno put his shoulder to the great door of the first wood crib, pushing with the others. The door opened slowly, growling and groaning. Once his ears cleared from the howl of wood on stone, he could hear the rising whirr of the grindstones starting.

      The confraternity paid a small forfeit to the smiths in exchange for the right to sharpen their own tools. The smiths didn't want to bring their wheels outside the walls on demand. especially in the cold. One of the stone-workers dressed the grindstones twice a year. The dark brown stone wheels, waist-high on Tarno, ran on wooden axles in wooden and iron frames. Apprentice salters turned the cranks on the axles. The men cutting the wood sharpened their axes and froes on the stones. A little oil helped, but not too much. Most stones used water, and in warmer weather these used water as well, to keep metal bits from locking into the stone. The cold meant that oil had to be used instead. Tarno would take his turn cutting, but for now things would go faster with an experienced eye and hand trickling the warmed oil onto the wheels as they turned.

      Low white clouds hid the sky. Darker grey prowled the southern horizon, just waiting to scatter more snow onto the Joss Valley. Already a few chunks of ice floated on the hard, black waters. The mills had stopped for the season and all but one of the water gates had closed, shutting ice out of the siege-water channels. Tarno was not the only man to study the sky, then ease closer to the two fires. Widow Carro sat between them, a dark grey lump of woman and fabric hunkering under her heavy grey cloak. Tarno found the wooden rack with the oil tankards and took one. The woman nodded and returned her attention to the fires.

      Tarno stood on the off-side of the grinding wheels, moving from one to the other as needed. The men cutting the logs tested their blades, and two came to use the sharpeners. Tarno tipped the over-sized tankard and allowed a tiny thread of oil-seed oil to fall onto the wheel. Once the first dark patch returned to view, Jaroz set his ax's blade against the stone, working it left and right against the spinning rock. Tarno oiled the second stone, then returned to where Jaroz worked. The man had flipped his ax already and just touched the other side to the wheel, then tested the blade. "Good." He stomped over to the first log and the waiting men.

      "Cut for Korvaal," Jaroz sang out, bringing his ax down on a knife-mark on the log.

      "Cut for salt," the other men sang back. Thunk. Four blades bit into wood. A drum began beating and Widow Dalman set a steady pace for the men. When one needed to stop, he stepped out of the row to the beat and another man took his place after skipping a beat. The woman kept the tempo slow and constant. Men sometimes hurried in the cold, and trouble oft times followed.

      The apprentices took turns cranking the stones. "No, always toward the man grinding," Tarno warned the youngest apprentice as the boy tried to start the wheel backwards. "He'll set the ax blade up, edge to the top of the stone, in order to get a proper edge. If ye turn away, and grind away, it strips the strength from the steel and brings waste back 'stead of droppin' it below." Or so he'd been taught. The smiths knew better, like as not, but they had their secrets and the salters had theirs.

      When the men cutting finished the first log, Tarno took his oil tankard to the rack and set it on the wooden frame. He warmed his hands for a moment, then lifted the second tankard and returned to work. The warm oil flowed far more smoothly. Those cutting the logs into firewood drank some, ate what they'd brought or what their women had brought, and rested as others dragged the next logs into position. They used levers to raised the logs into small rests, keeping the wood off the ground and preventing men from chopping onto stone and getting hurt by the bounce. At least, that was the hope. Tarno had seen men fall into a trance and fail to heed the warnings given by the wood. At best, they chipped their ax. At worst, they died, cut and bleeding to death. For that reason one of the oldest men watched, and warned away those who grew too tired to work safely. No man lost honor for stopping before he grew careless. Better to work more days than lose a man or men.

      Men with froes stripped the bark off the logs for the tanners and others. They also widened cuts when Jaroz or one of the other senior men asked. The apprentices not turning the wheels or cutting gathered the wood chips and piled them off to the side. They would go home later with the men and women, to use in home fires or to be sold or traded, or donated to Rella's temple for the use of the poor. The tanners had sent baskets for the bark. Their own apprentices would sort the bark, since the uses involved trade secrets. The tanners paid well in market tokens.

      The salters worked until Rand judged that the sun was only a hand-width above the edge of the land. Some of the journeymen moved the grinding wheels into the log cribs. Guards were set to watch the remaining uncut log over night. Tarno and the apprentices joined the others moving the last of the cut wood under cover, then closing the doors of the log cribs. Rand and Widow Dalman counted as the men hurried to the man gate. Anyone outside the gate would be locked out for the night, and in this cold? Widow Carro and an apprentice brought the oil tankards.

      Tarno could still feel his feet, but not well. They'd hurt once they warmed. The next day he'd take his turn cutting the wood. How did the all-year woodsmen do it? Or did they rest more between trees than the salters did? Perhaps they were like grain farmers, who labored all day and night at planting and harvest, then slept in the eight-days between.

      Someone had cleared the snow from around the front of the house. Tarno suspected Urla's doing, or at least her encouragement. Donton opened the door for him. The rich smell of sausage stew with flat beans wafted out of the door. That alone was worth Urla's weight in market tokens! He hurried in and closed the door, shutting out as much of the cold wind as he could. He left his boots by the door.

      Urla smiled, then returned to scooping coals off the top of a large iron pot. She used special tongs to lift the lid, tipping it carefully to ease the ash and remaining coals into the fire. As Tarno stared, she used a large spoon to dip bread and stew out of the pot! He'd never seen such a thing before.

      "What is that, Urla?" he asked, sitting at the table.

      She served him, then the boys, then busied herself sweeping coals away from the pot and putting the lid on, after serving herself. "It is called a stew oven or baking pot, sir." She poured him small-beer, then sat.

      What she'd made tasted wonderful. The golden top of the bread crunched properly, even though the stew had softened the bottom. She'd used the last bits of meat from a set of schaef ribs he'd brought home two days before, as well as some black-root and sun-roots out of the root bin. The stew had a stronger schaef flavor than he'd expected, but it eased the rough taste of the black-root. The bread balanced both.

      "This is very good. Where did you find the flour for bread?"

      She ducked, the little frontlet of her head-covering hiding her eyes. "In the back of the root chest, sir. It had gone only part sour, so I sifted it twice, then made pot-bread with it."

      Did she think he'd be angry? He didn't recall getting flour, so Clia must have done it. That would have been . . . He couldn't recall, but before the end of the work season. "Good. That's a good use for the flour."

      Urla's shoulders sagged and she looked up. "Thank you, sir."

      Donton had finished his serving. "May I have more, sir?"

      "There's plenty for today and tomorrow, sir," Urla said.

      Tarno thought for a few more bites, then said, "Yes, you may, Kyle as well." Urla sprang to her feet and uncovered the large pot, then gave each boy a very full spoon of the stew.

      After she sat again, she said, "Ah, I cracked the bones for the marrow, and made marrow broth for the morning, should you want some, sir."

      He'd not had marrow-broth in . . . since before Annaka's death. "Thank you." After he finished, she took his bowl, then refilled his tankard of small-beer. "Ah, I mended your shirts, and Kyle's breeches and socks."

      "Good. Kyle, you may come with me tomorrow, for the morning." It would take them that long to finish with the logs already lowered from the pile. He could carry wood and chips.

      Kyle smiled wide. Donton drooped until Tarno said, "It will be very cold probably. And Mistress Urla needs a man in the house while I'm out, to help with heavy work."

      She caught his meaning and nodded. "I need help with the tally board. There are more marks than sausages, and I need to count everything once more." She frowned. "I do not begrudge the Scavenger's creatures their toll, but they should not have been able to take entire sausages out of the jar."

      Tarno looked at the boys. They looked back. No, they knew much better than to steal sausages, especially not those. "No," he said. "And it may be that I failed to erase one of the tallies when I used sausage."

      "Yes, sir." She busied herself heating water and cleaning the bowls and spoons. Tarno sent the boys to bed. Both had started yawning. The cold took strength from man and beast, especially if they'd moved snow. Tarno stood and brought wood in from the back of the house. Indeed, a clear path now led to the back gate. They'd worked hard. How had they, and he, managed without a woman in the house?

      Urla banked the fire and saw to the doors as he got ready for bed. Then she joined him. She responded happily to his touch, no longer as shy as before.
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      Three days later, the heavy clouds remained, thinner but still low. They brushed the hills across the Joss, or so it seemed as Tarno glanced to the south. The wind came from the west, not as cold as the day before, at least for the time being. Kyle had already joined the other boys and apprentices, watching from out of the way.

      "Jasko doin' a turn?" someone asked as they waited for enough light to start work.

      Master Schaefer clomped over to them. "No. He's excused. He's workin' th' market hall. The cold an' his iron leg don' agree." He glared at the apprentice who had asked. "Ye wan' him swingin' a sharp blade at ye?"

      Tarno winced at the idea. A man needed good balance. Jasko served better in the market than he would tending the fires here or trying to cut. Speaking of cutting . . . He tested the blade on the ax. As dull as one of Waduz's brother's stories, the ones he told at every feast. Tarno joined the line to sharpen his ax. A dull blade would kill a man as quick as a sharp one, except the man died more slowly from the blow.

      "So, how is your new wife farin' for ye?" Aeldrik inquired.

      "She cooks better n' I nor my boys do. That alone's worth the cost of the mornin' gift." Laughter and nudges greeted his words.

      Aeldrik nodded. "Aye that. Cookin' lasts longer n' looks."

      Some of the younger men, all unwed, gave each other disbelieving looks. Tarno snorted to himself as he set the ax's blade against the turning stone wheel. If they wanted beauty, they should marry the Fuchsban girl. She had it in plenty. Pity her family came with her.

      This day, Widow Dalman began tapping the cutting rhythm without Jaroz calling the time. She'd touched the first log, tested it with her knife, and tapped a touch slower than the morning before. Warned, Tarno went easy with his first blow. Chips flew. He pulled the blade free of the wood. A glance to the right revealed Aeldrik too having trouble. The wood cut too easily, or did it? Thus the slower pace, lest they be surprised.

      Two finger lengths in, the wood hardened. Tarno's eyes went wide open as the blade almost bounced. Jaroz heard the sound and waved for a halt. Tarno backed well clear of the log.

      "Beor, clear a hand-span," Jaroz ordered one of the men with froes. Beor grunted his assent and dug out a space across the top of the log. The wood fought him. Jaroz and Master Schaefer both peered at the results as Tarno and the others rested, stretched, or in one case sharpened his ax. "Ugh. Valdher my witness, we're not supposed to have one of these," Jaroz grumbled. "Burns too well." He stepped back from the log. "It's blackbark. Go careful."

      No wonder the ax almost bounced! Tarno shed his cloak and returned to work. Blackbark burned hot and slow, the only tree in this part of the empire to do so. The smiths claimed those trees that the woodworkers didn't grab first. The wood made beautiful chests, tables, and the like—if it didn' kill a man from exhaustion as he tried to cut and shape it. Tarno gritted his teeth and brought the ax down with greater care. The salters never bought blackbark because it cost so much. Someone had made a grave error. Or perhaps the tree had joined the others by accident, washed into the river by the rising flood waters. Either way, the salters gained.

      "Set that wood aside," Master Schaefer ordered. "We'll use it for the opening pans." Jaroz nodded.

      The other men cut and split two and a half logs in the time Tarno's group took to cut and split the blackbark log. Then he took a break, eating the two hand-loaves Urla had sent with him. She'd filled them with broth-cooked beans, drained and mashed. They felt still warm, and he wondered how she'd managed it. Oh, the strange pot that she'd brought, that was the secret.

      None of the salters bothered repeating the joke about how firewood warmed a man twice. None had the breath, and the others would toss him into the river, like as not. At the mid-afternoon rest, Anders ventured, "Could man put ax-blades on the poundin' hammers like the water-smiths and paper makers have in Jossmouth and cut a log that way?"

      "Mayhap," Widow Dalman said. "Dalman saw one, the paper makin' kind." She took a long drink from her tankard of small-ale. "But that needs a runnin' mill, ye ken? None here now."

      "True, that."

      Tarno considered the idea, then shrugged. If it worked like the grist mills, they'd have to stop the water every time they had to sharpen the ax blades, and how would a man get the cut wood out of the way when the log was finished? It wouldn't split the wood, either, just cut the log into sections. Maybe the woodworkers could use something like that. And what to do with the mill when it wasn't cutting firewood? No, too much cost and work just to chop firewood.

      At the end of the eight-day, Master Schaefer stopped the work. "We've done all the truly dry wood. It's gettin' colder, hard cold, and I'm gettin' a twitch 'bout bein' out th' walls. We let more wood dry, then start again. Donwah knows, we've got a while until salting weather."

      "Maser Schaefer, is it true that some places make salt more in winter than summer?" one of the older apprentices asked as the men began packing up and the women gathered the chips into baskets and bags and aprons.

      "Aye. In t' far north, there's a place where it's dry and cold with steady wind all winter. Summers are too wet, so they collect heavy brine and set the pans out for the wind to dry." Schaefer spat. "They also dry meat that way, sometimes soakin' it in th' brine, then hanging strips out like our women hang socks and sheets."

      "Ja. Man only tries smokin' meat on sea coal or earth coal once," Widow Carro muttered. Tarno snorted. He'd heard the smiths talking about earth coal. It burned steadier and hotter, some of it, but the ash couldn't be used for anything, and earth coal cost far more in the Joss Valley than did charcoal or good, dry wood.

      Tarno and his family went to the salters' temple of Donwah the next day. After worship, one of the healer-priests held the people for a moment. "Josston has the winter cough," he warned everyone. "Check your supplies and be ready."

      No one groaned inside the temple's walls, but almost every adult made Donwah's sign or the horns. Not every year, but many years when the long cold came, the Scavenger took His toll of the very young and very old. Perhaps He would spare Tarno's house, since He had already claimed Annaka and their just-born daughter.

      "Onions," one of the women declared as they left the temple. "Onions will be dear in a day." She clomped the ground with one large, paten-shod foot. "Sun-powder would be good as well, but no one has that this year."

      "It probably died with the mages, and I hope the king of the south is gettin' what he deserves," a shrill voice replied. Tarno couldn't disagree with her—the bastard's greed had killed how many? Granted, not having as much preservation-magic had brought prosperity to the salters, but Tarno had long ago decided that he'd rather have the preservation-mages back and live lower. Candles, leather, medicinal herbs, what hadn't gone up in price since that year? Had a healing mage been in Halfeld Fluss, Annaka and the girl might have lived. Or perhaps not. Even with healer-mages, women still died in childbed.

      Tarno shook off the thought. The weather would bring what it would, and they'd been spared the winter cough for two years. Like as not they were overdue. Radmar turned His Wheel and who was to say what would rise and what would fall away? The boys were old enough to survive the cough, Donwah willing, and Urla was not yet with child, although it wasn't for lack of trying.

      Indeed, by the end of the following eight-day, onions and red-bark tincture grew dear indeed. Tarno remembered that happening before and shrugged a little. Urla had already refilled the onion bin, and the white-root box as well, so they didn't need to fret over that. He and Urla fretted over other things, but not that.

      She had no letters. Worse, her mother had never made her learn to cypher past adding to two dozen! "Because you cook in batches and handfulls, and measure fabric in arm-lengths." She blinked at him, as confused as a schaef in a great-hauler hitch. "That's all you need."

      He didn't complain, or sigh, or scold her. She didn't know what she didn't know, and that was that. Except he needed her to learn the basics of writing and numbers, so she could understand the account book and better use the tally board.

      Two days later, Tarno went to the market. People stood in clusters here and there, glancing over their shoulders, hands moving. The very air tasted worried. Tarno continued to Mistress Harbusch's table. The woman ahead of him handed the baker's wife a trade token and tucked two rounds of trencher bread under her arm, then departed. She moved slowly, as if her hips and knees ached.

      Mistress Harbusch watched her go, shaking her head a little. "Rella be with them," she murmured, then dropped the token into the box beside her elbow.

      "Two loaves of the black, and one of cold-seed," Tarno said. He leaned forward and asked, "Trouble?"

      "Two black, one cold-seed, and aye." She put the loaves in his sack and took his tokens. "Th' cough's in the walls."

      He made the horns. "Ah." That explained everyone acting like great-haulers before a thunderstorm.

      She sighed. "Aye. An' me man just baked two racks of onion bread. Th' shop smells of nothin' save onion!"

      Tarno winked. "Could be worse. He could'av dropped the jar of black-root pickle."

      "Away wi' ye, Tarno Halson, for daring t' speak such a horror!" She winked back. The apprentice hurrying up the row made a sour face indeed at the idea. Black-root pickle tasted strong on bread or in dishes. What it smelled like being made . . . There was a reason why only women with yards made the pickle themselves, and why the council had ruled that people making large batches had to do it near the tanners! Two of the temples had leased land for women to do just that, in exchange for a tenth of the pickled roots or a small cash gift. Even the most daring boys left the casks and crocks of fermenting black-root untouched.

      The next morning, he heard the sound of coughing from near the hearth. Urla had already made a pallet of blankets and old clothes for Donton. The smell of chopped onions and powdered sun-brush made Tarno's eyes water, and he burrowed deeper into the still-warm bedding. "Must I?" Donton pled, then coughed harder.

      "Yes. The worse the smell, the faster it clears the air inside you, Donton. It drives out miasmas. Sit up, please." Tarno heard spreading sounds, then ripping cloth. "Arms up, that's a good boy. This will hold the goodness against you, and speed things." Certainty filled Urla's soft, quiet voice. "Now you can put your shirt back on. Good. Here's some cider with a bit of spice root." Drinking sounds. "Lie down, that's a good boy, and let the fire melt the green bile in your chest so it can go back where it belongs."

      Tarno dragged himself out of the warm bed. Donton lay close to the fire, but not spark close. Urla had arranged things so he lay mostly on his side. Good thinking. If he coughed up green bile in his sleep, he'd not choke. The winter cough brought green bile out of the gut and into the lungs, as well as trapping heat in the blood. The airs from the onion would drive the bile back where it should be, and balance out the heat in the blood. Sun-brush pulled heat from the blood to the skin, helping break the fever. Should it work, they'd not need the red-bark tincture. That loosened the chest, but could release blood into a child's water with too large a dose.

      After he dressed and carried the night-soil box out to the back gate, Tarno accepted a large tankard of sweet cider with a pinch of sun-stem. The apple almost masked the hot, bitter taste. "How is he?"

      "Better." She served him a slice of the black bread with potted schaef layered thick on it. "He started coughing just before the watch called uncover the fires. Kyle sleeps yet. As soon as I heard the cough, I made a poultice." Urla checked on the boy, then came back to where Tarno sat. "He's coughing up phlegm with green bile, but it's thin. He's already had a tankard of field-flax tea."

      Tarno had to think for a moment as he chewed the heavy bread. Field-flax wasn't true flax, but made into a tea it tasted a little spicy-sweet, and a man could drink more of the tea that way. It would help keep Donton from drying out before the fever broke, and loosen the excess phlegm that bile in the chest caused. "Good. Do you have more ready?"

      Urla tucked a bit of stray hair back under her head cover. "Yes. When Kyle wakes, I'll give him a tankard, and then give Donton more after he next makes water."

      "He's cold natured, as is Kyle." Sometimes it made a difference, sometimes not.

      She pursed her lips and closed her eyes for a breath or two. "That . . ." She hesitated, then said, "I don't think that matters, since his nature has been in balance before this."

      As far as they knew, they had been in balance. Tarno held his peace and drank, then finished his bread and schaef. Urla was not an herbwife or a healer-mage, but her words made sense, good sense. She set a bowl of bean soup and more bread on the table for him. "I'm hot natured, hot and moist, according to the last healer-mage to see me," he told her, then started eating. When had that been? Some years back, that much he recalled. He'd been a journeyman, and had gotten the spotted summer fever.

      Donton coughed, then coughed again, and brought up more thin, greenish bile and phlegm. "Good," Tarno said, then continued eating. Urla grabbed bites of this and that as she worked, chopping then mashing old onions and sprinkling them with sun-brush. She covered the clay pot of the blend and set it on the hearth to warm. The double heat from the poultice should speed the fever. The sooner it broke, the less chance of it baking the bile hard, or starting to cook Donton's marrow and guts.

      By that evening, Kyle too had begun to cough. Tarno felt as if he had labored a double shift, tired and achy. His water looked good, but he drank extra field-flax tea, and cider with a little sun-root just to be safe. Urla added red-tongue to the lentil soup, enough to bring sweat to Tarno's and the boy's faces.

      He awoke in the night with a painful cough and an aching head. "Here," his wife whispered, helping him sit and holding a basin as he coughed out a goodly amount of phlegm. She gave him hot field-flax tea. "The boys sleep. Donton's fever has broken, and he passed a good, dark stool."

      "Good." Tarno fell asleep again. He dreamed of working the salt pans in the heat of midsummer. Then he carried wood. An unsplit log slid off the pile and fell on him. It drove the air from him, and he fought against the weight and labored to breathe. A woman spoke, then a strange man. The log eased and he gasped, then gasped again.

      "Shhh, Tarno, you are safe," the woman murmured. "Drink, please. It will taste bad." Something thick and foul burned his tongue and all the way down, almost choking him again. "Thank you, Tarno. Now for the sweet." Cider with honey, then something spicy with more honey flowed down his throat, soothing his guts. He coughed, then coughed harder, until he hurt.

      "Good! If he's bringing up the bile, the fever should break soon." The strange man sounded certain. "I will stay until noon, to ensure that his nature does not refuse the red-bark."

      "Thank you, sir," the woman replied.

      "See to the boys, please. They need to regain their strength as quickly as possible. As long as their natures remain unbalanced, they are at risk for more problems."

      He drowned, sinking in frigid water, cold, so cold. He fought once more, desperate. Donwah hear me, please, Rella guide me to the surface. He kicked and paddled, chest aching from the lack of air. Light! He saw light, something pushed him up, water grew warm, too warm, he broke free of the water and gasped. He coughed out so much water, then breathed once more.

      "Yes, exactly. Well done, Goodwife Halson." The man pressed a tankard against Tarno's lips. "Drink this, all of it." Tarno swallowed the bitter concoction. "And this." Hot broth, thick with something, filled his stomach. "I'll hold him upright. You change his shirt." A soaked shirt peeled off his back, and cool dampness wiped away old sweat. Soft hands helped him dress, then lie down again. "Sleep. He'll sleep, then give him the same thing you gave the boys. Better, have them do the work, Goodwife, and you rest."

      When Tarno woke, his arms and legs almost refused to work. He had not felt so weak since the last time he had overworked in high summer and had fainted. Kyle helped him walk from the bed to his seat. "Mother Urla is asleep," Kyle whispered. He pointed to the lump on the floor in front of the fire. "She didn't want to disturb you, Father." Donton brought a bowl of spicy lentil soup, then a tankard of false-flax tea. "She cooked everything before she fell asleep," Kyle assured his father.

      "How are you?" Tarno asked, then devoured the food.

      "I'm fine. I didn't get that sick."

      Donton nodded, the front of his hair flopping. "Yes, sir. Kyle got better, then me. Mother Urla sent Kyle to the temple and a priest of Korvaal came. He knew what to do, but he's not a healer-priest."

      Kyle took the empty bowl and brought still-warm, honey-laden grain mush. "He said that you will need to re-balance your natures, so warm and moist food until you sleep again and wake."

      The honey would bring sun as well as energy, re-heating him. Tarno ate and drank. The boys had gotten water from the salters' well, and Tarno washed. He brought in more wood for the fire, watched the boys work on their letters, then fell asleep. He woke and found Urla in bed with him. Her face had grown thinner, or so it seemed in the darkness. Had she slept at all until his fever broke? How long had he been ill? He made water, checked on the sleeping boys, then returned to the bed.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            A Mine, Miasmas, and Neighbor-strife

          

        

      

    

    
      “Three days, sir," Urla told him as he devoured a large bowl of well-simmered great-hauler with beans. "From when you first became feverish until the boys say you woke fully, three days." She drooped, dark circles under her eyes still. "When your cough stayed dry, I sent Kyle to find a priest. Clia had heard that the temples had healers and herb-healers, and I had done all I could think of." Urla sagged as she sat on the bench across from him. "A priest of Korvaal came. The temples still have a little of the fever-break root from last year, and that, prayer, and hot poultices forced the miasmas out into the open. You brought up a great deal of bile and phlegm once the fever broke, sir."

      How much would they owe the temple? A great deal, he suspected, but he could not bring himself to ask. "Kyle said that you had sent him for aid."

      She looked down at her untouched bowl. "Yes, sir. I— I could not think of anything more to break the fever, but I'm not a healer, and what works to bring miasmas out of great-haulers and schaef can kill a man."

      Tarno reached across the table and took Urla's hand. Cold. He frowned, then caught himself before she saw and thought he disapproved. "Urla, my wife, you did the right thing. Thank you." He lived, the boys lived, that mattered more than a debt. Debts could be paid over time, especially temple debt. "Why Korvaal?"

      "The temples are all working together. They set up a table in the market hall, like merchants, and a priest on duty answered the call, no matter the born-for of the household." She looked up and smiled a little. "Ah, except for the Scavenger's priests. They took care of the Scavenger-born, and helped with the dead and dying."

      He had to smile as well. To awaken from fever and see one of the Scavenger's Hands at his bedside likely would have scared him to death! "Eat, please, and that makes good sense." Urla ate, as did he. "Any news?"

      "Deaths have been of the very old, very young, and some in the middle. Not as many deaths as the last round, or so the older women say." She took a deep breath. "Korvaal's Son died. No one was surprised, once he began to ail. Korvaal has not sent sign of who shall take his place."

      Tarno winced at the news. Unless Korvaal sent a clear sign of His preference, families would push the temple to select a priest or priestess of their blood, even though those called to serve the gods renounced family ties. Well, it mattered not to him. Getting better and returning to work mattered, at least if he wanted his family to continue to eat.

      Two more days passed before he felt strong enough to go to the confraternity and learn the work rotation. "Nothing for now, Master Tarno," Widow Dalman said. She had taken the duty of greeting visitors and collecting market funds. "The cough took us salters hard. Not so many deaths, but plenty down sick." She shrugged. "The last round spared us, and Radmar turns the Wheel. Perhaps now some rumors will die."

      "And be replaced with new," he grumbled, frowning. "My wife told me of the death of Korvaal's Son."

      She nodded, leaned to the side, then straightened again. "The door opened, then closed," she said. "The great temple's closed until the next Eighth-Day. The priests have said that they will not consider seeking a new Son or Daughter until the spring, unless Korvaal makes His will clear."

      That meant a sign that no man dared argue against. Tarno shrugged. "Makes good sense. Like choosing a new confraternity master. Some decisions need time to ripen and for all to have a say yea and nay."

      Widow Dalman gestured her agreement. "The elders meet in three days, at noon, now that the cough has ebbed for the nonce."

      "Good to know. Donwah be with you."

      "Donwah prosper your house."

      The next day Tarno took Donton with him to the market to get bread. "No, no onions yet. The farmers haven't returned to the walls, won't they say, 'til the cough passes." The man sitting behind the mounds of white root, orange root, and a small cluster of black-root made Radmar's Wheel. "Jus' like last time, when we shut them out to stop th' spotted fever. The Wheel turns."

      "Aye." The goodwife touched thumb to second finger, making the Wheel as well. "We cleaned out th' old smutty onions, there's that. Found three 'at hid in th' back of th' bin."

      "Did any squeak an' run?" Tarno asked with a wink as he and Donton passed.

      "Heh! Nae. Een I can tell onion from rat." She shook her finger at him, smiling a little. Tarno grinned back and steered Donton toward Goodwife Harbusch's stall. Her second son sat in her place. He wore a black band on his hat.

      "Gember be with ye'," Tarno said.

      "And with ye. What will ye?" The lad stood. "No onion bread. Pa's not made a batch this eight-day."

      Given how all of Halfeld Fluss smelled of onion, who would want to pay for more? Even black bread tasted of onion. "Two loaves of heavy brown, a dozen seed buns," Tarno gestured to the berry loaves hiding in the back, "four of those." The seed buns would keep everyone's natures balanced.

      The lad handed the large loaves to Donton, who carefully put them in his bag. The seed buns went on a balance, and the baker added a spicy twist to make the weight and to show that the buns were not hollow. The buns and the twist went into the bag, along with the berry loaves. The young man added up the purchases on his bead-board. "Market coin or metal coin, sir?"

      "Market coin." He needed to guard his silver until the spring, because of the temple debt.

      "Twelve copper."

      Tarno gave him the proper token. "Gember be with ye and bless your house." He added, "May She ease your sorrow."

      "Thank ye. 'Twas my sister and youngest brother. Mam's still recovering. Donwah bless ye."

      One of the city scribes hurried up, not quite skidding to a halt beside Donton. "Six trencher loaves and six hand loaves of black." His words ran together, and he panted a little as he crossed off a line on his wax tablet. The frantic young man almost wailed, "Councilor white-smith forgot her rotation."

      Tarno hurried Donton away from the scribe, lest the boy be trampled in the scribe's haste. The representative of the fine smiths likely would not forget her turn again, not after having to eat trencher bread!
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      Tarno eased into the meeting room in the salters' confraternity hall for the regular meeting. A large fire burned in the hearth, and several pots hung over or near it. Tarno warmed his hands and the rest of him. The last two days had turned hard cold, but clear. They were not yet to full winter, and already people had begun to worry. Tarno and Urla did what they could, and she'd already saved him in fuel and food with her odd pot and her good sense.

      "Ah, Master Tarno, how fares your household?" Rand Graber asked as he joined Tarno in warming his hands.

      "Better now that all of us are free of the cough."

      Rand nodded. "My youngest two and my wife had it, not so bad as the last time for her. Her nature is warm and dry, almost too dry say the healers, and excess bile always hurts her more than most." He rubbed his hands. They sounded like old paper as they moved back and forth.

      "The boys and I. I had it worst, Urla says. I don't remember." He still didn't feel like he should, even though his water was clear and his nature seemed in balance once more.

      The left side of Rand's mouth eased up in a sly smile. "Do ye remember giving permission for the green silk for a festival dress, and new bed curtains?" He rested one finger beside his nose and winked. "If not . . ."

      Tarno snorted and elbowed the older man, but lightly. Rand had no fat on him—all bone and muscle, and Tarno had no desire to break his own arm. "More likely I'll find the bean barrel full of spice bread, honey twists, and that great-hauler sausage with dried fruit that Master Godwin makes for Yoorst's spring festival. The boys both know where I keep the coin. My wife only wants trade tokens, or for me to bargain at the market."

      Rand laughed, as did Hildi, who had come to join them at the fire. "Didn't Donton learn that eating his weight in spiced sweets don't agree with him?" Rand asked.

      "He'll try at least twice more, just to be certain," Hildi said, holding her right hand up as best she could.

      "I like to think that he has more sense than we did, but. . . ." Tarno left the matter there. Rand had been the only one of the boys to escape the wrath of Gember's priests for trying to steal sweet buns from the goddess' ovens and cooling racks.

      "He's a boy." With that firm declaration, Hildi left the fire and settled into one of the guest seats. Master Schaefer and the other senior salters had begun taking their places, so Tarno hurried to his assigned seat.

      Tarek Schaefer tapped the table three times, stilling conversation. Beside him, Rand turned pages in an enormous book, squinting and leaning back a little until he found what he wanted. "Truly, Donwah has been merciful to us. None of the active salters fell to the fever and cough. Waduz lost a daughter born too early as her mother fell ill, Aelderik's father went to the Scavenger, and you know of the others."  Tarno nodded with the rest. Clia had fallen badly ill and likely had lost a child-to-be, although her man kept quiet about the matter.

      "We, the confraternity, have no official business in the selection of Korvaal's next Son or Daughter." Schaefer looked up and down the table, meeting everyone's eyes. "We have no official business in the selection. Keep your opinions to yourself. The other end of Halfeld Fluss has more than enough suggestions for the entire town."

      Widow Dalman scowled. "Strife already?"

      "Aye, and that's all I will say. Stay out of it, and tell the others to steer clear. Already the temples are dealing with rumors that we," he waved at the rest of the salters, "are to blame for the cough because Korvaal is angry that we use so much of His wood and give so little in return."

      Tarno closed one eye and squinted the other as he tried to make sense of the charge. He couldn't, and stopped trying. Shrugs, head shakes, and sighs rose from the others, and Hildi made a sour face, tongue sticking out. "What's a winter without a rumor," she said. "A new one will sweep through with the new eight-day."

      "Aye." Aeldrik leaned back against his chair. "Probably someone will meet one of the twisted beasts still running around and it will grow to the size of the statue of Donwah with the tellin'."

      Schaefer smiled a little. "There is that. Or someone will claim that they saw one of the Great Northern Emperor's giant cats talkin' to one of the Scavenger's rats."

      Chuckles rose, and Tarno laughed as well. It had been one of the better stories Korly had tried to pass off on the Watch.

      "Current business. No wood cutting for another eight-day, per Jaroz. The hard cold and sun should help dry more of the wood, and the cut wood needs to be properly stacked." Schaefer ignored the quiet moans and grumbles. It had to be done, and better by them than outsiders. "No change in the price of salt, so if you hear someone claiming otherwise, tell them true." The head of the salters pointed to Tarno. "Are you fit to walk outside th' walls yet?"

      Tarno sat up from his slouch against the wall. "Aye, I am, so long as it is dry, sunny, and warm. If you mean in freezing rain and ice with tree-breaking winds, then no, and I'll let you persuade my wife otherwise." He winked as the others laughed quietly. "She wants to preserve my strength for important things, like turnin' the mattress and bringin' in wood and water."

      Schaefer turned his left hand palm down and extended his middle finger. Then he said, "You need to come with Rand, Thorkal Ottmarson, and Waduz to inspect the ghost spring and field. Ottmarson's been working there, and wants witnesses and to show people who know salt what he's found. We need to start planning for how to build on the site, and how many true miners to hire until we can start a miners' confraternity and train some salt workers to mine for salt."

      Jaroz raised his hand, and asked, "Will they stay with us, as a group in the larger brotherhood, or will they have to be separate?"

      Good question. Miners looked to the Scavenger, but the salters looked to both Donwah and the Scavenger. Digging for salt had to be different from boiling spring water for salt, or did the gods care? What about taxes and fees to the temples and the city and the Great Northern Emperor? Tarno felt his head starting to ache a little. He wasn't alone. Widow Dalman rested one elbow on the table and rubbed the bit of her forehead not covered by the smooth, brown fabric of her head covering.

      Schaefer held up both hands. "I don't know, I don't think the priests know yet, and we are not going to worry about it until we prove that there is enough salt under the pasture to make mining worthwhile. Ottmarson says that some salt comes with so much clay that cleaning it even to the quality of leb-salt for schaef costs more than the value of the salt."

      "Good point. The Scavenger gives generously, but there are limits to how many beasts we can buy to clean truly dirty salt." Rand turned another page in the book. "Right now, with the spring salt, we need one hundred seventy schaef, full grown, or a seventy-five cattle, or two hundred and ten great-haulers." He tapped a line in the book. "Pity Yoorst did not see fit to create bloody great-haulers."

      A voice muttered, "The teamsters seem to know no other kind, or so they say." Tarno covered his mouth to hide his smile at the jest.

      Schaefer ignored the nudges and winks. "Tarno, Ottmarson, Rand, and Waduz, the day after the next Eighth-Day, go to the field, unless it storms. I'd not have three of my better workers all die of cold feet. I hate trainin' men in the off season. That's work."

      Tarno sat on three jests. Schaefer did not seem to be in the temper for much more grief. And he did have a point. Tarno and Rand could train new men, did it, but Tarek lacked the patience and fast hands to do it well.

      "So, how we stand in silver and market coin," Schaefer said. Tarno noted the important parts and let himself half-doze in the warm room. Well, warmer than his house at the moment. Kyle had left the garden door open for too long that morning. Tarno had given him three firm swats with a wooden spoon as a reminder not to do that.
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      Once again, Tarno wondered why he had agreed to serve as the voice for the other salters. He wanted to be home, in the warm or at least in the dry, not plodding along the dirt trench that passed as a road this time of the year. The reddish-black mud had frozen into leg-breaking ruts that tripped a man who failed to pay close attention. The end of his walking staff felt as if he touched stone when he set it against the ground, not soil. "Now I see why the Great Northern Emperor stays where the snow falls and doesn't leave," Rand grunted. "They can use sledges on the snow and ice."

      "Aye. They even make boots with metal studs for the great-haulers in the north." Ottmarson raised his withered arm. "I wouldn't have believed it but I saw them. But the Emperor doesn't use great-haulers. He has . . . I was told they are like giant schaef, except not exactly. I've not seen one, so I don't entirely believe. They don't split the foot, and have straight horns stead of curlin.' Stand as high as a man's shoulder at the shoulder, but with coarse hair that makes long, fuzzy ropes, like a hair schaef. Smell as good in th' wet, too."

      Tarno tried to imagine such a beast. He shook his head. "I don' doubt th' tale, but my head can't draw th' picture."

      Ottmarson nodded. "Th' emperor's great white cat's what's scary. Shoulder as high as a tall man's hip, big tail and feet. They'll kill a man, and have." The limping miner sounded dead certain. "Heard it straight from a priest of Yoorst and from one of the new stone-mages, commanded by th' emperor himself. Hunts like a house cat, but can take down a deer and eat it."

      That no man wanted to see! A loud clatter and calls of great-haulers from behind them saved Tarno from comment. The salters as one moved well clear of the six-bird wagon bouncing and squalling along the road. The owner needed to grease the axles better. "Way!" The man bellowed as he jogged beside the lead bird. "Make way!"

      "What's he haulin', schaef-butter to be?" Rand spat to the side as they waited for the team and wagon to go by. "He's not feedin' 'em enough, by my eye."

      Six birds for a half-empty wagon? No, either the owner intended to get a load someplace, or he was starving the birds in the cold. They passed too fast for Tarno to judge.

      "Move it, ye' bloody slow birds," the teamster yelled. "We've a late load waitin'."

      Tarno caught Rand's eye and said, "We found 'th birds Master Schaefer wanted."

      "Nae. He wants bloody birds, not slow ones," Rand replied with a wink. "We got slow workers enow."

      "Aye that!" A man could be careful without being slower than a solid-frozen river. They plodded on, following the south bank of the Joss. Smoke eased up from the chimneys of farm houses and rose toward the clouds. Schaef huddled in a few pastures here and there, eating the cold grass, then moving a few paces as a group. Clouds hid the sun, dimming Rella's light. It hung well to the south, as if seeking a way to escape the cold. At least the wind stayed quiet. The cold air trickled past instead of cutting through good wool and leather.

      The quartet rounded the bend in the Joss. Ottmarson waved his withered arm toward a field ahead of them. "That's it." The road turned up the slope, away from the river, and passed around the field. Tarno blinked at the sight. Why go around, or was that part of the fight that led to the field being given to the temple of Yoorst to end the feud? Ottmarson continued, "The people who own the land around the field and the farmer across the river, all swear that the road has always avoided the field, even before the fence and gate." A stone wall surrounded the pasture. "One says that she was told that the road goes back to the Great Cold, and went around the ghost spring because of omens of some kind."

      That didn't fit the stories Tarno had heard, but perhaps the story had changed with the telling. Or mayhap this was an animal trail, and people had made the road around the pasture because of the boggy ground and flooding. Not his problem, not now. The road went where it went, and he had no plans to follow it farther.

      "Here." Rand approached the wall and found a small gate, schaef high but not so tall as the top of the wall. "This is ours."

      The four men entered the waist-high gate and closed it behind them. "This way," Ottmarson said, pointing with his staff. Tarno could see a bare place, free of grass or other plants, and a bare strip leading down from it toward the river. The miner pointed again. "The schaef lick the soil, but nothing grows under the old flow from the ghost spring. Too much salt in the soil." Tarno could see a glitter of white that was not snow. He followed Ottmarson, Rand, and Waduz, poking at the soil with his own staff as they walked. Two dozen or so dirty-fleeced schaef eased farther up the slope and away from them. The round-backed, floppy-tailed beasts considered him with quiet, dark eyes, then resumed grazing. Out of curiosity, as the others studied the site of the old spring, Tarno continued up the slope, at an angle to the schaef. The ground felt firm but not truly frozen under his boots.

      "Huh." He reached the top of the slope and stopped, leaning his shoulder against his staff. He could see the hills, dark blue and rough against the soft, hazy sky. Two of the peaks wore white caps of snow still. Or were they bare, and he saw light on stone? He'd heard tell of such in tales, but never seen the like. They didn't seem as far as he'd guessed. Closer, he saw several farm houses and what looked like old, fallen-down stone and wood schaef pens. He shrugged and made his way down to where the others waited.

      " . . . can see where th' men dug to test," the miner explained. "I took it deeper, and wider. That's salt and some clay, but more salt." Tarno peered at the stripes of white and brown in the wide hole. The layers twisted together, as if the Scavenger had made the salt and earth the way fine bakers layered dough and sweet nuts or honey. "That's a good sign, especially that there's more salt than earth. Like as not, the deeper the shaft goes, the better the salt, although it will never be pure." Ottmarson rubbed under his nose. "Only one place gives pure salt from the earth, and that's in Chin'Mai."

      Waduz snorted. " 'At sounds right. Hot islands surrounded by salty water and they find pure salt on the land."

      Tarno rolled his eyes. That did sound as if Radmar or the Scavenger had been playing tricks, if they did such.

      Rand crouched, then lay on the ground, reached into the hole, and poked at the salty clay, or clay-rich salt. "Is minin' salt as dangerous as minin' iron and other things?"

      Ottmarson wagged his good hand, the right side of his face smiling a little. "Yes and no. Yes, it is underground, and dark, and this close to the river? Water in the adits and galleries is a worry. The bigger worry, so say the men who mine salt, are miasmas that burn."

      "Like trouble lights in marshes?" Tarno had seen those once, the low, dancing blue flickers that lured men into mischief.

      "No." Ottmarson shook his head. He picked up his staff and leaned on it again. "If I understand right, this has no smell or sign. Men choke on it if there's enough, but it floats instead of sinking. What it does, is catch on fire when a lamp or torch comes near, and flashes into red and yellow flame as fast as a heartbeat. It kills men and knocks down wooden mine supports, or sets them afire." He made Rella's sign, then the Scavenger's. "I've never been in a salt mine, just metal mines, and went by an earth coal mine near a metal mine. We fear water more than burning miasmas." He shivered a little. "You do not want to be in a gallery and hear flowing water. Drips are normal, the stone aging and drying out as it should. Running water means you need to start climbing. Some places have pumps. Where I was didn't."

      Tarno tried to imagine being in a small room with water starting to flow in. Donwah have mercy! He made the horns against the very idea. Waduz had crouched and was poking the salt blend with the sharpened metal tip of his staff. Tarno looked down the slope. He left the others once more and walked downhill. He took his time, feeling the hard ground under his boots and the butt of his walking staff. The schaef had cropped the grass, but not so badly as to kill it. The slope eased, flattening into a natural platform, then dropping to make a second, lower platform, then dropping once more onto the flood plain. The other side of the river showed the same series of steps. As he thought about it, the ground under Halfeld Fluss did likewise.

      How high did the Joss come? Not this high, likely, since the river seemed wider, with more valley to spread out in. The farmer across the river had planted to the step below the one under Tarno's boots, and left the rest in grass.  So the river must not reach this high in a usual year. He turned and looked behind him, toward the ghost spring. Indeed, he saw no sign of water marks higher than where he stood. Barren soil with stunted grass covered the area around the ghost spring. Lower on the slope and off to the side, a shallow, bare parch marked where schaef had licked the ground for the salt.

      Rand eased down the slope as well and stopped beside Tarno. "What think ye?"

      Tarno considered the pasture, the farm across the river, and the spring. "I think it worth testing. And if it doesn't prove out, we keep the ground, allow schaef on it, and use the rent for mercy work." He smiled a little. "We can send the younger boys and girls to mind the schaef, wear them out a little."

      "Tired schaef don't give good fleeces," Rand observed. "Or did you mean your boys?"

      "Nothing short of running to the end of the town and back will wear them out. And that only until they eat and rest a few breaths." Well, moving firewood for the salters had worn them fairly well.

      "I did that, once, on a wager. Not again." Rand turned to face up the slope. "I think you have the right of it. The land looks right, feels right, and the salt in our spring has to come from somewhere. Yoorst's beasts found our spring, so why not this one?"

      "Aye." Waduz waved and the two men walked back up the hill.

      Waduz said, "We need to return to Halfeld. I don' fancy sleeping cold, not tonight."

      Ottmarson nodded to the western sky. "Nae. The clouds clear, cold night. And if I sleep out, you will have to carry me in the mornin'." He sounded certain indeed. Well, he knew his body better than anyone else.

      They reached the inn on the south side of the Joss just as the sun touched the western horizon. "We stay here for the night," Rand said as they walked in through the open gate. "The salters will pay. We're not going to get across the bridge before the city gates close."

      "Agreed." The three salters could run, but that made the watch nervous, and Ottmarson like as not couldn't run. Jasko couldn't, so how could the crippled miner?
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      “No, not much business between markets," Goodman Hauser said as he served slices of roasted great-hauler leg with white root and pickled karly stem and root. A small loaf of black bread already graced the center of the table. The innkeeper set the pitcher of small-beer on the table in front of Thorkal Ottmarson, then waved his wiping rag toward the door. "Not much travel, and trade's quiet. Last merchant through said that the next group had stopped in Stamport because of weather. Too wet—rivers south of here are up and the road's not passable, even for thirteen-bird hitches."

      "That fits what I heard." Ottmarson took a sip of the small-beer. "They should have passed through here at the time of the Scavenger's feast, but the wet summer to the south slowed everything save for the rivers. Least wise, if you weren't a log going downstream."

      The innkeeper nodded and left them to their meal. The spicy greens and roots balanced the bland white root and gamey meat. The bird must have been male, or one of the meat-birds gelded later than it should have been. Tarno and the other salters ate slowly, lest they push Thorkal. The man managed very well, given his part-frozen arm and leg, but hospitality demanded not finishing too far ahead of him.

      Tarno fought off a yawn. The cold and walking wore on a man, and the heat flowing out of the big fireplace made him sleepy. The only other customers were two teamsters who had already eaten and opted to bed down close to their birds, and three travelers who cast hostile glared toward the salters and the miner. Tarno ignored them for now. The meal demanded his attention.

      "So, what is the story of the pasture, Waduz?" Rand asked, quiet as he watched the other guests. "Inheritance problem?"

      Waduz held up one finger. "I'll need something stronger." He stood, took his tankard to the innkeeper, and returned. "So, we go back four generations, to just after the last big fire in Halfeld Fluss, the year the river went dry." He sipped whatever was in his tankard. "Three brothers and a cousin-in-law had moved into that part of the valley. It wasn't claimed yet, like as not because fears 'at th' ground was poisoned by th' ghost spring, except they didn' know it was a ghost spring. It was just a bad spot that never grew anything."

      Thorkal nodded. "I've seen such. Earth's too raw yet for plants, or th' Scavenger marked it for His own." He pointed with the tip of his belt knife. "One place, people around swear that Valdher had cursed a man and his ground went dead. I didn't ask a priest so make of it what ye will."

      Tarno hadn't heard of such, but not many honored Valdher this far into the settled lands. "My Da' had been to Jossford once, and they had dead ground there, yellow earth that smelled rotten if you dug it and sniffed."

      The others gestured their agreement. Waduz took another drink and said, "So, th' land's open, no temple had records of earlier owners, and the brothers settled it, oldest between th' two younger. Th' cousin moved farther up-river and raised great-haulers an' kine. All's well an' good, 'cept th' middle and youngest brother fell out over sommat'. What no one recalls, although the neighbors' neighbors say it was a girl. Which makes as much sense as anything."

      "So." Waduz tapped the much-scraped and scrubbed surface of the heavy wooden table. "Th' older brother stays out of whatever it was, and the other two stop speakin'. They do business through the oldest brother. Then he died, without sons, and one daughter who went to th' temple of Rella. His widow passed word and trade between the other two, until she died. Then the living brothers found that th' older brother had left his property, between theirs, to the cousin-in-law's son."

      Rand groaned under his breath, and Tarno made Donwah's sign. "And the two dropped their fight to go after the cousin's son?" Rand guessed.

      "No." Waduz wrinkled his forehead, confusion fulling his voice. "This is what I don' understand. "The priests think that the two had pledged their older brother not to fight over his estate, and held to their pledge. No, the cousin-in-law's son tried to buy the estate of the youngest brother, and when he wouldn't sell, the cousin-in-law's son went to a law-speaker to find a way to claim it. And the middle brother's hay piles caught fire not long after. The middle brother had sided with the younger.

      "And then it gets confusing." Waduz drank more as Rand rested his head in one hand and Thorkal boggled,  left eye open wide, then resumed eating.

      Waduz gestured with the tankard. "I'll spare you all the twists and turns, because th' story has more knots and tangles than Yoorst's well-rope. Ends up with the oldest son of the son of the cousin-in-law being found dead wi' nary a mark on him, the second daughter of the younger brother has her skull crushed in while she's moving schaef in the disputed pasture, and the middle brother's third son beat the husband of the cousin-in-law's second daughter nigh unto death, except he had witnesses that he was in Stude when it happened, or was supposed to have happened."

      Waduz finished whatever was in his tankard. "Oh, and no schaef, kine, or great-hauler would set foot on the land after the girl's death. That's when the temples stepped in."

      "Scavenger's Rat, but that's a tangled tale indeed," Thorkal exclaimed, quietly. He leaned forward over his plate. "So, did the temple claim it outright? That part I couldn't follow."

      "No, but the clergy and neighbors put enough pressure on the families that they gave the land to Korvaal. They took it as sign that Yoorst didn't want it, and the Scavenger's temple refused it as well, like as not because they didn' know what to do wi' it. Korvaal's temple has held property in the past to settle kin strife, so they had a law-reader who could sort things out. Only one of the families is still in th' valley, but the neighbors got pulled in, as ye'd expect." Waduz sat back. "There's a lot more blood in the Joss than a man'd think, ye ken?"

      "Aye," Tarno murmured. He shivered a little despite the heat from the great hearth, and made Donwah's sign. The salters had gained their freedom with blood, theirs, and a few others, the Kaltfeld lords, this . . . "Is any land blood-free?"

      Thorkal shook his head part way. "Not if there's people. Even the wild lands to the east, the raw land, men fight, mostly over hunting territory. The big mining city up north, Hirschar once called Garmouth? Damn near burned down by a crazed herbwife who wouldn't forgive the wrong person for selling castana trees as timber land instead of crop land."

      Waduz winced. "Ow. I can see why she'd be angry, but not that angry."

      "Aye. It were twenty years or so before she tried to burn down th' city." Thorkal tapped the side of his head. "Chewing on the same thing for so long rots the mind, or so I've heard it said."

      Tarno busied himself slicing off some of the black bread to sop his plate. That would explain Goody Fuchsban, maybe. The innkeeper came by and topped off their tankards again with small-beer, Waduz' tankard as well. He went and served the trio by the wall, then came back. "Are any here Scavenger-born?"

      Rand and Thorkal both frowned. "Aye, two of us. We work for our bread."

      Tarno sat up as well. Goodman Hauser glanced at the three frowning men by the wall and made Gember's sign. "They've heard stories about trouble in Halfeld with some of the Scavenger-born."

      Rand snorted. "If no one starts trouble, there won't be trouble."

      "That's what I thought. You're warned." Goodman Hauser returned to his counter, then busied himself adding some wood to the fire, big night-logs by the look of them.

      "Thorkal, back to the salt mine and the burning miasma," Tarno began, lifting his tankard. "How does a man keep from having troubles?"

      Thorkal tipped his head toward the hearth. "Fire before fire. Controlled fire, or as controlled as it can be. When a new gallery or chamber is opened, before anyone starts taking salt out, fire miners of a sort go in." He straightened up. "You've heard of fire miners?"

      Tarno shook his head. "No. Who digs for fire?"

      The miner chuckled a little. "No, you take the fire into the mine, and use it to soften the rock, or in this case, to light the miasma aflame before men set to work. The fire miners soak their hoods and jackets in water, then carry torches into the new work face. If all goes well, and the Scavenger nods, the miasmas flare away before so much fills the space that men die or the miasmas light the mine afire."

      "If it goes well," Waduz echoed. "Like how if it goes well, all the boilin' brine goes into th' carrier and none onto the men near th' carrier."

      Thorkal shivered and shook his head, then made the Scavenger's sign. "I'd never do that, no matter how much ye paid me. Boiling things and fire? No. Earth and rock and mineral sign I know and they know me. You can keep your boiling salt.

      "Speakin' of which." Thorkal leaned forward a little, voice lower. "So you know. There's a problem brewing down south, and one to the east, wood fights. Something's killing the black needle-leaf trees. Don't know if it's a parting gift from the bastard down south, or someone offended Valdher, or if they're just up an' dyin' like schaef do sometimes, but the trees are dying. Big stands of them, whole hillside all at once. Some of the wood can be used for timber, but some's only good for fuel, and most of it? It's like powder. No strength and burns too well, all at once."

      "Is that what's happenin'?" Waduz waved one hand toward the northeast. "I heard tell from one of the merchants who sells fancy hides an' furs 'at he'd been told of a tree-plague comin' from farther east, way off in some mountains or something, but he hadn't seen it for himself. Just that prices for wood and charcoal had jumped."

      "That's what it is. So the woodworkers are having to shift timber, especially the builders and those who make furnishings. The carvers not so much, and black needle-leaf's no good for serious tools." Thorkal raised his left hand in a shrug. "Guess who says the woodworkers are taking food from their mouths and depriving them of what they need to work?"

      Tarno guessed, "The smiths and bakers? Because not all smiths can use earth coal, if they can find it, and the bakers can't."

      The left side of Thorkal's face smiled. "Aye that. And the potters, and brewers. Even the blacksmiths and other iron workers who do use earth coal can't always find enough for what they do, and the whitesmiths? No. Even smelters can't in some cases, not if they are smelting for lead. Earth coal burns off lead, or so I'm told."

      Rand rolled his eyes. "At least they're not pestering us. Does anyone fight over anything besides wood?"

      "Water," Thorkal sighed.

      Tarno smiled a little and winked. "Girls." Laughter rose from the others, and Thorkal raised his tankard toward Tarno in homage before drinking.

      The innkeeper came by to collect their empty plates. Rand spoke. "One round of dark beer for all who wish, please." Tarno started to comment, then changed his mind. Yes, it was confraternity money, but if it sweetened the tempers of the three men by the wall and they left the salters and miner undisturbed, it would be coin well spent.

      "So," Thorkal began, once Goodman Hauser brought the pitcher of dark beer and filled their tankards. "Why are you looking for more sources of salt, instead of drawing more water from the spring? Are you out of room to process the brine?"

      Rand shook his head and tapped the table. "We can't. By law that goes back to th' second . . ?" He glanced up at the ceiling, eyes narrowed, then shook his head a little. "No, fourth emperor after the Great Cold and the laws about making salt. Before this spring was found. Once the emperor recognizes a brine spring and it comes under his care, the amount we salters draw from the spring in a season is set. The spring cannot be deepened, although—" He stopped again and sipped his beer. "If I rightly recall, the salters can trace the stream back and if it appears farther up the slope, then disappears underground once more before returning to the light, the salters can shift to drawing water from the upper spring if," he tapped the table with one finger, "if the salt is stronger upslope. It gains nothing from the Scavenger, but loses to rain and snow, and perhaps ruins sweeter waters. That is the only time we can take more, and I only know of one place that did that. They chose to draw the same number of casks, because they found more salt per cask, and used less wood per pan."

      Huh. Tarno sipped the rich, heavy beer and considered. Donwah frowned on digging out springs, and She had taken back the water on occasion when someone did just that. The salters had built a half-barn over the Halfeld spring, with little gates from the spring's source to the larger, wooden-walled pool, so that water flowed out but not back, lest She take offense. Some places could take more water after a rain, as many finger lengths as finger lengths of rain fell, because the rain thinned the spring, but no more than that. Those of Donwah who found springs and guided their waters know better than he did.

      The right side of Thorkal's face frowned, and he looked sideways for a breath or two. "Huh. Interesting. The Scavenger too protects His domain and treasures, although He usually punishes only the miners who exceed the bounds and fail to pay proper respect. But not always. Once He took an entire town for impiety."

      The salters shared unhappy glances and Waduz gulped. "An entire town? Did He send plague?"

      "No. He reclaimed his mine and all around it." Thorkal took a long pull from his tankard, then licked his upper lip. "The tale as it was told to me, was that Valdher and the Scavenger both set limits on the town, in part because it sat well away from farmed ground, up in steep hills near the Moahne. The Dark One said that the miners could not take all the stone from any one gallery. They had to leave pillars as reminders of the honor of the giver of the copper. Valdher demanded that they leave every third tree standing, and not cut the hill into which the mine drove, or the hill above the miners' town. Not even coppice, although they could take small wood by hook and crook.

      "That lasted two generations, then either the lord of the lands—the man, not Korvaal—or the miners themselves got greedy. Or the foresters, perhaps." Thorkal made the horns. "Or both. Howsoever it happened, one night, during a rainstorm, the hill moved to the valley. All of the hill." He raised his right eyebrow, as if asking a question.

      "Took the town." Waduz whispered, knuckles white as he gripped the tankard.

      "And the mine. No sign of either remained, no trace of the people or the houses or the smelters, nothing that anyone claimed to have found." Thorkal drank again. "No miner exceeds the limits—now—and wood comes from well away from the mines."

      That sounded very wise. Tarno finished his beer. "Pardon me." He found the place for waste, then rinsed his hands at the pump outside the door, in the inn yard. Hard, bitter stars glared down and the cold burned his nose as he inhaled. Not a night to linger, staring at the sky. He ducked back into the common room of the inn.

      Goodman Hauser had moved the tables out of the way, and he and his goodwife tossed doss beds down around the fire. They were better than the floor, and Tarno had slept on the floor often enough. Thorkal got a double thickness, and Tarno looked away as the crippled miner knelt, then arranged himself with care. Whoever had healed him had worked a true wonder, but Thorkal too had managed an amazing thing. When Goodwife Arlstein had suffered god-strike, she'd never walked or spoken again. She'd tried, but her words fell apart, and after three eight-days she'd given up. Perhaps Thorkal had seen a healer sooner. The goodwife had been found at least a day after she was struck down.

      Tarno shifted a little, making sure that his road knife was within easy reach but out of sight (and not digging his hip) and fell asleep. If he dreamed, he didn't recall it.
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      Urla did not comment on her husband's late return. He'd warned her that he might have to stay the night outside the walls, and she should not have worried. Indeed, she appeared preoccupied with counting roots and sorting them. Kyle and Donton had taken two of the movable storage chests out into the back garden to air, after tipping the heavy wood and metal boxes on their sides and sweeping out dirt and other things. A small mound of white root sat in a heap on the table. Tarno picked up one. It gave, yielding to his touch. That should not have been! He'd ordered fresh, and the test roots had all been good.

      "Urla, are these from the fresh season?"

      Urla straightened up from taking tally and shook her head. "No, sir. I found half of the bad roots in an empty chest. That's out in the back, sunning and airing. The other half hid in the bottom corners of this year's chest. I thought it best to go through all the bins, in case green-rot or a pest had found the white-root. Two of the yellow-root had black smut, so I burned them and the roots that had touched them, then scrubbed the bin and let it sun." Dirt streaked one of her cheeks, as well as her hands and lower arms. She'd rolled up her sleeves and tied them with bits of ribbon or lacings. "The boys finished repacking it just before you came home." She smiled. "They are very hard workers."

      "Yes, they are." So was she. He gave her a quick kiss, then changed out of his good breeches and into an old, much mended and patched pair. No point in wearing out the newer before the old, and the old were just as warm if he were indoors. When he finished, Urla handed him some of the hot tisane that had been steeping by the fire, then returned to her labors.

      Two days later, Tarno eased his boots off at the door. He'd been cutting more wood. Enough had already dried to make it worth calling in men to cut and stack it. The boys had helped move cut wood earlier in the morning, then Jaroz sent all of the boys and the youngest apprentices home. "These next two logs look different. I don't trust 'em."

      Yarlo, one of the journeymen, had struck the first log with his ax. The blade shattered on something, cutting him to the bone and slicing open another man's arm. Korvaal and Valdher had been merciful—no man lost an eye or a limb, or his life.

      Jaroz had sent for a smith with a seeking-stone. The man found one other piece of iron in that log, and none in the second tree. They owed the temple of Korvaal a thanks-offering, and had paid the smith double his charge. Tarno thought that too little, but held his peace.

      Now he stripped off his work clothes and unwrapped the padding from his hands. He smelled food. He needed it. He had not taken time to eat the noon meal. Urla hurried the boys to their places, served him a double portion, then served the boys and herself. He ate everything. She brought him two buns. Donton opened his mouth. She covered the boy's mouth with one hand and whispered into his ear. Donton's eyes opened wide, then he nodded. She lifted her hand. He seemed happier, so Tarno ignored the moment. Instead he ate the dense, still-warm rolls. Dried fruit filled the center of the dark brown, almost-sweet bread. Had she made them, or had she purchased them?

      Both Kyle and Donton had already begun to yawn before he finished his meal. Tarno listened to each one read a few lines from the book of days and seasons, then sent them to bed. He yawned as well. Urla smiled and busied herself tossing out the old wash water, banking the fire, and securing the doors. The watch need not worry about finding Tarno's household still working when the hour came to cover the fires! Tarno prepared for bed, then buried himself under the heavy blankets. Urla did not linger at her tasks, and soon joined him. "What did you tell Donton?" Tarno asked.

      She yawned. "That you had worked very hard, and that you were eating Kyle's bun, not his."

      "Was I?"

      She shook her head. "No, sir. I made two for you."

      Tarno chuckled, then succumbed to sleep.
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            A Witness to the Law

          

        

      

    

    
      “. . . that's all we found. My hand to Korvaal, may the gods strike me if I lie, th' coopers got there before we did."

      Tarno slowed his steps, listening as Master Hammersmith grumbled, "That makes no sense. I don' doubt yer word, Arnulf, but th' coopers don' use weepin' salla for anythin' but sometimes green tying afore they set th' bands, and that's done in th' warmer seasons. Tanners don' take th' bark now. Summat's odd."

      “Aye that!" Arnulf, the charcoaler's carter, averred. He spat to the side and shook his head. "Th' charcoalers and none other use weepin' salla once it's cut and forest-cured. Odd indeed."

      Tarno shook his head as well as he hurried along the edge of the market square, teeth gritted against the bitter wind. Even he knew that weepin' salla made poor firewood and worse tools. It was too soft to carve when it was green, and split terribly when it dried, turning crazed. The coopers and a few others used the fresh, young drooping branches when they were green, tying un-finished kegs and barrels, or weaving the withies into baskets and seats and backs for some chairs. Only a fool or a raw apprentice tried to make solid furnishings or tools of weepin' salla. Yet the smiths prized the charcoal, especially the blacksmiths. Truly, Korvaal made everything for a reason.

      "Hullo, Master Tarno," a loud voice called, hailing him from the small alley to his left. Tarno swallowed a groan as the deep voice continued,  "A moment, of your courtesy." Godraed's moment could be an eight-day and beyond. The head of the city watch emerged from the alley, a rolled document in hand. Tarno considered his choices. He could run faster than Godraed, and knew the salters' quarter far better than any watchman, but he wasn't as young as he'd once been, and Godraed had a longer reach. The watch master said, "Well met indeed! Korvaal's law-speaker calls ye as neutral witness." Tarno sighed, but very quietly.

      "I'm member-speaker on the confraternity council, Godraed," Tarno warned. "That comes first, as does my trade."

      The watchman waved his empty hand. It reminded Tarno of the flat, fleshy flippers of one of the big awl-nose in the river, the fish that looked as if they could walk overland if they had a mind to. "Nah, this is in-wall and out-wall. Law-speaker says come to the city council hall the day after next Eighth-Day, just after sunrise."

      "Day after the next Eighth-Day, just after sunrise." Tarno glared at the hefty watchman. "Should I bring dinner?"

      "Dinner, supper, and breakfast like as not." Godraed grinned, a smile more gap than tooth. The long-vanished teeth matched his much-flattened nose and battered ears. "Who ever heard of an in-wall, out-wall case that ended quick?"

      A passing tanner's journeyman stopped. "When 'at farmer from two towns north accused Gember's priests of underselling his grain. That took an hour by sun."

      Tarno, Godraed, and a passing goodwife all made god signs or the horns. "I'd forgot that," Godraed confessed, then shook all over, as if wet. "Shouldn't have."

      "No," Tarno agreed as the journeyman hurried on. "I don't think anyone spoke of aught else for an eight-day and more." Even gentle Gember had Her limits, and accusing Her temple of abusing leb-right and charity in order to undercut grain sales . . . had not been a smart decision. At the time, the gossips had wondered if the man's priestess had even bothered trying to warn him off, or if she'd been told to stay her words, since they'd be wasted. No one had challenged leb-bread prices for at least a year after that, and rumor had it that a goodly number of people had been very generous to Gember's temple that year.

      "Off with ye, Master Tarno, then," the watchman said, lumbering back into his alley once more. Now that his toes had frozen and his nose felt numb, Tarno too hurried on his way.

      The next day, he warned Rand Graeber about the summons. Rand pinched the end of his nose with his fingers, eyes closed. "I think . . ." He stopped, squinted, then said, "I think it has to do with leb-prices and leb-salt compared to other things that have changed this season. But that might be a different case. One of the law readers called Master Schaefer to confirm under oath the prices we are charging."

      That would make sense. Winter was the season when prices started to rise, although not as much as they might in late summer, when the results of harvest were easier to foretell. "Godraed said it was an in-wall, out-wall case, and leb-price question fits that." Disputes between city citizens or confraternities and the people from outside Halfeld Fluss tended to be about rights and prices, but not market disputes. Master Richten, the market-master, and the priests of Maarsdam settled those.

      That afternoon, Tarno mentioned the summons to Urla. She tipped her head to the right and bit her lower lip. She gazed off to the left, then said, "I think, mayhap, sir, it might be related to what I heard young Mistress Weisblat saying to my cousin Dudoc. Something about the tanners and woodworkers, the fine carvers and tool makers, here having a dispute with some rough-smiths to the north, the ones who use the bog-iron from up the Joss? So another wood problem, maybe? I don't know, sir." She shrugged, then frowned. "I do know that Kyle needs to stay away from young Harbusch, because they were caught peeking over the wall of Gember's baking court along with Weisblat's youngest son."

      What boy hadn't scouted the baking court at least once, and tried to sneak in when he was older? Tarno couldn't think of anyone he knew who had resisted either the temptation or the dares of the other boys. In a way it served as an apprenticeship ritual for the boys of Halfeld Fluss, or at least for the salter boys. Not that he would tell Urla that. Like as not she'd swat him as well as Kyle!
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      "He what?" Waduz yelped, but quietly, with one eye over his shoulder for the watch as they waited to go cut wood two days later. "Osgar is pledged to the Fuchsban chit?"

      Widow Dalman scowled. The fire in her gaze could boil three salt pans and more. She raised her right hand, fingers curved in Gember's sign. "God oath, saw it in the book meself when I was witnessing that separation yestereve. They are pledged, and I never heard a breath of it."

      "We, the rest of the council, didn't either. Tarno?" Waduz turned to him.

      Tarno held both hands out, palms facing the others, and shook his head. "No, no hint or hair or grain of salt. But I've been avoiding any whisper of Fuchsban, all of them, so that means nothing."

      "You've more sense than Osgar, then." Waduz snarled, baring his teeth. "Tarak's going to be furious."

      Murmurs of agreement followed his words, as most of the salters swore, grumbled, and growled imprecations at Osgar Heardson's stupidity. Tarno held his tongue and temper. He didn't need to be pulled any farther into that fight, seeing as how Martin Fuchsban still complained about Tarno not marrying the Fuchsban daughter. With Alina on caution about her tongue as well, Martin should have kept quiet. That family! Well, like as not there was one in every town large enough to have three families. The thudding of the bar as the watch lifted it and began opening the gates ended his musings.

      Clia caught Tarno before he got home that afternoon. "Is it true about Heardson and the Fuchsban girl, Chlomila?" she demanded.

      "Widow Dalman swore god oath that she saw the names in a Temple record," he told her. "I'm not going to challenger her, or go looking for myself, either."

      Clia shook her head, then hitched her big kindling basket higher on her hip. "No. Master Schaefer asked if my man had heard. Someone caught Schaefer in the market hall and told him the rumor."

      Tarno gulped. "Is the roof still on the hall?"

      His sister smiled, but not with pleasure. "Yes, but recall that the doors are open by day, so as to keep steam and hot words from lifting the roof."

      "Ah, and for good reason. So wise men will stay well clear of Master Schaefer and even farther from Osgar. I am well warned."

      She snorted. "We know who will be buying the meats at the feast in four eight-days."

      Surely not. But that might well be the penalty, provided the senior salters felt merciful. Tarno shrugged. "I'll learn soon enough."

      "Aye that." She bustled off about her business and he stretched his stride as he made his way to the house.

      Indeed, that evening after supper, Urla said, "Kyle came in with a message for you from Master Schaefer. There will be a change in who will pay for what at the feast in four eight-days?"

      Tarno sighed. "Someone has to pay a large forfeit because he acted without permission and is causing trouble inside the salters' district. You'll hear the full story soon, like as not."

      She gazed up at the edge of her head covering. "Oh. One of those stories, with more chaff in the air than when the Lady of Grain threshes everything all at once."

      "Yes."
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      At least it was not dawn in high summer, Tarno grumbled to himself as he walked up the long street to the market square and the city council's building. A watchman saw him, peered at his face, then nodded and walked on. The watch had a list of who had been called out before the hour for opening the gates and lighting the fires. The moon cast enough light that no one need fear walking into a hole or wall in the darkness, less'n he'd been visiting one of the inns or taverns for too long.

      Tarno heard the clumping of his own steps on the stones and dirt, the dull rattling sound as the watchman checked a door, and nothing more. The hard cold kept animals and birds in their beds. Yoorst had given them a larger helping of good sense than He had served the city council. Dawn court? Far too early in the day during winter, in Tarno's way of thinking.

      Tarno skirted the market square. A few people worked already, and the creak and slosh of the night-soil cart warned the wise to stay well clear of the dark, heavily-clad shape dragging the handcart. Torches and a lantern flickered beside the door of the council hall and law-hearing room. They'd best have fire in the hall, or he wouldn't be alone in warming the air with harsh words. He walked quickly along the covered way in front of the council building, then ducked in the open door.

      The clerk peered up at him, blinked to clear weak eyes, and half-stood. "Tarno Halson," the young man declared, then slid a bead on a tally board. "Main hearing hall, Master Tarno."

      "Thank you." Tarno followed light and the sound of grumbling voices to the main hall. He'd been here twice before, once as witness and once to affirm Hildi's identity. Plaster the color of the year's first butter covered stone and timber walls. His steps thudded on the wooden floor. Six heavy, dark wooden benches marked the way. Witnesses called for testimony waited there, should enough be called, or if the watch feared trouble in the council hall. The light grew brighter, and he smelled hot tisane of some kind. Tarno slowed his steps, nodded to the statue of Radmar in His niche beside the door, and eased into the large room.

      "Makes no sense t' me, but I follow Yoorst, not Valdher," a man in sturdy clothes and heavy leather shoes said. He stood near the fire, tankard in hand, and gestured to something with his other hand. "Less'n it pulls, gives milk, meat, and hide, or wool and eggs, I don' rightly care so long's its not eatin' my garden crops."

      The man beside the speaker, equally well dressed but taller and leaner, nodded. "Aye. Probably one of those things Valdher likes, or one of the magic-touched beasts that the priests declared harmless. Probably tastes like great-hauler. Full male great-hauler, 'bout ten years past work age."

      The farmer snorted and drank from his tankard. "That, or that fish that we all try once and learn why Donwah cautioned men not to eat it."

      Tarno made a face despite himself. If the farmer meant the brown-spotted kind that looked so tasty and tasted so foul, then he had the right of it and more. Were a man dying of hunger, he might eat two bites of that fish. Or he might plead with the Scavenger to hurry His steps! The eggs of the fish tasted good, especially with a little salt, on dark bread or with eggs. Who had been the first person to try eating the eggs, and how bad had times been to be so desperate? He'd just as soon not learn. Yet another strange thing in the world.

      "Ah, Master Tarno," a woman said from the doorway. He turned and inclined in a half-bow to the law-speaker from Korvaal's main temple. She was not a priest, quite, but wore similar robes in brown and green, embroidered with Korvaal's tree-like symbol. Her simple white head cover carried similar patterns in dark brown or black. She knew all the laws and pronouncements concerning field, meadow, orchard, and forest. "We wait for the charge-bringers, and three more neutral witnesses." The small woman closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. "And for the scribe's ink to thaw. The apprentice let the fire go out."

      "Master Tarno, the charge-bringers and defenders provided drink and a light break fast," the watchman assigned to the hall said. He pointed to the tankards and a stack of buns. "Go take your portion. The jakes-box is behind that door, on the left of the hearth."

      Tarno visited the jakes-box, then returned. A wise man didn't wait until need compelled him, not when he was hearing testimony and laws. Tarno took one of the flat-topped buns, served himself some of the tisane from the single pot, and ate. Cheese filled the bun, sharp and firm, schaef cheese probably. A second bun revealed sausage. A tanner, a man Tarno knew only by sight from the market, lifted up the sausage bun. "Anyone missing a dog?" He winked.

      Tarno winked back. "Can't be. Cat's for sausage, dog is for stew. Or so it was told to me."

      "Nah. 'S probably that great-hauler that had the run-away back at the last market," a third man suggested. His finely-made shirt and trousers and the odd scars on his fingers told of his trade—tailor.

      "Or the schaef my father-in-law was cursing back before Scavenger's feast," Tarno offered. "Said that Yoorst had missed one when He was giving out brains."

      "Schaef can be stupider? That is a miracle indeed." The fourth witness, a draper, or so Tarno guessed by the flow of fabric on the man's hat, lifted his tankard. "Not that I want to work with the fleece of a beast such as that. Folly might be in the wool."

      A man and a woman arrived. The man marched to the fire and warmed his hands. A grey feather graced the front of his black felt hat. As Tarno studied the feather and the man's clothes the man turned. Pink burn scars dotted his hands, and his thin eyebrows had missing, shiny patches. A smith most likely, blacksmith probably given the close fit of his breeches and the ties just visible on the sleeves of his jacket. The woman wore widow's colors and a black head-covering with brown trim. "Huh," the tanner grunted, nodding toward the ring on her right thumb and the shiny grey stone on the chain around her neck. "She's a master in her own right as well as by her man. I've heard of such, never seen one outside the cloth trades and fine-work trades."

      Now that he looked closer, Tarno saw the trade symbols stitched on the woman's jerkin, black on dark grey. She was a white-smith, a smith that worked with any metal save iron and steel. Had her father or brother taught her the trade? Not that it mattered, but that sort of skill required more years training than most husbands could provide, and some trades forbade men from passing trade secrets to their wives.

      Wood scraped on wood, and a young man in clerk's garb eased a seat back from the fabric and fur draped table near the fire. He set out ink, pens, paper, and a brown-covered book. Tarno recognized the book. It listed recent cases heard in the city, those not about dower rights, separations, or inheritance. The clerk left the chamber, returning with a small item wrapped in white cloth. That too he set on his table. Three priests entered the room through the inner door as well, one of priest Korvaal, one of the Scavenger, and one from Radmar's temple. Two patrons of those in the case, and a truly outside deity, one all men knew stood apart from all trades except gamblers, wheelwrights, and some merchants. A second man in heavy clothes entered after the priests, by way of the main door. The late arrival sported a badge in the shape of a saw on his hat. He reminded Tarno of a walking barrel, all shoulders and chest and little leg. Or perhaps he wore his trousers cut closer than most.  The carpenter stormed to the fire, grumbling all the while.

      A softer sound, fabric moving and wood sliding on wood, reached Tarno's ears from behind the wall. The inside wall, a false-wall in truth, dotted with holes and lattice patterns, concealed seven men, perhaps a woman with full city-right. They would hear and decide the case. Tarno had never been called to join their ranks, and gave thanks. The bailiff bowed to Radmar's priest and murmured something.

      "All are here," Radmar's priest declared, tapping the floor with his staff. "Each of you will in turn state your name, then swear on god-oath that you speak no falsehoods." Once they had used a truth chain, which that showed if the wearer spoke falsely. That tradition had gone away with the mages, five years before.

      The law-speaker swore first. The clerk recorded her name, then removed the cloth from a portable shrine. Mistress Agthe rested her right hand on the shrine, raised her left hand in Korvaal's sign, and said, "I do swear that I shall speak no falsehoods."

      The men and woman from outside the wall then swore, followed by the witnesses. Those deciding the case had sworn earlier, before they took their places. The three priests sat, Radmar's speaker in the center, Korvaal's priestess to the left, and the Scavenger's priest to the right. Tarno, the tanner, the draper, and the tailor sat on stools in front of the jury wall. The two woodworkers and the two smiths faced the priests, and the fireplace. The law-speaker stood beside the clerk for now. No one else had come to watch, leaving the places along the outside wall empty.

      "What is the complaint?" Radmar's priest asked. Tarno's eyes nearly crossed as he tried to follow the pattern of wheels stitched in black on the man's deep red-brown robe.

      The blacksmith spoke first. "Our pledged and paid wood is gone from the confraternity's woodlands, weepin' salla, lind, eich, ironwood. Not just the coppices and dropped branches, but trunks as well. Ax felled. I witnessed the stumps."

      "We took none save what we paid for, and that cost dear, over dear," the heavier of the woodworkers replied. "We claim recompense for the slight, for the smiths claimin' trees not theirs, and for over-charging for the wood we did buy."

      "Is there a description of the woods in question?" Radmar's priest asked.

      The clerk handed the law-speaker a rolled page. She unrolled it and gave it to the priests. "Yes. The small portion between the broken lines is in ownership dispute, unrelated to this case. The trees shown are beech, lind, castana, needle-leaf, black-nut, hatsel, red sweet-wood, ball-tree, ironwood, eich, weepin' salla."

      "Th' castana are marked, and none cut," the blacksmith said. "Hatsel's not a true tree, and no trades use it."

      The taller carpenter, the barrel with legs, nodded. "Aye that. Don' use hatsel save to eat th' nuts. Fire, nuts, besoms, an' healin's all it's for." He folded his arms. "We don' use ball-tree, save to teach apprentices why not t' touch it, or as fire fuel. Splits and splinters dry, and pain t'cut green."

      The white-smith nodded her agreement. "The ball-tree's ours," she gestured to her associate. "But two were taken whole that ought not have been touched at all."

      The Scavenger's priest raised one black-gloved hand, stilling any reply before it started. "What of the other trees, Speaker?"

      "Castana can only be taken dead, or witnessed for three years as not bearing nuts. Prickly eich the same. The red sweet-wood is registered by a temple for sweet-smoke and claimed, and has not been touched. The carpenters and furnishing makers claimed," she looked at a list. "Ten eich full grown, two beech, the coppices of three weepin' salla and one ironwood. As well one needle-leaf, the largest one in the woods."

      "And what is missing?" Korvaal's priestess asked.

      "Fifteen eich, including two felled and trimmed, four weepin' salla stools and coppices, trimmed coppice from eight weepin' salla, and the coppice wood of eight ironwood." The law-speaker, Mistress Agthe, smiled a little. "One ironwood stool showed ax marks at waist height, and two missing small branches, but had not been barked or further cut."

      All those in the room winced or chuckled without humor, including Tarno. No man tried to cut ironwood twice, unless he had very, very good reasons, a large whetstone, and several days to work. Whoever had thought to steal the ironwood stool deserved the frustration their stupidity had brought! There was a reason for the proverb, "He's growin' ironwood under his hat." Any man so hard headed was hard-headed indeed.

      Radmar's priest nodded. "Is there anyone inside the walls of Halfeld Fluss who might have an interest in the wood?"

      The white-smith said, "None of our fellows. They have their own woods and charcoalers. They also use some earth coal. We have none close enough, and whitesmiths use earth coal sparingly if at all."

      "None of our members, either. They have their own wood right, from well south of the river." The taller carpenter sounded distinctly unhappy. Was it because the town-trade didn't have his problem, or because they had better or less costly wood? Tarno wondered, but it mattered not.

      Mistress Agthe gestured to the four witnesses. "What of your trades?"

      The tanner stood. "Not us, save the castana is dead, or swamp-needle, or black marsh-root, and that coppices itself. On the man collectin' the wood, like as not, same as elm. None here use eich. And save for castana and marsh-needle, we claim bark, not wood." He sat.

      "My trade uses none save bought furnishings, tools, and firewood," the tailor reported.

      "Mine likewise," said the draper.

      Tarno stood. "Mine uses wood, bought through contract from wild-woods. Ball-tree, needle-leaf of any kind that grows dry-footed, and eich without nuts if it can be found. All for fuel. We buy tools, and hire builders to bring their own wood for our buildings."

      "How much wood?" the blacksmith demanded.

      "Which year and what season, Master Smith?" Tarno spread his hands. "Fifty pfund of wood to one pfund of salt when the weather is dry and warm but not too hot. More of wood should the weather be cool and damp during the salting season, or after a rain has thinned the spring's brine. Less wood if the weather turns hot and dry, the crop-killing south wind is best for that." He thought, then added, "Good weather charcoal would be two-and-a-half pfund charcoal to pfund of salt. We use no earth coal in Halfeld Fluss."

      The blacksmith's eyes opened as wide as his mouth gaped. "Valdher my witness, no wonder salt's so dear!"

      Tarno nodded. "Yes. Wood is our greatest expense, followed by labor and pan repair. Before the death of preservation mages, the price of leb-salt ran one-half silver ring per Halfeld pfund. Now it is three-quarters ring for a pfund. Fine salt is more, tanning and other trade salt is less. A wet year raises prices, a hot, dry summer lowers them."

      "Thank you," Radmar's priest said. Tarno sat.

      Radmar's priest shifted on his seat. "Since the matter has been broached, let us judge the cost of the wood. What is the leb-price for eich firewood?"

      Silence. Tarno heard fast steps passing by the windows as someone walked at a brisk pace down the length of the building. Muffled voices called to each-other in the market square, and someone called out a chant-like list of wares. The fire popped and snapped. The carpenters looked at each other, and the barrel-chested one shrugged. "I do not know. No one uses eich for leb-fuel, save they have mercy right to fallen branches after a storm."

      The priestess of Korvaal gestured her agreement. "Eich is not leb-fuel save by carry right, unless a temple owns the forest and grants cut-right. Then leb-price is set by the temple which owns the woods, based on need and season." She spoke clearly, so that those on the jury seated behind the false-wall could hear. "Mercy wood is elm, ball-tree, dead needle-leaf, dead lind not spoken for, and any woody bush that does not bear fruit or nuts, or provide other use." She smiled and shook her head a little. "And down on the Comb, in the mountains, black-nut is leb-wood."

      Both carpenters gave the priestess looks of horror, as best Tarno could judge. "Black nut, leb-wood?" the smaller man squeaked. "Black nut . . . firewood?" His face lost all color, and he made a whimpering sort of sound. "Black-nut wood is a silver per half rack dry, if it can be found!"

      Tarno looked to the floor, studying the close-fitted stones lest he laugh at the man's distress. Once, he had heard a tale of women from Chin'mai, the island kingdom, who used salt to clean their bodies instead of soap, scrubbing with it to keep their skin soft and clear. He had almost fainted from dismay at the wastage and near sacrilege.

      The blacksmith cleared his throat. "Sir, ma'am, the confraternity charges members one silver ring or one-and-a-quarter trade tokens for ten pfund of dry eich firewood, split. We charge outsiders three silver rings for the same quantity and quality of wood, because we do not set apart wood by purchaser—we don' bundle our wood separate from outside-bought wood." He spoke with great reluctance. Was this a trade secret? It might well be, given the surprised looks on the carpenters' faces. "Ball-tree is one ring for twenty pfund inside, three rings outside. Hatsel has no cost after the nuts are taken. Weepin' salla we only sell out when it is green, and that is one ring per bundle, the bundle size set by the temple. A man can carry two bundles easy, aye?" He looked to the carpenters.

      "Aye," the taller man agreed. "Bundle like so," he made a hoop with his arms, turning so that all could see. He lowered his arms and swallowed hard. "Sirs, ma'am, now that we know what the inner-trade price for wood is, we ask that that question be set aside."

      The priests conferred, and beckoned to the law-speaker. She joined them, then stepped away and returned to her place beside the clerk. Radmar's priest stood. "We agree. The question of fair pricing is set aside, but can be resumed should the carpenters so choose."

      The smiths conferred quietly, and the white-smith spoke. She frowned a touch as she said, "We agree as well. We ask that the matter of inner-trade price be kept sealed unless the case is resumed."

      Korvaal's priestess nodded and gestured her agreement. The clerk wrote quickly. Tarno watched with avid curiosity as the priestess removed a seal from a fold in her outer robe and gave it to the clerk. He inked the seal and marked the page, then cleaned the seal and returned it. Tarno had heard of such, but had never seen how it might be done without magic of some kind. It would be as if the words did not exist on the page, save the case resumed.

      As the clerk worked, steps approached the main door to the meeting room. The watchman acting as guard left his post and went to the door, opening it a man-width and easing out. A different man spoke. What he said Tarno could not easily hear through the thick doors, but the pauses suggested that he had been running or had a lung ailment that made him short of breath. The watch guard returned to the chamber and bowed to the priests. "A witness has arrived. He claims to have evidence for the case, and speaks for the carpenters confraternity."

      The carpenters both blinked, then spoke quickly behind their hands. The smiths too murmured. The white-smith scowled and made a cutting gesture, but her associate raised and lowered his hands, placating her as he replied. Mistress Agthe said, "None others have been called, of my knowledge, but none have been barred. The case is well known in Eichford, the town closest to the woods in dispute."

      "Unless there is reason to refuse the testimony, it is permitted," Radmar's priest stated. He and Korvaal's speaker wore similar confused expressions. A shrug from the black-hooded priest of the Scavenger showed his perplexity. Tarno shrugged. He'd said his piece, but had not been dismissed, so he stayed where he was, the other in-wall craftsmen likewise. The meeting room held more warmth than the market hall's salt booth!

      The watchman returned to the door and opened it enough for the new arrival to enter. The man wore a heavy, green-brown cloak, and boots like a herdsman or teamster. One hand bore four fingers, one of those foreshortened by a joint. "Carpenter, sawyer I'd guess," the draper whispered to Tarno. Tarno swallowed a laugh at the jest.

      The newcomer bowed to the priests. The clerk uncovered the shrine-box, and the man swore, "I am Lotir, and I speak no falsehoods."

      "What bring you?" Radmar's priest asked.

      Lotir reached into a pouch at his side and removed a document. "Permission from the Scavenger's Temple in Karburgh, on t'other side of the woods, for cut right and claim right for my confraternity. Scavenger's Temple owns right to half the woods." He unrolled the document and handed it to the law-speaker. Tarno glimpsed lines of words, and a black wax seal.

      The blacksmith's face turned as red as the coals in his forge. The white-smith nudged him, then pushed him firmly away from the priests and clerk, speaking in quiet, soothing tones. He balled his hands into fists. Tarno saw the watch guard out of the side of his eye. The man eased toward the smiths, calm but ready to react. The carpenters spoke quickly, also moving away from the law-speaker and Lotir. Tight shoulders and confused expressions suggested that they had nothing to do with the document or Lotir.

      Mistress Agthe looked up from the document. "This states that the Temple of the Scavenger in Karburgh, as owner of the northern half of the woods, grants cut right and carry right both to the carpenters' confraternity of Karburg and Eichford."

      "What?" The barrel-chested man gasped. "We share no brotherhood with Karburg. They are too small." His companion grabbed him and held him back. "I deny the holding."

      Lotir planted his feet and squared his shoulders. "Th' man who gave me th' temple permission said that he spoke for the carpenters' confraternity, and that the union together was a new one."

      "The temple of Korvaal in Eichford owns one-third of the woods. The smiths' confraternity owns all that remains save the northwest eighth of the quarter, which is Donwah's by virtue of the stream and marsh." The white-smith kept one hand on her associate, likely to keep him from bursting or attacking Lotir.

      "Did you read this and confirm that it gave the rights you requested?" The voice from inside the black hood sounded more curious than concerned.

      "Nae, sir. I ca' nae read. Th' man gave it to me when I bought my wood, and said t'would ease th' strife in Eichford, should such come to court. I'm a small wood crafter, makin' for farms in trade, not for market sale."

      The Scavenger's priest held out one black-gloved hand. The law-speaker gave him the document, then moved away. The priest held up the page, reading it, then brought the seal close to the edge of his hood. He lowered the page, reached for his temple seal, and touched the seal stamp to the wax on the page. The wax flared, then turned pale grey! Tarno and the others went to their knees, as did Lotir.

      "This is not a true temple seal." The priest sounded less than pleased. "The image that remains matches none of the temples of the Scavenger in this region. The seal was done falsely, using image-making mage-magic to conceal the true nature of the stamp." He stood and returned the page to the law-speaker, who got to her feet and bowed low. Her hands trembled as she accepted the document. The priest said, "Find the person who gave Lotir the page, and you find your wood thief, or one of them." He gestured to Lotir, who prostrated himself on the floor. "You bear no guilt, save taking that which you did not confirm. No penalty, no guilt, no grounds for suit by any party."

      "Thank you, Dark One's voice, thank you for your mercy.  I swear, Korvaal and Gember hear me, please, I bought the wood in good faith, a bundle of ironwood for handles."

      The Scavenger's priest gestured for all to rise or resume their seats. Tarno did as ordered, trembling a little himself. The sound from behind him grew louder, voices low but intent, then quiet. He heard a faint rustling and scraping sort of sound, like stone on stone.

      A small panel at the end of the wall opened near where the watch guard stood. The man hurried over. He slid a writing board out of the opening, then closed the concealed panel. He took the writing board to Radmar's priest, bowed, and handed it to the man.  The priest read it, nodded, and stood. "The jury finds no grounds for the suit. All are to go under a bond of peace between themselves. They are free to find the one who took the wood in truth, and bring that man or men to the temples for justice."

      "We agree to be bound to peace," the blacksmith said, as his associate nodded.

      "We agree as well," the shorter carpenter echoed.

      The scribe wrote everything on the page, then rotated the book and moved it to the front edge of his table. The four craftsmen each approached and sealed the book or made their mark, which the law-speaker signed as attestation. As the litigants registered in the book, the scribe copied the decision onto a separate piece of paper. The four sealed or made their marks, and moved well clear as the three priests added their temple seals as well. "A copy of the jury's decision will go to the two temples in Eichford," the scribe said. "Those will be in the law-speaker files for the temples of the Scavenger and Korvaal, should the matter be resumed, or the wood takers be caught."

      After the trio of priests had sealed both copies, they turned to face the litigants and craft witnesses once more. Radmar's priest raised his hand, thumb and middle finger touching to make Radmar's Wheel. "Go in peace, and may the gods bless you in your trades."

      Everyone bowed, and Tarno heard rustling from behind the false wall. "Radmar be praised," he murmured. The guard opened the door, and everyone departed with greater or less haste. The four from Eichford spoke together, and shared similar angry looks. Lotir followed, until the taller carpenter gestured for him to join the group. They'd be asking for the description of the man who gave him the false document, Tarno suspected.

      "Well, this should be interesting," the tanner hissed to the tailor.

      "Oh yes. I've heard about the fate of mages who falsify seals. Had a trade-brother who spoke to a merchant from Rhonari, up on th' Northern Sea. The gods let the Great Northern Emperor execute him, before the eyes of half the city and more. His master and the notary confraternity had to pay forfeit, too, for not stopping him afore he caused grave harm." The tailor made Yoorst's sign. "And didn't that cause a headache and a half for everyone. Had to re-check all seals, mage-priests watchin'. Took a while and a goodly amount of silver before all was well."

      Tarno made Donwah's Wave. Well, the town would have something besides the Fuchsbans' fight and him to talk about!
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      Tarak Schaefer's eyes opened wide for a heartbeat, then half-closed. "Ah, so that was why Master Richten and his two clerks demanded everyone's seals, those of us who had them. Richten and the woman clerk," he waved one hand, "I can't name her this moment, they came by the confraternity hall to look at our seals and compare them with the book and a list from Donwah's temple."

      Tarno nodded. "One of the other trade witnesses, the tailor with the shop across from the small-wares cooperage, said he heard from an eye-witness how the Great Northern Emperor executed a false notary up in the Five Free Cities." Tarno did not care to know further details. He snagged a piece of bread from the stack. He used his belt knife to stab a piece of the green-flecked savil-cheese and plop it onto the bread. The Salted Fish served better and fresher ale than it did bread.

      Master Schaefer tapped one heavy finger on the table between them. "Aye. Word traveled faster than great-haulers racing to food. And for good reason."

      "Aye." Tarno hefted his tankard and sipped a little of his hard cider. Who would trust trade from outside their city if they couldn't trust a seal of quality? A man would have to quality check everything for himself, and the price would go up for the lost stock. Who could trust a merchant's scales, or even the market scales, without a testing seal? Anyone could look at a seal and test it, and the priest-mages knew how to read the stamp from the seal. "Donwah have mercy, I don't want to see that happen again. Don't want to be around when they find the wood thief and false-notary, either.

      "No." Schaefer made Donwah's sign, then drank a long pull of his ale. He set the tankard down with a thunk. He glanced left and right, then leaned forward a little. "What think ye of Osgar Heardson? The man, not his recent decision." He leaned back, then set a slice of the sour cheese on a piece of bread and bit into it.

      Tarno scooped pickled mixed roots onto his own bread and cheese, ate a bite of the sharp, creamy blend, and sorted words. "He works. Not as much as Waduz, Rand, Jaroz, or Tearik, but he doesn't shirk his duties. Not many of the older men drink with him, but I'm told he keeps himself to himself, or drinks outside the trade." That was Osgar's business, and it never hurt a man to be on good terms with other trades. Tarno ate a little more. "Full truth, I wouldn't invite him to table, but he's not the only one. Some men make good partners and bad beer-fellows, ye ken?"

      "Aye that." Schaefer caught the ale-wife's eye and she came over, refilled his tankard, and nodded to the bread and cheese. "No, thank ye. We've more than plenty for now." She hurried off to answer the call of another table. "I could work easy with Welstaen, preferred to when we could share a pan, but I'd never ask him under my roof save in a life-or-death case."

      "Vinegar and cream." Tarno quoted the end of the proverb, then drank more of his cider. He looked at the log in the hearth. How much had that cost? Or was it only one log, or one of those wood bundles, tight-bound, that burned almost like a log? "Osgar stirs his pan and minds his paddle, takes due and proper care that I've seen, and doesn't whine." That alone would make a man too unpopular to tolerate in a salt boiling house. True men and women didn't whine. Grumble on occasion, joke around and complain, speak their mind about things unsafe or shoddy, oh yes, when it was right and proper, but a grown man did not whine or moan.

      Schaefer pursed his lips, then turned his head to the right and gazed toward the fire. "I would, almost, that he were another like that apprentice who lasted less than a day, so I'd not have to weigh matters so careful." He inhaled, then sighed and turned back to face Tarno. "He works, no one faults that, he pays his dues, he does his off-season work, he hasn't had more problems than usual with the watch." The corner of his mouth crooked up, and Tarno matched the knowing smile.

      "I'd be wary of a man who never crossed the watch. If he's not out late, or drinkin' a bit much, or enjoyin' his pay, what is he doin'?" Especially when he was young and unmarried. There was a reason most trades had the wander year for journeymen. Get all the mischief out of their systems, then settle down and marry and practice their trade in peace.

      "But he's not that apprentice. He's dead set on marrying Chlomila Fuchsban. He should know better, but he's not thinkin' with this head, ye ken?" Schaefer tapped his temple with one thick finger.

      Tarno nodded. Osgar saw the chit's looks, and a decent dowry, and let his privates do his thinking for him. He'd have less grief if he went to the Laughing Schaef or one of the other houses of recreation, but no. "I'm not a good judge of matters, Master Schaefer," Tarno said. "Martin Fuchsban's still talking spite against me. That man holds a grudge better than a tarred barrel holds water."

      Scahefer's eyebrows rose. "You know how long he and his son have had a fight with the priestess, ah, Jadwiga? The one who carves for the temple?"

      "Ah, at least four years, I think." Which was stupid, and as useless as trying to teach a great-hauler to fly.

      "Try again. Fifteen."

      Tarno's jaw sagged open. "Fifteen years? Donwah's fishes, that's foolish." More than foolish, but who knew who might be listening?

      "Since Jadwiga married old Jerek. She had some skill from her father, and so old Jerek brought her into the trade, against his brother's wishes. Martin said she'd take trade from him and his sons. They had no childer, old Jerek and Jadwiga, afore he died. She felt the temple call, the rest of the family agreed since she renounced both dower right and widow's right, and she went to Korvaal." Schaefer rolled his head left and right, then lifted and lowered broad shoulders. "Now Martin and young Jerek can't let it go."

      That explained why Martin refused to quiet his wife. Alina Fuchsban . . . He, Tarno, would never have tolerated a quarter of what she did and said, but then he'd not have married her in the first place. He'd met her mother once, when he was still a journeyman, and that had been all the warning he'd needed. Alas, the nut matched the tree far too close. "Mayhap young Osgar will bring his wife into the salters and away from her family, and he'll have some peace." Tarno tried to sound hopeful.

      Schaefer's look suggested that he did not share that hope. "He's going to have to pay a forfeit, a large one. He did not ask any of the seniors, did not test the waters about marrying into that family. He knew that Martin is under ban in the district still, will be until the spring feast of Gember. And who doesn't know that Alina is under peace-warning?"

      "Maybe one of the schaef in the pastures north of town, and that legendary great-hauler that went fishing? The farmers on the south road know." Tarno shook his head. "The Great Northern Emperor's giant cat probably knows by now. There was a wind from the south on the day that Godraed posted the notice."

      The ale-wife had been approaching their table as he spoke. She snorted. "Th' news passed round the world twice between dinner and supper, Gember hear my words. T'is a wonder that th' family as not been asked to pass outn th' walls yet."

      Both men shrugged. Schaefer put two trade tokens on the table, then stood. Tarno followed him, moving a touch more slowly. He wasn't old enough to ache with the cold, except that he did. Work wore on a man.

      Tarno wrapped his thick wool scarf tighter around his throat and tucked the ends into his jacket, then opened the alehouse door only wide enough to ease through. Clear, hard sunlight blazed down without even a touch of heat. His breath steamed in the bitter cold. "Ugh! Were I a schaef, I'd be bangin' on th' farmhouse door, demandin' my fleece back," Schaefer exclaimed.

      "Cold winter, hot summer. Radmar turns the Wheel," Tarno reminded him. Although, right now? He'd trade a warm, dry summer for a softer winter.

      "Donwah be with ye. The council will meet to discuss the feast and the penalty on the day after the next Eighth Day."

      "I'll be there, Donwah and the Scavenger willing. Donwah be with ye."

      Tarno plodded home, head down, hood pulled close over his head. The hard light and sharp-edged cold hurt. The north wind hissed straight down the main street from the market square, herding men and women like schaef. The scent of earth coal from the smiths and potters burned his nose, or was it the cold? How could men bear to live in the far north? Did they have magic to keep in heat? And how big were their wood piles? A man would have to do nothing but cut wood all spring and summer in order to have enough to survive the winter. The very thought made Tarno's hands and shoulders ache. He'd rather stir the pan for a double shift in high summer than cut more wood, or grab logs from the river, but if they didn't work in the off season, they'd not be able to work in the salt season. He skirted a solid-frozen puddle of wash water.

      "Gossip and tales," Tarno told Urla. "The Fuchsbans, and trade matters that come from the out-wall court case." He looked around. "Where are the boys?"

      Her eyebrows rose to brush the edge of her warm brown head covering. "Ah. That explains it. There was fuss and fury not long after you left, because Goodwife Kaila went hunting for her man, and found him talking to the market-master and a priest of Korvaal about seals and trade. And Aeldrik's wife borrowed the boys to help move wood." Urla shook her head and served him a steaming bowl of beans and yellow root. "If you can't trust a seal, how can you trust the goods under it?"

      "That's just the problem, and why Master Richten and the priests here and in Eichford and Karburg are askin' about seals. Better check them now and assure everyone that there are no false dealins'."

      "Like when father lets the buyer pull fleece from any bundle to test, because he trusts all of his fleeces will pass." She smiled. "The buyer knows he can trust father, father knows that any who saw the choice will spread the word that the fleeces are first quality, or second if that is how they are sold."

      Tarno finished his mouthful. She used different spices than Annaka had, but the beans still tasted good. "Just so. And all questions are stopped before they need to be asked."
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      "Can we use earth-coal for the salt?" The salters' council members looked at each other. Tarno made a shrugging gesture. "I was asked to inquire, because that might be a part-solution to the wood question." And it would pull any complaints from the wood-workers off the table.

      Rand and Waduz both shook their heads. "We tried it, in my sire's day," Waduz said. "The record's in the book, somewhere." Rand leaned away from the enormous record book laying in front of him. "That or the book before it. If I recall right, it burns too hot, an' th' smoke choked men and fouled some of th' salt, although that last might be false memory." Waduz tapped the heavy table. "Th' ruin of th' pan I remember right, because my Da' came home talkin' 'bout how the bottom of the pan melted afore th' fire-minder could move the coals clear and th' pan, brine, an' stand were all lost."

      "That, and it would bring us into competition with the smiths, and right now, here, earth-coal costs half-again what prime eich and weepin' salla costs." Rand shrugged. "Man can't win, but wood's best for us, for now."

      "Thank you." Tarno had done his duty.

      After more talk of costs, the coming ice fair, and the feast, Master Schaefer stood. He scowled. "Osgar Heardson." Rustles, groans, and mutters rose and fell. Hildi turned to look at Widow Dalman. She scowled and shook her head, her black widow's headdress almost shifting with the firmness of her gesture. Dalman slapped the top of the council table. Her black iron widow's ring made a soft thunk as it struck the wood.

      "Heardson chose not to attend the meeting this night." No emotion colored Schaefer's voice. Tarno folded his arms and waited. "Not only is he paying for the meat for the confraternity feast honoring Donwah, he has been banned from using the hall for his wedding feast." Schaefer studied the other council members. No one stirred. Wood popped in the great fireplace. "Since his father-in-law to be and his mother-in-law to be are both under ban from setting foot in this quarter, he could not use the space anyway." However, the refusal let the man know exactly what the other salters thought of his decision, as well as preventing a breach-suit from starting.

      Jaroz cleared his throat. "They are also banned from the smith's quarter, save for Master Hammersmith's shop, and that only if the carvers' confraternity cannot handle the matter through their contracts for tools and tool repairs."

      Tarno and several others winced. The family would get themselves read out of the walls at this rate! Not in winter, no, not unless the breach of the peace were so great, and accompanied by one of the four crimes that led to being read out of the protection of the law as well.

      "Master Schaefer, if the family is read out of the walls, does that include in-laws?" Waduz shifted in his seat.

      A shrug answered the question. "I don't know. It's been so long that I truly do not know." Schaefer shrugged again. "Not our problem."

      Waduz nodded, then sat up and leaned forward a little. "Just so you know. Rumor's come up the south road that the hills to the west are being opened for wood cutting. Supposedly it was an old Imperial hunting and forest property, but since the emperor won't use it this year, it is being opened for five years of cutting, to get the black needle-leaf out before the tree-plague takes it."

      "I heard the same, but I'm waitin' on th' temple of Korvaal and a priest of Valdher to confirm th' story," Jaroz said. "If there's truth in it, we might should see about gettin' some wood from there, to ease things. And it should drop prices a little for everyone. If it's true."

      "If it's true, and if no one gets greedy, and there's a way to get the wood here besides great-hauler or one of those cattle-carts I hear about but no one ever sees." Master Schaefer folded his arms. "I'm not putting any trust in the story until the priests and law speakers confirm it. And it would be only for five years. That doesn't help us if the mine proves good."

      Everyone sagged a little at the reminder. "There's that." Tarno said.

      "Before we finish." Master Schaefer bared his teeth. "Should the ice fair go as planned, and the river stays frozen so thick, we need guards on our wood. The watch is going to be busy. A list will go around, and I expect all men to take a turn. Only Jasko is excused, and he's taking a double-turn on the grinding wheel the next time we cut firewood." The others nodded. It was only fair, and like as not Jasko had made the offer to do the double turn. He preferred to be treated as other men were treated, no more or less, and worked as hard as his body permitted.

      "And no, we will not be serving the ears of Scavenger's Rats as a sweet at the feast." Schaefer scowled so deeply that the ends of his mouth almost touched the table, even with him standing. "I have no idea who started that rumor. Yes, they are the best part. We are of Donwah as well as the Scavenger, if you care to remember."

      Tarno covered his grin with a cough. He had a guess where that tale had begun, and it was not his household. Judging by the rustles and sly smiles of those he could see, he was not the only one to find the story funny.

      "If there is no further business?" Silence, silence. "Then go with Donwah. And keep warm."

      "Donwah be wi' ye," Tarno called. He wasted no time getting his heavy cloak and hurrying to his house. The cold did not agree with him in the least, and his hands ached just from the walk home. Hard, hard stars stared down from the deep black sky.

      Urla had hot field-flax tea waiting for him, along with beans and white-root cooked in marrow broth. The boys slept already, so he ate quickly and quietly. She tended to the fire, banking it with great care. He'd need to add a new back-log the next day. Doors locked and barred, window shutters tight closed, fire covered for the night, she sat across from him. "You worry," he said.

      "Yes." She kept her voice down. "I don't like the market talk. More and more are whispering that Korvaal's angry with Halfeld Fluss for using so much wood, not just the salters but the smiths and coopers as well. The priests say they have seen no sign of that. Another rumor claims that the priests have not gotten word of who is to be the new Son, because Korvaal is withholding His favor." She shook hear head. "All should remember that the temple said they did not plan to have a new Son chosen until the spring, but whispers spread while truth washes her face."

      He finished his meal and drank the still-hot tea. "If the rumor about the western hills opening up for five years for close-watched wood cutting is true, then that should stop the fears of a wood fight." Fears would start over something else, but not the wood fight. "Winter in the walls breeds rumor. You will hear more, and worse, before Gember's spring feast." Belts and tempers both grew short then, and the worst fights and riots happened just as the days started to grow longer and warmer.

      "Outside the walls, too. People start looking at the seed grain, and the ground grain, and wondering which will be eaten first." She sighed a little, took his bowl and tankard and rinsed them as he stripped, then put on his heavy night robe and got into bed. She wasted no time joining him under the thick blankets.

      The next day, Tarno hurried up to the market. Urla had acted ill, taking only tea to break her fast. The flux struck in summer, as did the purging sickness, but other things could sour a man or woman's stomach, and stomach ailments spread as fast as flood waters. He found Goodwife Lamm at her place in the market hall, speaking with one of Master Richten's assistants. "No, none yet this season, Korvaal and the Scavenger be praised. I have nothing that will treat pilz-poison."

      "Good to hear. I didn't think that was so, but," the young man shrugged. "I'll tell him. Can you identify bad and good pilz?"

      "Not all of them. Send to the temple of Valdher in Eichford. They have a healer-priestess who can check them, if someone tries to sell the dried ones here. Fresh do not travel at all, and this is the wrong season for fresh pilz."

      "Valdher in Eichford. Thank you, Maarsdam be with you."

      "Gember bless."  The market master's assistant trotted off, and Tarno approached the herbwife's stall. "Good morning, Master Tarno. What can I sell you?" The narrow-faced old woman's lips stretched to the sides and her eyes lit with warmth.

      He glanced down at the floor of the market hall, then met her eyes. "My lady wife is ill in the morning, has been for the last two days, or feels ill in the stomach. She takes nothing but tea until midday by sun. Her water is good, and clear. She's warm and dry natured."

      "Ah." The old woman found a small horn scoop and measured creamy-pink powder into a weighting pan. She added a smaller horn scoop of dark brown. "A pinch of spice root for flavor, and golden-bud stem, ground, for soothing the stomach. Add this to sweet cider and have her drink it first thing when she wakes. The spices will strengthen her nature, and the golden-bud will work with the cider to ease any imbalance in her inner flows." Goodwife Lamm added two weights, no bigger than the nail on his little finger, to the balance. "Ten copper or the trade token value." She laid a dried leaf of something beside the powders. The scale dropped a tiny bit toward the powder. "Balm-leaf. Good for stews."

      "Fair trade," Tarno declared, turning away from the pans as he called. He'd hate to send the powder into the air.

      "Witnessed," a passing journeyman called in return.

      Tarno gave her the coins. Goodwife Lamm poured the blend into a scrap of paper, then tucked the balm-leaf in beside it and folded the ends. "Add one third into hot-sweet cider for the next three mornings. That should break the pattern. And tell your lady-wife to eat more. I know, we are entering the lean season." She held up one thin finger, the joints swollen and red. "False savings cost more than simple sense. Drink the cider and eat more."

      "One third of the powder into sweet cider when she rises, the leaf for stews and eat more, yes, Goodwife."

      "Good. Gember go with you, and if that doesn't help, bring her to my shop and we'll see what she needs."

      "Thank you. Donwah grant you grace." He tucked the packet into his belt pouch, then turned back to the main market. The cider stall should be open, and he could pay for a small keg delivered to the house, and trade out the old barrel. It would start to leak soon, as often as it had been refilled.

      "You!"

      The next eight-day might be lean, the following as well. He needed to sit down and go through his store of coin and tokens and see exactly how much they had. Winter and early spring always ran close to the bone until salting season truly began. He would have to pull logs this season. That should help, and perhaps he could trade—

      "You! Tarno the word-breaker."

      Now he recognized the voice. Tarno gritted his teeth and turned to face Martin Fuchsban. The woodworker marched up to him, face red with anger, curls of wood shavings clinging to his jacket cuffs and the thighs of his trousers. "You told me, in front of all, that you would consider my daughter's hand. You lied, ye damn word-breaker."

      "I considered it, and decided against. Return to your work, Master Fuchsban." Tarno glared. "If you put half the effort into your trade as you put into carrying grudges, you'd be the richest woodworker in Halfeld Fluss."

      Fuchsban made a fist and shook it toward Tarno. "I've half a mind to make you pay in pain for slightin' my daughter and stealin' wood from my trade."

      Should he? He held his peace, for the moment.

      Fuchsban swung, a wild blow easy to dodge. Tarno returned a clout just below the man's ear that sent him to the stones of the market. "I give as I get." Plus a little for make-weight and fair trade. He turned around and strode off. Splutters and curses rose from the ground behind him.

      "You'll pay, mark my call!" The woodworker's words slurred a little.

      A different, deeper voice replied, "Nah, not with all of us seein' you make the accusation and give the first blow. Now go in peace, or Master Richten'll be havin' a word wi' ye. Or the butt of his staff will."

      He'd have to pay a token fine, most likely, but Tarno cared not. The fool started it, he'd ended it, and that was that. And his hands grew cold, like his nose and everything else that the air touched. How could sun so bright carry no heat? Truly, the gods worked in mysterious ways.
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      The smell of cooking and wood smoke filled the salters' district. Low clouds pinned the smoke down to the ground, enough so that he muttered to himself as he took out the night-soil box. At least the hard cold had eased for now. Could be worse, he reminded himself. He could live on the edge of the smith's district, or downwind of the tanners. Mayhap that was why none of them ever sickened in summer—no miasma could fight its way into their homes through the scent of the tanneries!

      The boys had enjoyed the ice fair. Tarno shook his head again as he thought about it. Urla saw him as he came back into the house. "Trouble?"

      "No, just thinking about living in a place where the rivers freeze so hard each year that everyone slides on the ice to get from town to town."

      She shivered and pulled her shawl closer. "No, thank you. I've heard stories about the Great Northern Emperor and his court. That's enough. When it's so cold that men breed giant schaef to pull their wagons, it's too cold for me." She smiled. He smiled back and rubbed her shoulder, then returned to mending his heavy leather hand wraps. Rags weren't enough this time of year.

      She'd grown softer in the face over the last two eight-days. Goodwife Lamm's blend worked, and Urla ate well in the mornings. She'd missed her women's time twice now. They would keep quiet for the next while, until spring. No need to call attention to her being with child. Radmar turned His Wheel, and Clia still grieved the not-born she'd lost to the winter cough. Worse, he didn't put it past Fuchsban or someone to cast a charm on them.

      "Other than stretching the legs on the boys' breeches, and making the baked, spiced yellow root, what do I need to do for the feast, sir?" She'd already rubbed the roots against a rough piece of thin metal with holes punched in it, shredding them. They rested in a very large bowl, sprinkled with warm herbs and spices.

      "Urla, my wife, if you can add hand-spans to the boys breeches, you are a powerful magic worker indeed!" Kyle looked fair to be as tall as his father, with shoulders to match, if he kept growing the way he had started. Rand and Jaroz had hinted that the time had come for Kyle to begin apprentice work, and to pass through the first rites of full adulthood. Tarno agreed, but would not speak of it to Kyle or Urla. Not yet. He did not want her worrying about the boy when she was with child. She'd hear the stories soon enough. She'd yet to see Hildi or some of the others who the salt had marked.

      Two days later, they joined the other salter families processing to the confraternity hall. The men, and those women who worked in their own names, wore black coats with wide red bands on the cuffs, and bits of red under the turned-back collars. Kyle pulled a small wagon laden with Urla's heavy baking pot. Work clothes and towels surrounded the pot, steadying it as the boy dragged the burden over the rutted way. Other salter families carried burdens as well. Some had delivered their contributions to the confraternity hall earlier, and the great hearths in the council room and the secondary chambers now served as meat roasting and baking hearths.

      Tarno helped lift the small wagon up the step and over the threshold of the confraternity building. "In here," he said, after all had paused and joined the line paying honors to Donwah on this Her winter feast.

      "Oh!" Urla's gasp brought smiles from the other wives and older daughters. Enormous tables sagged under the weight of baked, stewed, fried, and roasted foods. A mountain of golden breads towered over a second, separate table. "The walls!"

      Had she never seen painted walls, outside of a temple? No, he realized, and wanted to kick himself. Why would she? The farmers had no confraternity hall or meeting hall within the walls, and he'd never heard tell of one outside the walls, either. "Yes. They tell the story of the salters, of our trade and our patrons." And of their bloody fight for freedom, but this was not the time for the story.

      "It's not supposed to taste good," a priest of Donwah gently scolded one of the younger wives. "Without salt, life has no savor, as without water."

      The woman ducked her head. A mumbled, "Yes, sir," came from under her finely pleated, pale blue head cover and shawl.

      Kyle and Donton had found the other boys and clustered in a corner of the second meeting room, likely planning a raid on Gember's ovens or other mischief. Several of the wives surrounded Urla and encouraged her over to where they had gathered. The women tended to look after their own, when they could. Tarno recalled Clia's story again and growled a little, then caught himself. This was a feast of joy and thanks, not of anger.

      Tap, tap, tap. A pause, and the voices in the large room stilled. Tap, tap tap. Silence. The priest of Donwah looked left and right, then bowed to a priestess. She wore dark blue trews, like her fellow priest, a lighter blue blouse, and a rich blue coat with wave patterns woven into the fabric. More waves and fish flowed over her hood and headdress, white and black on blue. Thread-of-silver edged cloak and headdress, and silver beads weighted the bottom of her half-veil. No man could truly know what hid in the depths of the Lady's waters, so too no man could read the eyes of Her clergy. Especially not the eyes of Donwah's Daughter herself. Tarno and the others bowed in honor of the senior priestess and the goddess she served.

      The Daughter raised her hands. "All honor to Donwah, Lady of the Waters."

      "All honor to the Lady," echoed the salters and their families.

      "All honor to Donwah, Lady of springs and streams, of the waters that fall and those that flow."

      "All honor to Donwah."

      "Lady of the Waters, You who brought the salt spring to the surface, who bless us with Your gifts of waters sweet and salt, we thank You."

      "Thanks be to the Lady of Waters."

      The Daughter lowered her hands. "It is right to honor Donwah, the deep Lady, and to celebrate Her blessings. I bless this feast in the name of the Lady, and command all who prosper by Her waters to celebrate, that She may know that you honor Her."

      "All honor to Donwah, Lady of Waters!"

      Urla had rejoined him, and he felt a warm, work-rough hand clasping his hand for a moment. He smiled at her, then nodded. She let go. They found the boys and joined the stream of salters and family going up into the great storage loft above the main floor of the building. Most of the year it held salt, record books, bolts of the fabric used to make the salters' festival coats, and other things. Now those waited in an annex of the neighborhood temple of Donwah, and trestle tables and benches filled the loft. Apprentices and the newest journeymen carried trays of food and tankards of drink up the steps and set them on the tables. A few of the salters worked as well, mostly those who had a small forfeit or who had been chosen by lot. Master Schaefer also worked, because what good was a confraternity master who failed to share the labor of his workers? All the gods frowned on that lack of honor.

      Urla bit into the first course, flat bread with a special meat topping. "This has no flavor," she whispered.

      "It doesn't have salt, Mother Urla," Kyle said. "Without salt, life loses its flavor."

      "Aye," Jasko said from Tarno's left hand. "And in some places, life fails too, especially in the hotter, wetter lands. A man loses so much salt as he works that he dies if he cannot get more."

      At least they did not have to eat bread with raw ocean salt. Not at this feast. Tarno ate the bland, flat food. No salt, no other spices improved the taste. The bread held only flour, water, fat, and meat paste. Great-hauler by the flavor on his tongue.

      The next course tasted far better, even though the soup had only salt to add flavor to the mashed roots and cattle-marrow broth.

      The real feast began with the third round. Roast schaef, great-hauler, and even kine meat arrived on large platters, along with well-spiced pickles and root vegetables. Jasko smiled widely, "No sausage here."

      "No." He winked and lowered his voice. "This is a meat feast, and cat's not meat."

      Jasko winked back and passed the bitter marsh-root pickle for the schaef. Tarno scooped some onto his trencher bread and schaef before passing the large bowl and spoon. He took a wary taste, then a larger bite. Whoever had made it this year had done a good job of soaking out the worst of the tongue-burning bitterness. The pickled root accented the fatty flavor of the meat, taming the meat rather than turning the stomach as last year's batch had done. At his left hand, Urla considered the pickle with great concern, then ventured to try it. She too relaxed. Marsh-root pickle required a gift many women lacked, and he guessed that her mother was one of those not so blessed.

      Only after the third serving did small-beer, ale, and chilled tisanes appear. Tarno claimed a master's tankard, and some of the ale. Urla preferred the small-beer, and insisted that the boys not take any ale. "Your natures are not proper for ale yet," she reminded them. "Your father already warned you." A spoon to the rump to begin with, and no sweet buns if they disobeyed. Did they fear his hand or the loss of the sweets more? Probably the sweets, their father had decided. Kyle and Donton settled for small-beer.

      By the rules of the salters' confraternity, no one spoke of business or of malicious or unhappy gossip and news. This day was Donwah's and She wanted honor and celebration. They were free men and women who prospered under the hand of the Lady. All the other days of the year carried sorrow and anger. One day held only happiness and contentment, and that was today. "Leave tomorrow's problems for tomorrow," Jasko said as he licked foam off his upper lip.

      "Aye that."

      For once, neither Tarno nor Urla stopped the boys from taking two sweets. As always, more than plenty had been purchased or made, and he indulged in a very spicy, honey-soaked nut roll. Jasko picked a flat pastry topped with a lattice of candied spice root. Tarno's stomach reminded him that he'd best not copy his associate's choice. Not even after a full meal. The nut roll tasted just as good, and he wondered what kinds of nuts had gone into it. Castana, perhaps, by the smooth texture of the filling, and black-hull probably, if the dark flavor was not from a roasted spice. The faint tingling on his lips confirmed his guess. Black-hull did that to him, and he had no idea why. As rarely as he ate them, and then always in buns or bread, it mattered not.

      After all had eaten and drunk their fill, some of the unmarried men and women, or the young newly-marrieds, moved to the council chamber for dances. Tarno and Urla shepherded the boys to the table full of broken meats and breads. They took enough for a day, as well as the trenchers that had served as plates. All that remained would be distributed by the temple to any in need, true need. Donwah knew that some people required aid this season through no fault of their own, no matter how hard the man or woman worked.

      "We'll not need to feed them for a day or two," Urla observed as she steered Donton to the house. He all but snored on his feet.

      "If they are both growing? Only until the morning," he reminded her with a smile. "That is, if they take after their father."

      As he carried Donton up the ladder to the bed in the loft, Tarno heard Urla locking away everything save the trenchers, and those went into the special box to keep them free of vermin and miasmas that might drift in during the night.
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      Four eight-days later, Urla studied the contents of the root boxes, the store of smoked meats, and the tally board. She ran a bit of rag back and forth in her hands. "Sir?"

      Worry filled her voice. He left off carving a bit of wood into a schaef and stood. "Is there a problem?"

      She glanced at the boys. They sat together by the fire, heads down as they worked a problem on the bead-board. She kept her voice low and quiet. "We run short, sir. I'm sorry, I tried to be thrifty, but the roots will not last, nor the meat. We have enough for two more eight-days, perhaps three if I am careful."

      He studied her marks, and the tally board. How much coin did they have and how many market tokens? He would not have her and the boys go hungry, not in the cold. The cost of wood had risen higher than he'd planned. Radmar had turned His Wheel, and that was that. He looked at his purse, and the small box of spring coin. "Have you asked the boys for their coin?"

      She shook her head. "No. They have coin? Is that not to be saved for the future, like bride coin?"

      "No. They work for the family, as do I." Both had been paid for their work with the wood, not much but they had earned market tokens, probably two silver rings worth if he remembered right. "But we will not ask them until there is true need." They'd need the tokens to buy clothes soon.

      He considered matters. He had not taken any extra turns cutting wood. That would bring in some coin, as would pulling logs come spring. But pulling logs would not begin for at least four more eight-days. They had paid the temple of Korvaal a large thanks-tithe for the healing, an expense he did not begrudge but one he had not planned for, either. He would next year. And Kyle would be working and bringing in coin, but again, next year. "Trencher bread," he said after much thought. "I had hoped to wait until the opening of salting season, but we will not. Trencher bread starting tomorrow, and that will stretch the roots."

      Urla pursed her lips, then nodded once, fists on hips. "Yes, sir. Fresh great-hauler is low in price just now, forty copper for a pfund of mixed meats, because of the hard cold. That ground with some of the older herbs, on trencher, will fill us. Tisanes and hot broth instead of cider and small-beer as well. Tisane herbs were common last year, and the prices have not risen save for medicinal leaves."

      They'd eat plainly, and he detested trencher bread, but better to eat like day-laborers than to starve. They'd be in good company, like as not. Everyone in the district had eaten more during the deep cold, and now they had to tighten their belts. Some would be petitioning the council for mercy loans, he just knew. In fact, he'd better start asking on the quiet, so as to warn the council of coming need. Hildi and Widow Dalman would be doing the like, but some women might fear the cost of pride in asking for aid. Salters helped salters, going back to the days before freedom, when no one else cared if the men and women lived or died, so long as salt came from the pans.

      "I'll go now, and see about getting some trencher loaves." He rested his hand on Urla's shoulder. "Donwah and the Scavenger have provided, and Gember and Korvaal are merciful. They boys and," he nodded toward her stomach, "will not hunger more than we do."

      "Thank you," she murmured.

      He glanced at the boys' sums, patted both of them on the shoulders, and pulled on his boots, jacket, and heavy mittens.  He could not handle an ax while wearing them, but they warmed his hands better than the wraps did. Urla had made the mittens from a pair of socks he'd worn through, plus some scrap leather she'd traded work for. Were it not for her, they'd probably been eating trencher plain already. Donwah had so blessed him, as had the Scavenger, when they'd guided him to her father. And the reverse.

      For once no wind moved, and the sun shone. The bitter air still stung his nose and mouth, and he breathed smoke like a potter's new-lit kiln fire. So did all the other people on the street. He wasted no time, and strode up the street as fast as he dared. He kept a wary eye on the ground. Some people threw out slops water even though the council said not to do it unless the water would not freeze. No booths stood in the market today, giving him clear sight of the entire market square as he came up the road. Was there any square larger? Not that he had heard of, although perhaps the great trading cities, like Plaatport or Moahnebrig had such. He cut to the left, skirting the edge of the shadows cast by the buildings on the south side of the square. No one hailed him. Those men and women out doing business moved as fast as he, although the trade in the taverns and inns probably balanced out the haste of others. No man wanted to leave a seat by the fire on days such as this! Pity they could not make salt now, because the fires would be welcome.

      He found Master Harbusch's shop by the sign. It bore a leafy bush with a hat perched atop the greenery. Tarno opened the door and eased in. Ah, the heat pouring from the oven felt like Rella's own blessing. His hands and shoulders, and knees, eased their plaints about the cold as he waited for two other customers to finish their trade and depart. Goodwife Harbusch nodded to him. "What need ye, Master Tarno?"

      "Twelve trenchers, of your grace."

      Her eyebrows rose but she did not ask. Instead she pulled twelve of the heavy slabs of rough bread off of the stack. Since he bought by count, not weight, there'd be no bonus to ensure make-weight. Not that he feared being shorted here.

      The goodwife wore a simple bit of cloth over her hair, not the usual starched and folded head cover of a matron. Given the heat, and how hard she and her husband worked, her choice made good sense. No one would fault the change. If they did, she'd probably let them chew on the end of the big iron-edged loaf-shovel her man used to pull baked bread out of the ovens! "Sixty coppers."

      He gave her ten in coin and fifty in trade tokens. She nodded and took the coin and tokens. As he put the heavy, flat slabs into the bag he'd brought, she glanced at the door and leaned across the counter to him. "A road word."

      He tipped his ear toward her, listening.

      "Go wary of gossip. Chlomila Fuchsban's man takes to his in-laws side of things, or so Goodwife Lamm told me. He was runnin' down his own trade, while sober, to Godraed."

      Anger rose in Tarno, and he took a long, cooling breath. One of them had best mind his tongue outside the salters' own country, and since Osgar could not . . .  "Thank ye for the road word. Gossip always blooms in the late winter, aye?"

      "Aye." Master Harbusch sighed as he brought a stack of round loaves out of the cooling shelves. "Iffin ye' hear that I'm changin' to fine baker, clout th' speaker in the gut, will ye? I've been told eight times in the last four days, and I'm right tired of it." He folded his arms, making his rolled sleeves strain over his muscles. No man kneaded dough for heavy breads without growing muscle on muscle. As he spoke, his wife tossed a lump of something as big as two of her man's fists into Tarno's half-open sack.

      Tarno smiled a little. "But Master Harbusch, don' ye wan' to labor as hard keeping the apprentices out of the spiced rats as ye do making th' rats?"

      "No I do not! Away wi' ye, before ye speak even worse." The master baker smiled as well, and waved his hands, chasing Tarno out of the warm.

      "Gember bless ye and grant you peace," Tarno said as he slid out the door.

      "Donwah bless," came from behind him as the wooden panel shut.

      When he reached the house, Tarno removed the lump from the bag before giving the rough plant-wool sack to Urla. He blinked several times, then set the lump on the table and cut it with his belt knife. Goodwife Harbusch had tossed in a sausage roll. He looked down at the floor, mastering his shame, then divided the roll between Urla and the boys. He'd repay the turn, somehow, Donwah his witness.
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            Winter into Spring, Boys into Men

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sir, why do you not wear that coat?" Urla nodded to the black coat with red on the cuffs and collar. Tarno had removed it from the chest to brush and check for loose threads. "I only saw it on you at the feast, and it looks warm."

      “It is." He folded it and returned it to the chest, but on top. "It is a confraternity sign, one all salters who pass to mastery are given. They don't belong to us, but to all of us as a group. They are for festivals, and for certain rituals and honors." He thought for a moment or two. "The last new one made was . . . my grand-sire's day? Yes, after the great flood, the one that washed away the two bridges on the Merala, downstream of Jossmouth."

      She'd raised a hand to plump lips. "Oh! My father spoke of his father's older brother telling of the flood, saying that no man had seen the like that any could recall."

      That fit, given that Tarno sat in age below her father. "The coats are hard to make and hard to replace, so we save them for feasts and rituals." Another reason, too, but he'd not speak of that with young ears present. Kyle would learn soon, but Donton might not, should he prove to have a different calling.

      Almost three eight-days had passed since he'd bought the first trencher bread. Urla had gotten great-hauler on the day he'd cut wood, and they'd stretched things farther than he'd hoped. He still did not like the numbers on the tally board or the lack of roots and preserved meats in the boxes and meat cupboard. Not liking didn't change the numbers. Well, he and Kyle would be eating at the confraternity on the next day, so that would help. "Kyle needs to wear his good clothes tomorrow," he reminded Urla. "We will be back before dark."

      "Good." She frowned, then cleared her expression. "I don't like the rumors of Scavenger Born or others robbin' people in th' street."

      "No. The Scavenger Born know better." From what he understood, the god tolerated sneaking and skimming, and clever tricks, but not battery and bloodshed. He did not dare to guess exactly how the Dark Lord judged things, but all men knew that bloodshed crossed a line, and no patron excused that.
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      The next day, when the sun touched the peak of the sky, Tarno guided Kyle to the main council room in the confraternity's building. The boy stared up at the paintings of the story of the salt spring, and the city. A number of other apprentices-to-be, some sons of salters, two from outside the confraternity, stood in the chamber. Many wore their best clothes. Two of the boys, smaller than the others, wore clean but much patched garments. Tarno caught Jaroz' eye and raised an eyebrow as he nodded to the pair. "Mercy boys," Jaroz mouthed. Tarno nodded again. The confraternity had accepted them as an act of grace, even though they might not have a vocation as salters. Skills were skills, and they'd earn a little money to help whoever cared for them.

      Master Schaefer tapped the floor three times with the butt of his staff of office. He glittered a little in the dancing lamp and fire light. No mage lights here, not in a room dedicated to Donwah Herself. Instead of his usual sturdy trews or breeches and shirt and jerkin, this day Tarek had donned his robe of office and the chains of office. Black and dark blue fabric cascaded down around him, and silver and blue beads caught the light. White beads formed a salt-like layer on his cuffs and shoulders. The chain of silver ended in a rock-crystal and silver medallion, translucent white like a cake of thin, pure salt. Instead of his usual flat hat or brown skullcap, Tarak wore a white cap with blue and silver embroidery, Donwah's pattern dotted by black beads for the Scavenger. He stood taller, somehow, and Tarno straightened as well.

      "You are here, in the council chamber of the salters, to begin apprenticeship as salters. If anyone is here in error, depart in peace with Donwah's blessing." No one moved. Master Schaefer nodded gravely. "In the name of the Lady of the Waters, who brought the spring forth from the lands of the Scavenger, I greet you. In the name of the Lord of the Hidden, who gives His salt to the waters, I greet you." As Schaefer spoke, two priests moved to stand beside him. They raised their right hands, and Tarno and the others knelt.

      "The Lady blesses those who labor in Her name, and those who obey Her laws and limits," the veiled, blue-clad priest declared.

      A cool voice emerged from the black hood. "The Lord of that which is Hidden blesses those who bring His gifts to the light, and who remain humble in the presence of the unknown." The priestess made the Scavenger's sign, and Tarno bowed lower, then stood, as did the others.

      "You wish to become salters. Do you know from whence we came?" Master Schaefer waited. The fire in the hearth popped, someone behind Tarno rustled, but no man or woman spoke. "Then hear the story of the salters."

      An old man, bent double with years and grey-haired where he was not bald, eased out of the chair Tarno usually occupied. Jurien, the oldest still-hale salter, boasted eighty years. His memory held solid although his step had slowed considerably. He knew more tales of the past than any confraternity member yet living, and it was said that he had but to read a tale or record once and he recalled it forever. Tarno did not doubt the fact. Jurien walked to stand beside Master Schaefer.  The old man leaned on his staff. "So." He gazed at the boys, one eye white with age. "You want to be salters. Hear then from where we came.

      "The first men and women to work the spring at Halfend Fluss came of their own free will after the first Kaltfeld lords established order and safety, with the emperor's permission. The salters had knowledge, and tools. They needed shelter, food, and fuel for the pans and for themselves. But without coin, what could a man do?" Jurian sighed. "They signed a contract, two contracts, one with the Kaltfeld lords and one with the town. The salt makers would receive food and fuel, on condition of repayment of the debt after the salting season ended. And it struck all as fair and just."

      Jurien pointed to the painting on the wall, the one showing the first salters, with his staff. All turned to look. "For two, three generations, all prospered as much as men could in that hard time. But a spell of cold, wet years meant that the salters made less salt, even as they burned more wood. The salters had to promise the next season's work to the emperor, city, and lords, and guarantee the labor of their sons and daughters."

      Meister Schaefer nodded where he stood. He shifted, lights gleaming on his salt-touched robe and chain, and said, "By two more bad seasons, the lords and city owned the salters. We lived outside the walls, where the Joss flooded when the Lady willed, and where miasmas gathered. We wore only brown or pale brown, rough cloth, with red bands on the cuff to show our debt chains."

      The boys gasped—or hissed, those who had seen a man or woman in debt chains. Such no longer wore their bonds at all times, not in Halfeld Fluss, but only on set days. Tarno had only seen two people so bound in his life, that he recalled, and that had been ten years and more ago, before the return of the Great Northern Emperor and the loss of the magic workers.

      Jurien continued the tale. "We salters and our families could not leave Halfeld Fluss, could not marry who we chose, could not trade on our own. We were as schaef, great-haulers, or cattle to the city and lords." The men groaned at the thought, Tarno among them. To be confined or labor for a crime, or to take on honor debt? All men knew and understood such. To own a man or woman outright? No, not in the empire. Even the nobles stopped there. "There had been a time, during the Great Cold, when men and women had sold themselves in trade for food and shelter. Such ended with the Cold, or so happened elsewhere. It returned in Halfeld Fluss.

      "When the last Kaltfeld lord died for his impiety and violation of a woman sworn to Gember, the city claimed the contracts of the salters. We refused. On the command of the priests, we had driven away the lord's men and women, and had carried much of his property to the temples as the gods commanded. We would pay our debts and be free once more."

      Master Schaefer shifted his grip on his staff of office, holding it as a pole arm. "Some in the city agreed. They did not care to follow the last lord into his punishment. Others refused—we owned debts and must pay them in labor and blood, as it had always been, no more than schaef who spoke and served. When a group of salters and our wives tried to pay out debt using the gifts from the temples, they beat us, killed two, and defiled the daughter of the master  of the salters. Blood demanded blood."

      Donwah's priest stepped forward to stand on Jurian's other side. "The gods had seen blood, innocent blood, now shed twice. It happened that the Emperor Torval Kattarson, second of that name, passed not far from the city on his way to hunt lands he held. The temple of Valdher sent word that his city needed his justice, and he raced to Halfeld Fluss. The emperor is priest as well as ruler," the blue-clad priest reminded everyone, or told them. Murmurs and gasps suggested that not everyone knew that.

      "The emperor stopped the fighting in the streets by his mere presence. He called men and women from all sides out of the walls, to speak with him at a place of his choosing. They met not far from the ruined border tower of the Kaltfeld lords. The salters brought their accounts and the injured. The city men brought their accounts, and claims reaching back almost to the Great Cold." The priest snorted hard enough that his veil billowed around his nose. "To present false documents to a god-touched lord is not wise, especially not one with more magic than any three mages combined."

      Tarno shivered and made the horns, but discreetly. He did not care to cause offense. The priest continued, "The false books turned to snow-like ash. The true books, all of them, remained. The emperor heard the pleas of all, and made his decision. The salters would be free men once they paid off their present debts. Five percent of the salt would go to the emperor. Ten percent to the gods. Ten percent to the city. The rest belonged to those who made it, to sell or use as they saw fit. The residents of Halfeld Fluss would accept the payment offered and demand no more. Those who owed blood debt would pay for their crimes. All parties agreed, and no party was happy."

      A good compromise, in other words. The priest had omitted that half of Halfeld had burned to the ground in the strife, and four of the salters' maidens had delivered children a scant nine months later, children given to the temples as orphans for they had no claimed fathers.

      Master Schaefer lowered his staff. "We live by the sweat of our brows. We live apart from the town, behind walls we paid for, drinking from wells we dug and paid for. We never, ever wear red sleeves, save on the salters' feast, to remind ourselves and the others where we came from. We defend our portion of the wall, as is our duty. But we are free."

      "We are free," the men echoed.

      Rand Graber stepped out of the group. He bowed to the priest, and saluted Master Schaefer before facing the gathered men and boys. "Those who would begin learning the secrets of the salter's trade, hear this. It brings danger, and labor, much labor. You have seen the rewards, the feasts and the wages. See now the costs, one of them."

      Hildi walked into the room. Instead of proper matron's garb under her master's coat, she wore only a sleeveless singlet. Donwah's priest helped her remove the coat, revealing the full extent of her scars, the melted flesh that never returned to full health. Several of the boys gasped, and a man toward the back of the room gulped loudly. No one yet living had survived the salt's touch to such a degree. The last man had died, screaming, his leg meat cooked away by the boiling brine despite the heavy trousers he'd worn. Tarno had just reached mastery. The then master of the confraternity had ordered dark beer for all men and women on that shift, beer with something else in it to fade the memory, softening but not removing. Even so, Tarno had endured bitter dreams for almost an eight-day after the accident.

      "You see the costs of salt's kiss," Hildi said. No feeling came through her voice. "This is the wage of disrespect for the salter's craft and trade. Not my disrespect, but that of another master salter. Will you take the chance exchange for the reward?"

      One of the boys shook his head. "No," he whispered. His face turned grey-green, and Jaroz put a hand on his youngest son's shoulder and hurried him out of the room. No man spoke a word against the choice, nor would they. A boy or girl came to the trade of their free choice and full knowledge, even the mercy apprentices. Only a fool tried to hold someone against his will into the craft.

      "Yes," one of the two mercy apprentices said. He swallowed hard and repeated, "Yes, I will take the chance."

      "Yes," Kyle announced.

      Another boy nodded, despite also looking greenish. Soon all the other boys had claimed their trade. The priest assisted Hildi once more, holding the sleeve so that she could ease her bad arm into the fabric without hurting herself. Her man waited outside the chamber to help her put on proper clothes after the first part of the ceremony. He was not a salter.

      "Those who would learn the salter's trade, step forward," Master Schaefer commanded. As the boys formed a ragged line at the front of the company, those behind them eased back, leaving space. The current apprentices filtered forward, forming a second row behind the newcomers. Then the journeymen and the masters gathered in the back of the room. Rand, Tarak, Waduz, and Tarno joined the priest of Donwah, a second line facing the boys and others. Had there been any girls present, Hildi and the other female masters would also stand forth. "By standing here, you show that you truly wish to join the labor and the company of the salters. Is this your choice of your own will?"

      "Aye," each boy said in turn. Tarno stood at the end away from Kyle. No man trained his own son.

      "Will you serve Donwah in a way that honors Her gift of water?" The priest's words flowed with the sound of rushing water, and all present bowed to the Lady speaking through Her servant.

      "Aye."

      Rand asked, "Will you put all of your strength into learning, not holding back?"

      "Aye."

      "Will you aid and support your craft brothers and sisters, standing with them in time of need as well as time of plenty?" Tarno's voice sounded strained to his own ears, although none of the others seemed to notice.

      "Aye."

      Waduz gestured to the rats on the painting behind him, and demanded, "Will you keep the secrets you learn, just as the Scavenger keeps the secret of the hidden salt?"

      "Aye."

      The journeymen stepped forward and the older apprentices moved away. "We bring you into the trade, teaching you until you are ready to become journeymen," a lean, cold-eyed young man declared. Tarno had seen Indil lift salt buckets two at a time, and knew better than to misjudge the journeyman's strength. Two of the oldest apprentices returned, carrying small versions of the salter's working hoods and shoulder guards. Each journeyman assigned to a new apprentice took one.

      Master Schaefer nodded. "Those who wish to join the trade, kneel." The boys all knelt. "Accept the hood of the trade, first mark of a salter." Tarno gazed at the stones and wood of the council room floor, fighting to stay in command of his features. What father didn't want his son to follow him in the craft? Annaka would have been so happy to see her oldest in salter's garb. He heard breathing, and the sound of fabric and leather being shaken out and folded. The fire in the great hearth burned without noise. With so many in the room, a large fire was not needed, and modesty in fuel use befitted the occasion as well as the season. Once more in control of himself, Tarno looked up in time to see Indil extend the right hand of fellowship to Kyle, rising him back to his feet.

      The rest of the afternoon passed in a bit of a blur. Masters sat with masters, not with the new apprentices. Tarno counted the ranks around the long tables. Five had died over the winter, five skilled workers gone to the gods—four taken by fever, one for causes no one knew. His wife had woken one morning and found him dead in the bed beside her. Osgar Heardson sat with the other masters, those at his left and right careful not to sit too far or too close. He smiled and joked as if nothing might be the matter. Just as well that he'd opted to live outside the salters' quarter, not that much space existed now. Two houses might come open soon, or might not. Karl's home had gone to Aeldrik's first cousin, who needed to move out of his father-in-law's home. Four children in the weaver's house were four too many, according to Aeldrik.

      That night, Tarno pulled Urla close. She did not ask, just held him in her arms as he let the tears ease from his eyes. She would never be Annaka, but already he feared even to think about living without her.
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      " . . . Scavenger's rats take ye, ye great damned fool!"

      "I'm not th' one born to a woman of the Laughing Schaef!"

      Tarno did his best to ignore the sound of the fight that followed. Two farmers tried to get their wagons through the gate at once, a gate only wide enough for one. Their great-haulers hissed and snapped. The watchman on duty glanced at Tarno and Kyle and waved them past through the man gate, then bellowed, "Both of you stop that and clear the gate!"

      The farmers ignored the warning in favor of the fight. The watch shook his head, then waded into the fray with both staff and club.

      As the men and boys reached the edge of the saltworks, a bellow reached Tarno's ears. "I don't care." The heat in Waduz's voice would suffice to boil three pans all the way to solid. "I do care about gettin' this wood split and stacked. Ye want pay, ye work the way I tell ye. Keep to the pattern, Osgar."

      Kyle trotted over to where the other new apprentices stood. The teaching journeymen each took a boy and set them to carrying wood or turning the sharpening wheels. Tarno had sharpened his ax at the end of the last cutting day, so he went to stand with the other men. "Longer days, shorter tempers," Aeldrik muttered.

      "As always." Hunger, too long without proper work, rumors, illness, all served to irritate man and beast. Tarno had to watch himself at the end of the cold, always. His father and older brother had been the same while they lived. "Hope we don't find black needle-leaf."

      A second man, one Tarno knew only by sight, snorted, arms folded. "You don't want to be trampled flat by the woodworkers racing to claim the log?"

      "No. My wife would kill me, should I live."

      Waduz waved at the three waiting logs. "These to start with. Word from upstream, thaw's starting early. We need to clear space as soon as we can."

      Tarno exchanged a worried look with Aeldric. Early thaw meant early flood, early and high. They'd been spared a while.

      Osgar glared from under the edge of his misshapen, brown hat, then took his place at the end of the third log, as far from Waduz as he could be. Tarno glanced at the others, shrugged, and stood at Osgar's right, well clear of the man's swing. Osgar glared at him too, then used his ax to score a starting mark. Tarno eased over a hand width and did the same. Once all the men stood in position, Widow Dalman began tapping out time on the hand drum. Thunk, lift, two, three, thunk, lift, two, three. She tapped a slow, steady pace.

      Tarno sharpened his blade twice before they finished that log. The middle of the three had gone faster, much faster, splitting down the center and almost landing on the men's toes. "Valdher have mercy!" one man had yelped. "Cold split."

      "Pity we can't use cold-shattered trees," Osgar snarled, drinking from his leather mug. "But they don't float."

      "No," Jaroz agreed. "And cattle wagon costs from so far east and north . . . I envy those who can use cold-shattered wood. But we're not them."

      Tarno finished sharpening his ax, devoured a sausage bun, and returned to work. Kyle carried wood. Like the masters, the apprentices and journeymen worked at a slow, steady pace. Haste gained nothing save wearing out a man. Rella be praised, the day felt less cold than the last eight-day.

      "Good to be warm, almost," Aelderic said.

      A snort met his words. "Next we'll get one of those warm rains that makes a mess and causes floods," Hildi grumbled, warding off ill luck.

      "Nah, snow. The soft, heavy kind that sticks to everything and kills the man who tries to move it, followed by hard cold to put ice on top of the snow, mark my words." Half the company made the horns at the dire prospect.

      "Radmar turns the Wheel, and we'll get what we get, followed by an early rush of biting flies," Waduz declared. "Now get back to work or I'll see if that story about trained schaef is true."

      "The ones who shear themselves, or the ones that learned to swim and wash their own fleeces?" one of the men clustered around the grindstone called.

      "The ones that work instead of talkin." Waduz shook his head. "I should have been a well-digger, Donwah mark my words. Dirt don' talk."

      Tarno made a face at the man's back and took his place at the next log. Osgar held his tongue and worked, hard enough to suit Tarno. Had he been cautioned by the council, or did he need funds? So long as he did his duty and didn't cause dissension, Tarno didn't care what the man said or who he slept with.

      Urla and Donton both overflowed with news that night. Kyle ate, then fell asleep early. He'd worked hard, hard enough to earn a nod from Waduz. Journeyman Indil had also complimented him, and cautioned Kyle about overworking. "Salt work is steady work, Kyle. Steady and sure, never hasty." A man could move quickly and smoothly, but only after he mastered slowly and smoothly.

      "Dad, the market-master beat up one of the potters," Donton announced after supper, vibrating with excitement. "Master Richten tossed the potter's table to the ground, pots and all and chased him out of the market! I've never seen that before. The potter will be more careful when he comes back, won't he?"

      Tarno shook his head. "He won't come back, unless it is at a fair outside the walls, Donton. He is bank-rot, and forbidden to trade in the market here. He may keep his shop, but under caution, and will probably have to leave Halfeld Fluss and go elsewhere." No man or woman bought from a bank-rot craftsman unless no other choice existed within the walls. Since three other potters worked inside the walls, or brought wares in, well, the man's shop would likely close before the next Eighth Day.

      Eyes wide with surprise, Donton said, "Ooh. Is that why everyone got out of the way, instead of watching, sir? Mother Urla wouldn't stay to see what happened."

      "Yes. The potter no longer has business in the market, so no one will linger to trade." People who lingered near Master Richten when he had been well and truly angered tended not to do so a second time. He did not always calm himself quickly. He had a very hot, dry nature, perhaps dangerously so, according to market gossip. Unbalanced humors led to weakness, as all men knew.

      After Donton too went to sleep, Urla shook her head. "I've heard of such, sir, but never seen it. Donton and I were trading at the rag buyer's stall, when someone called for the market-master. Voices got loud, very loud, then suddenly quiet. Then I heard a crash and breaking pottery. Richten read the man out, and a priest of Maarsdam was with the watch when they led the potter out of the market." She blinked a few times, then banked the fire for the night. "One of the goodwives said that the table and broken pottery would lay in place until noon tomorrow?"

      Ah, so Richten had tipped it in, not out. "Yes. To show all that the bank-rot was not a rumor, and the man is truly barred from trade in the market. After noon, the Scavenger's priest might claim any remaining solid goods, and the other potters and smiths will probably claim the broken pieces to use for something, if they are Scavenger-born." The next man to have that stall space would be very, very careful with his trade, and would probably have a priest of Maarsdam bless the spot before setting out his wares. "The potter had been warned three times, so he has no one to blame save himself." Like so many things in life. His patron might be Radmar, but Radmar had as little patience as the other gods for willful foolishness.

      "When was the last bank-rot?" She put out the last of the lamps and removed her head cover, then began combing her hair.

      "Ah." He stripped for bed, then pulled on a lighter night shirt. He'd be able to sleep bare soon, and they could pack away the heaviest blankets. But not yet. "I think . . . The year before Kyle was born? No," he caught himself. "That was the accident with the run-away cart. I was a journeyman, so over ten years ago."

      "Oh!"

      "I've heard that it is more common in the far north, the free trading cities, because of how they do business." Men could have their benches overturned for the inability to pay debts, or so he'd heard a traveling merchant tell one of the white smiths. Halfeld Fluss and the southern cities did things their own way. The northern cities didn't use trade tokens, either, something that left Tarno as puzzled as a great-hauler watching a potter's wheel. How did they keep that much coin within the walls, and where had it come from? Or did they do nothing but trade in kind, like trading a pooz of salt for a keg of dark beer, the way the confraternity had done in the past?

      Urla settled into the bed beside him, and he stopped worrying about other people's business.
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      Rand eased close beside Tarno as they waited for the gate to open the next day. "My lady says that your wife seems to be wearing her apron a little higher than before." Rand raised one eyebrow.

      "Aye. After midsummer, if she counts correctly."

      Rand gripped his shoulder and smiled, then moved a little farther away. No man spoke of such things, lest the evil minded hear and cast ill thoughts on mother and child-to-be. Especially a first-time mother. "I lost the wager on the gossip topic."

      "Me too. I had a copper on news from Eichford." Tarno winked.

      "Bah," Alederik said, then made a rude sign. "The potter was all my lady could talk about last night. It was only a matter of time, ye ken?"

      "Aye, that, but some do learn."

      Uneven steps approached, and Jasko joined them. "There's a discount on gently used dishes and water jugs today, or so I heard." He grinned.

      "Are those like second-hand schaef-feed?" Rand asked, straight faced.

      "Less useful," Tarno grumbled.

      The gate growled, then screeched open. "Ye damn salters. Why can't ye sleep until sunrise like good people do, 'stead of makin' me work?" the guard grumbled, pretending to rub sleep out of his eyes.

      "You know good people?  Next you'll be sayin' that great-haulers can fly!"

      Tarno ducked the guard's good-natured buffet and hurried through the gate with the others. "If I didn't know that ye paid yer taxes in full, Master Tarno, I'd haul you up before Godraed for disrespectin' the' Watch," the guard called after him.

      Jasko snorted. "It'll be a long line, that will." Quiet laughter rose from the salters, journeymen, and apprentices as they walked through the warm, dark morning. The stars shone more softly than in the winter, and a few birds chirped. Tarno could just see the land to the east. The Joss murmured a touch louder than before, or did it?

      "I don' like the warm," Osgar grumbled. "Comes too early."

      Tarno made the horns with his left hand. "It'll even out. The Wheel turns."

      Rand coughed. "Tryin' to make up for that long spell of hard cold back in the winter, probably. Donwah grant that we get a slow, long spring rise."

      A chorus of agreement followed his words, and the men and women made Donwah's sign, or Radmar's Wheel.

      They finished the last of the old wood that afternoon. Master Schaefer and a priest of Donwah joined them as they cut the last log, and the apprentices moved it into the wood building. Tarno and the others carried the grinding wheels and other tools into the wood buildings as well. " . . . That's what we had feared," Master Schaefer said as Tarno approached. "This warm, this fast, puts strength into the water."

      "Yes," the priest said. He looked like one of the ones who could haul two full water buckets in each hand without working hard. "The millers are considering pulling their wheels and closing their gates early. If so, they will need help." His tone implied that the salters would be wise to offer strong backs to aid the labor. "We will know on the morrow."

      Master Schaefer rubbed under his nose, then sniffed. "Should we toss wood over the wall?"

      The priest pursed his lips, eyes invisible behind his dark blue veil. "No. The water will spread on the other side of the valley, not come this high." He stopped, then sighed a little. "Unless someone is foolish upstream, or a lot of rain falls quickly. The temples to the north report cooler weather, for now."

      Some of the tightness in Tarno's shoulders eased. Cool would slow the spring rise, take some of the heat and energy out of the Joss's waters. Perhaps. Donwah willing. She sent the water or held it back as She willed.

      Jaroz's second son tapped on the door the next day. "The millers want help. They're pullin' the wheels on th' morrow, Da says, and need strong backs for the wheels and the gates."

      "I'll be there."

      "Can I watch?" Donton asked, all but bouncing. "Kort, Master Linder's son, says the water's going to get really high. Tad said that his father said he could watch."

      "No, you may not, and that is why." What was Donton doing with the cooper's son? Kort was . . . No, not as old as Kyle, so he was too young for an apprenticeship, if the coopers and other wood trades had the same requirements as the salters. Tad's father knew better.

      The sky grew lighter the next morning, but heavy clouds covered the sun. The cool breeze from the north proved the truth in the words of Donwah's priest. Tarno, Rand, and a handful of others joined some of the woodworkers on the south side of the Joss across from Halfeld Fluss. Three mills sat in a staggered row on a side-channel of the Joss. An upstream mill on the city side that diverted water into the city wall had newer, simpler water gates. These had more complicated, older systems.

      A man in a snug-fitting, pale shirt and trews waved to the town men. He looked as if he could turn his mill's wheel himself, as big as his shoulders and arms appeared. "I wonder if he wants to move barrels in the off season?" one of the coopers' journeymen whispered behind his hand.

      "I think he is a barrel," the other journeyman whispered back.

      The miller clapped very large, thick hands. "So. We're closing the inlet gate, but word is that between th' high water an' th' wood comin' downstream, that won' be enough. My men and I already pulled th' pins and slid the axle on th' wheel away from the gears. We moved the grinding wheels too. We've got weights on th' chain on th' through-axle, but we need men in an' out to lift the wheel two arm-lengths, into flood brackets." The miller raised one crooked finger. "Before ye ask, yes, we checked th' brackets and th' mounts. They're sound. Th' other two millers are pullin' gears and gettin' ready for us to lift their wheels as well. 'At done, we close th' gates inside the mill-races."

      Tarno didn't understand most of the description, but pulling on chains he could do. He'd brought his hand wraps, and put them on as he and the others followed the miller into the dark, dusty inside of the mill. "We've lifted th' grind stones already," the man repeated. "Should water get this far, Donwah and Radmar forbid." He nodded to the complicated mass of wood, easily as tall as the city wall on the opposite side of the river, or so it looked in the shadows. "woodworkers, in here, because you have to lift and guide. Salters, out with the wheel, to lift together."

      "Is anyone calling time or beating time, sir?" Rand asked.

      A loud clatter and bang of wood on metal left Tarno's ears ringing. The miller smiled, showing truly bad teeth. "My lady wife."

      "I hope we can hear anything after that," someone hissed from behind Tarno's shoulder. He coughed to cover a grin. Then he and the other salters went outside, picking their way with care across some damp planks laid across the millrace. "That's a big chain," the man gasped.

      The smiths had made links as long as Tarno's hand. He gripped one and tried to heft it. He could, barely, and he was one of the biggest salters. "I see why they didn't want apprentices or Aeldrik," Tarno said.

      "I think each link weighs more than Aeldrik," Rand said. "I hope he's got a good pulley."

      "It is," a voice called from over their heads. Tarno craned his neck and beheld an apprentice balanced on the big beam that ran through the wheel. "The brackets are here," the boy pointed to very heavy wood and iron cups two arm-lengths above the main hubs. "Master Vey says don't worry 'bout anything save pullin'. He and the journeymen and woodmen are going to shift the drive shaft once it gets high enough."

      Tarno shrugged and got a good grip on the chain. The others followed his lead, and they waited. The apprentice trotted along the top of the beam like a bird and disappeared into the mill. A deep voice bellowed, "Pull on three, then on the beat. One." Tarno took a deep breath. "Two." He got ready. "Three!"

      Klang. They pulled

      Klang. The wheel and drive shaft rose with  groans and creaks. Water ran off the bottom blades.

      Klang.

      Klang. The mass rose higher, dripping a little water. The shaft creaked again.

      Klang. The creaking shifted to a deep groan, and the huge beam and wheel moved toward the salters hanging onto the chain. "Hold steady, don't let go!" The bellow commanded. Tarno felt his muscles aching from the strain. "Lift half as much this time."

      Klang. Tarno pulled, the others pulled, and the wheel rose, then eased toward them, over the upper brackets. "Down slow, very slow," came the command.

      Klang. The beam and wheel creaked and moaned down onto the brackets. Silence. Silence. Nothing moved. The river muttered and gurgled, a man panted, then quiet. Master Vey called from inside the mill, "We're done with this one."

      Tarno took a long breath and shook out his hands and forearms. The other salters did likewise. "I don't want to be a miller, if you have to do that every year.."

      "How about moving the grinding wheels and dressing them?" Rand asked.

      A flurry of head shakes suggested that the salters preferred working with boiling brine or moving the bucket sweeps to draw water out of the spring. "Nah, thank ye, Master Graber," one of the younger men said with a lop-sided grin. He raked a flop of hair back up, under his flat, dark-brown cap. "Milling's work. I'd rather stir salt soup."

      They trooped back into the mill. "The gates are to keep trash out, more than anything, and stop big things from blockin' the race and outlet. We'll have to clean it out once the water comes down, we always do, but I'd just as soon not have another island like during my wander year, Donwah and Korvaal willing."

      "An island, sir?" Tarno blinked in the dim light.

      "Ye'." The man folded his arms. "Not on the Joss, but up north, where the river comes off round mountains, the Gar. Had a really big flood one spring, and a whole island complete with tree came downstream, stuck level with the mill. Had to get rid of the island, then clean out the bottom of the mill, and wash the mud and dead fish off the stones." He scowled. "Don't want to do that a second time, thank ye."

      "No," the second miller told Rand as they drank a round of small-beer after lifting the third wheel. "Most mills don't have to do this, but we always have, because of the wood and because the Joss . . ." He took a long pull on his tankard. "The Joss is different. She doesn't like mills. From the start of the river to where she joins the Moahne, she fights mills. Joss mills have to be more careful." He shrugged. "That's just how she is, like how the Gar tastes like nails and smoke."

      Rain started as the town men crossed back toward the walls. "Tis a neat fit, the second sluice gate," one of the woodworkers said. "Makes ye wonder how they did it, big plane, or a man fair skilled with an adz and ax. Wish my joints looked that good."

      His companion snorted. "They do, after the second pass."

      "You want to go swimming?"

      "Nah, had my bath for the year already. My wife insisted."

      Tarno and the others rolled their eyes. "Explains why he only has one child, and that a son who looks like the white smith what works next door," someone whispered so quietly that Tarno barely heard it. He bit his tongue to keep from replying. He didn't care to get wetter, either. The Joss looked colder than the rain felt. His shoulders and hands warned that cold water wouldn't make them any happier, either.

      Urla met him at the door, stepped out onto the street, and closed the door behind herself. "Donton."

      Tarno closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. "Wanted to watch the work?"

      "Yes. He, Tad, and Kort got their rumps tanned by the watch for trying to sneak past the inner water gate to see what the water looked like." She tapped the ground with one clog. "I swatted him twice, and he's in the loft without dinner."

      "Good. I'll have a word with him. Bread and water for supper, and for breakfast tomorrow." The boy knew better than to disobey, and certainly knew not to go anywhere near the water gates. Ever.

      On Eighth-Day eve, Master Schaefer called everyone to a meeting. Two priests stood with him. "That's not good," Jasko sighed.

      "We'll see." Tarno waited. A warm wind carried the sound of the river.

      "The water is rising. The first logs will get here tomorrow, Donwah and Korvaal willing." Master Schaefer took a long breath. "No apprentices outside the walls. No widowers without near kin who can care for your children. Derek, not you, either, and you know why." Derek bowed where he stood. None of the salters murmured against the command. The man had six children and no close kin, and his wife ailed. He'd pulled logs in the fall, and had done double turns cutting wood over the winter. Jasko too was excused, of course. Both worked hard when called.

      Donwah's priest raised his staff for attention. "It may be necessary to retreat to within the walls. Should word come from upstream, we will tell you. Do not argue." Something flowed behind the man's words, and Tarno bowed toward the One who spoke through Her priest.

      "Two tries on the logs, two only. After that they are salvage." Korvaal's priest spoke. "A watcher from the Scavenger's temple as well as from that of the Lord of the Fields and Woods will attend the pulling, while our brothers and sisters of the Lady of the Waters watch for word of danger."

      That . . . scared Tarno. The shiver that rippled through the salters comforted him, but not much. Others feared as well. He had updated his death testament over the winter to include Urla and their child-to-be, but he did not want to leave her and the boys. No man did, at least none in good health and without other woes.

      "At first light, tomorrow, be ready to pull. Waduz and Jaroz are inspecting tools with Master Hammersmith. He will take any that are unsafe and repair them." Master Schaefer turned to the priests, bowed, and joined the other salters.

      They went to their knees as the priests raised their hands. "Donwah bless and watch over you. May the Lady of Waters bear you gently on Her arms, and guide your steps."

      "The Lord of the Fields and Forests give you strength for your labors, and wisdom and discernment," the brown and green clad priest of Korvaal intoned.

      "Thanks be to Donwah and Korvaal, Lady of the Waters and Lord of the Fields and Forest," came the answering murmur.

      The next morning, Tarno held Urla tightly before he left. The other wives had told her about what the men would be doing. She had not asked him to excuse himself, but had held him very close the night before. He'd felt their small one moving in her stomach. "Keep Donton in the house or back garden. I don't trust him," he whispered, then kissed her again.

      "I'll do my best."

      The guard opened the gate and the salters hurried out in silence. The mutter and snarl of the Joss would have covered their words. Men collected tools and checked them for problems. Then the men and women bowed to the priests who stood close to the walls. "Two tries only," Jaroz reminded them. "Don't be stupid." Tarno wasn't the only one to glance at the Scavenger's Son and shake a little inside.

      "The water's smooth, but running fast. Don't take it for granted. Donwah be with ye," Master Schaefer said. "First logs are coming down."

      Tarno went with the others assigned to pull the logs up onto the bank. Even more men waited to pull them farther, as far as the old gate. They would rotate by day, each one day at a task, then move up one job. Jasko and Derek stood back, with Hildi, ready to give aid to the injured and watching fires with hot drinks and food. Jaroz called, "First for the Scavenger, rest for us, log in view!"

      A dark shape bobbed in the water, long and slender against the silvery flow. Donwah have mercy, the water did move fast! Tarno got into position. Two men with hooked poles steered the log toward the others. Jaroz and Kourlan grabbed it, and Tarno and the others raced with care to get their short hooks into the log and start heaving it up onto the bank. Others met them and took over. The wet logs slid easily, but tried to slide away and rolled a little. "Steady, steady," Tarno called, voice as calm as he could keep it. "No hurry."

      The world shrank to the river, wet logs, and the wet bank. A fine mist filled the air, in part from the river and part from above. Thanks be it stayed warm, sort of. His shoulders and legs burned with a dull fire, and his hands almost refused to release the pull hooks when he stopped to get something to eat and drink. The smell of the river filled the air, wet and strong, with a faint metallic scent. Wet wood, needle-leaf and salla, white-bark, each with their scent slid past his eyes, leaving trails of damp bark shreds on the ground. Grab, pull, pull, pull unhook, walk down to the next log, grab, pull, pull, pull. Nothing else mattered.

      "Shift change!" Master Schaefer roared. "Shift change. Day workers go home. If I hear of any of you in a tavern, I'll beat you around the walls with my staff, so help me Donwah." He would, too. His predecessor had done just that during Tarno's apprentice days, and no one had questioned the discipline.

      Tarno ate whatever Urla set before him, then fell into the bed. He woke in darkness, joints complaining, shoulders threatening to down tools should he try to move too fast, too soon. He heard Urla shift beside him. She had removed his trousers and shirt. He found them before the banked fire, dry and worked soft once more. As he dressed, she stirred and got him food to break his fast. "Keep Donton close?"

      "Yes." He kissed her. "Thank you, my dear lady." He kissed her again, then hurried out. His arms and legs obeyed, but not without telling him about every year he had lived and every foolish thing he'd done in that time. At least he could work, he reminded himself. And he wasn't as battered as some, like Jasko, and Hildi, and others.

      On the third day, the water had risen high enough that the salters moved back up the bank. Tarno had a hooked pole.  Donwah's Daughter herself met them at the gate, with several other priests, and ropes."Right," the Daughter said. "You on the edge of water, we'll tie these around your waist. Two men each, hold the end of the rope if it cannot be tied to a post or other support, and be ready to pull." She blessed the ropes, and the men, then retreated inside the walls after she had blessed the priest-tied knots as well.

      "Been a long time since we did this," Rand Graber observed. He took his place beside Tarno with the hooked pole.

      "Aye." He saved his breath. "First log!" He eased into the edge of the Joss's flow and caught the log, steering it with Rand's help toward the men catching the wood. The water tugged on his ankles, as if testing him. Donwah have mercy, he'd not felt that in years. He and Rand exchanged grim looks, then reached for the next logs.

      Just before midday, an enormous log bobbed toward them. "Great lord Korvaal, that's huge," Rand gasped, then yelled, "Big log, big log!" All the men below them hurried to the edge of the water, ready to catch the monster. Rand and Tarno steered it as best they could. "That's a wash away, not one of ours," Rand said.

      "Noooooo!" Tarno whipped his head around to the cry.

      A woman stood on the wall upstream, screaming and pointing. "My brother! Noooooo!"

      A head bobbed in the water—no two—just behind the next logs. Arms flailed as the boys struggled!

      He didn't think. He lunged into the river, trusting the stones beneath his feet and the men on the ropes as he reached with the hooked pole, Rand beside him. The Joss pulled, shoved, cold and hard, hard as the Scavenger, driving breath from his body. Tarno reached, missed, reached, and grabbed one boy. Rand caught him as well, and Tarno twisted his hook, releasing the boy. Rand heaved the boy ashore. The second boy disappeared, then reappeared, his shriek cut off by the water. Donwah, guide my hand, Scavenger have mercy! Tarno reached as far as he could, hooked the boy's shirt, and pulled. The boy grabbed the pole and clung. Arms burning, body numb, Tarno heaved. Heavy water hit him, hard, knocking his feet out from under him! He held onto the pole. The rope went taught, cutting him in two, dragging him and the boy toward the bank. Tarno eased the pole in close, felt a hand, and clamped his own hand onto the child's. The others pulled, pulled again, and solid ground hit his boots, then rump. Tarno kept his grip on the boy until large, warm hands unpeeled his fingers from both child and pole.

      "Get them to the fire. You, take the pole and the rope." Tarno heard murmurs and the rope slid loose. "Donwah be praised for the ropes and rope-magic." Strong hands pulled the rope away from his waist, then half-carried him up the slope. Other hands eased him onto the stones beside the fire. Jasko sat beside him, steadying his grip on a leather mug of something hot and sweet. He shook so hard he could barely get the mug to his lips without wearing the brew. He drank. Whatever it was burned all the way down, then flashed heat through him. The earlier voice asked, "Fire stem? Good."

      "The two?" Tarno managed to ask through chattering teeth.

      "Alive, chilled, and their parents owe the temples a large gift indeed." Hildi sounded furious. "And you and Rand, life debt. We almost lost you as well, Tarno."

      Heavy boots clomped up to where he sat. Tarno looked up at Tarak Schaefer. "If you get yourself drowned, master or not, I will kill you. After your lady wife finishes with you, Tarno Halson," Schaefer snarled. He half-knelt on the stones and dirt and hissed under his breath, "We can't replace you, brother." He gripped Tarno's shoulder, hard enough to bruise. In a much louder voice Schaefer commanded, "Get warm, go home. You and Rand are excused the rest of the day."

      "He's worse than I am," Rand said from the other side of the fire. "I didn't go under."

      "And I'm the master, and you are leaving, or I will clout you in the head, Donwah my witness." Schaefer sounded furious. "The boys. Get them out of my sight." Tarno lowered his head and sipped whatever Jasko had refilled the mug with. He didn't need to see anything.

      Urla and half a dozen other women waited inside the gate when he and Rand staggered through. They swept down on the men like the Joss's waters, wrapped them in blankets, and hurried them home. "Kyle, build up the fire. Donton, fill that tankard with the tea." Tarno couldn't find the strength to fight. Soft hands stripped him of his boots and clothes, then helped him into warm and dry shirt and trousers. Urla knelt and worked heavy socks onto his frigid feet. "Clia will take care of your boots so they are not ruined," she told him. "Master Schaefer sent word. Drink that, then to bed."

      He'd started shaking. She sat beside him on the bench and held him and a blanket. "The boys," he managed.

      She compressed her lips into a pale, thin line. "Tad and Kort. The watch saw them, and grabbed a third before he could get past. The others leaned too far and fell in. Their sister was chasing them. She screamed. The watch called all in hearing to be ready to help, and then ordered us to lock the boys home for the next two days. Donton was with me, Tarno, husband. He never left my sight."

      "Donwah be praised." He could barely keep his eyes open. "I need to sleep."

      He woke in time for supper. An enormous loaf of bread laden with spices and fruit, still warm, filled the house with rich smells, almost overwhelming the scent of roasted cattle bones. "No, not until your father takes the first slices, Kyle." Tarno half-rolled out of the bed's embrace, pulled on a heavy sweater and moved with great care toward the table. His shoulders and arms hurt, and one hip tried to catch, then subsided into painful stiffness. Urla handed him a tankard full of warm sweet cider. "Masters Linder sent the loaf and Master Dormund the cider as thanks gifts. The coopers sent two pfund of cattle bones each to you and Rand Graber, sir."

      The coopers? Why? Only after he drank did Tarno recall. Kort had no brothers, nor did his father's brother have sons. He was the heir to both masters, if Tarno recalled right. No wonder his father and the other coopers were so thankful.

      A heavy knock on the door sent Urla hurrying to open it. Tarak Schaefer leaned in. "Greetings to the house," he called.

      "Greetings to the road." Tarno eased to his feet and went to the door.  "How's Rand?"

      "He started coughing. If he gets sick, he's going to be in charge of the all-salt ceremony at mid-summer, Donwah my witness." The head of the salters sounded more worried than angry, despite his words. "You?"

      "I hurt, I'm still tired, otherwise no problems yet." He made Radmar's Wheel.

      A curt head nod. "Good. If you can, I want you pulling tomorrow, the group up-bank. Donwah permitting. If the water rises higher, we'll grab the wood downstream, from the water meadows. It's getting too close to the wall. The mills are knee-deep already." He shook his head.

      Tarno made Donwah's sign. "I'd rather deal with wood outside the wall than get trapped against the wall. I'll be there, or send word."

      "Good. Donwah be with ye."

      "Donwah bless."
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      “Up here, Tarno," Waduz ordered as he nodded to the second group of men. "Rand's coughing fit to turn himself inside out, if Tarak doesn't do it to him first."

      "He always catches something when there's work to be done," Jasko sighed, making the horns as he spoke.

      The others all nodded and made noises of agreement. Best to speak ill of the man, so none with ill-will took offense and cast a charm to make Rand sicker, or Radmar turned the Wheel against the Graber family. Tarno sniffed, "Only Rand would get a bad cough from wet hands. It's a wet head that unbalances a man's nature."

      "Agreed. So now the rest of us do have to work." A loud sigh. "Right, you have your jobs, you know what to do. Don't rush, don't race," Jaroz ordered as Waduz took a steering pole. "Master Schaefer's not here, you don't have to impress the rest of us."

      Laughter followed his words, along with some rude gestures and a call of, "Hey! We're the ones working, why does Tarak get to take a rest day?"

      "He's probably supervising someone's baking or brewing, ye ken?" Indek called from where he waited to help drag the wood up to the wall. Some of the night-shift had moved the prior day's haul into the wood yard. More laughter and rude words greeted the idea.

      All laughter stopped when Waduz called, "Log in sight!" Again, Tarno sank his short hooks into the wet tree and dragged it. This time, he and the others dragged as close to the wall as possible, while others pulled the wood from the water. The Joss lapped higher yet this day, and not only the men steering the logs but the two closest to the river pulling the logs up the slope also wore ropes.

      Donwah be praised, they got all the logs in that day with only one bruised shin and a wrenched shoulder among the salters. Tarno gulped rich marrow-broth and sausage and lentil stew. The spice bread tasted as good as it had the day before.

      The next day, Tarak pulled him aside. "Rand's no worse. But he's no better." The master salter pinched the bridge of his nose. "The confraternity may pay for a healing priest."

      "We should." The spring cough, when a man was weak from winter, could kill even strong men and women.

      On the next Eighth-Day eve, Master Schaefer and Donwah's Daughter joined the men pulling wood. "This is the final day," she announced. "What comes now is salvage, to be gathered as such by any who can, downstream of the walls. The water will be falling."

      "Rand is better," Master Schaefer called. "We will be having a special service of thanks tomorrow, in the temple in the salters' district, and outside. All are encouraged to attend, in coats."

      Murmurs rose and fell like waves on the Joss. Years had passed since such a thing. The coats belonged to feasts, and private ceremonies among the salters. What did it mean? Tarno chewed on the idea as he held onto the steering pole. Aelderik stood beside him. Both wore ropes, even though the flood waters moved more slowly than before. No man dared do otherwise, not this season.

      They hauled logs until the sun hung one hand-span from the western sky. "You are finished," a priestess of the Scavenger called. "All now is salvage."

      Most of the logs they'd pulled in that day still bore branches and some carried leaves on them and roots. Their bought and trimmed wood came no more than one or two logs at a time. Given the huge mounds now looming over the edge of the wall behind them, Tarno thought that they'd likely gotten all they had paid for, and a little extra. Some of the men would collect wood with others from Halfeld Fluss, but the salters bought that from the Scavenger's temple as salvage, just like the woodworkers and anyone else. The branches and other parts of the wash-away trees caught by the salters had been trimmed and given to the temples of Donwah and Korvaal as mercy wood for any who needed it.

      Rand and his family joined Tarno, Urla, and the boys at the temple the next morning. Pale and thinner, Rand looked older as well. "Don't, no matter what your wife says, don't take that cough cure with karo-bark in it," Rand whispered, voice harsh. "Die first. You'll thank me."

      "Did the healer tell you that it didn't taste that bad?" Tarno gripped his friend's forearm.

      "Yes, the lying bastard. I hope a fish shits on his head." Rand clouted him on the shoulder. Then they entered the temple and all jesting stopped.

      The dark, cool space smelled of clean water and soap, just as it should. Tarno bowed to the Lady of Waters where She looked down on her followers. Three priests, including Donwah's Daughter, stood behind the altar. The Daughter raised one hand. Silence washed over the salters and their families.

      "All praise to Donwah, Lady of Waters."

      Fabric and leather creaked as the salters bowed. "All praise to the Lady of Waters."

      "Give thanks for water and salt."

      "Thanks to the Lady."

      "Give thanks for lives returned and bodies protected."

      "Thanks to the Lady," came the heartfelt chorus.

      "Give thanks for waters sweet and bitter, waters from above and waters from below!"

      "Thanks to the Lady."

      At the Daughter's sign all sat. The priest with the big shoulders bowed to the Lady, then stepped forward. "As thanks for the lives of the boys, the coopers will assist with the new fountain for the upper market. They will pay for half the trenching."

      Satisfied nods greeted the words. Market gossip held that neither Tad nor Kort could sit down easily yet, so thoroughly had their fathers disciplined them for disobeying both their fathers and the watch and endangering Tad's sister as well as the salters. Tarno approved of the rumor. Donton had stayed close to the house after that, still stayed close.

      "Mercy gifts in the names of Master Tarno and Master Rand will be used to aid those who remain in debt for winter-help, including healing."

      Both masters nodded again. That was fair and right, and traditional.

      "Salting season opens in two eight-days. Look to your pans, and the spring." The priest waited for the murmurs and talk to fade, then said, "All are called to the main temple of Korvaal the day after next, for news." He held up one hand, a slight smile on his lips. "No, we do not know what our brothers and sisters intend, either. The Lady of the Deeps is not the only one to hold secrets."

      A few people sagged with mock-disappointment. Tarno did not. He was too tired. He glanced around Goodwife Graber at Rand. Rand looked fair to fall asleep where he sat. The cough truly had taken him hard. His wife half-supported him, as did his son. The cool dimness of the temple probably contributed to Rand's drooping eyelids and slumped shoulders. He was two years—? Two years older than Tarno, at least.

      After worship, the salters spilled into the bright sunlight. Cool wind danced down the main street, teasing and laughing as it passed. "No, no idea. Probably not that this will be a free year for fruit, but stranger things might happen."

      "Might be about the new Son," Hildi's man opined. "They said that it would be spring before any decision, unless the god Himself gave a clear sign."

      "Aye, that makes more sense than most things." Widow Dalman peered around, rose on her toes and studied the men and women around her, then stood flat once more. In a quieter voice she asked, "Anyone seen Osgar?"

      Head shakes. "Not this day. I last saw him go through the gate ahead of me on the last wood pulling day." Anders shrugged. "Could be he's tryin' to keep his in-laws from gettin' cautioned again."

      Groans greeted the thought, and Tarno was not the only man to roll his eyes. "None of our business unless he makes it ours," he reminded the others.

      "Aye, that," Rand rasped. He coughed, caught his breath, and continued, "I hate being sick."

      "You'll be worse than sick if you don't get yourself home," his wife informed him. "I'm not draggin' you through the quarter. People'll think I found you at the Laughing Schaef, and then where will ye be?"

      Hildi's man leaned close to Tarno and muttered, "Dead of a pan to the head, both heads, like as not."

      Tarno coughed to hide his chuckle. "Aye, and no man will lift a hand to aid him, either."

      "No. I like bein' alive, thank ye."

      So did Tarno. He clasped Urla's hand and pulled her against him for a moment.
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      He was glad of a rest. They'd been working hard, mending the salting pans, checking every single fire-box and pan and tool, cutting wood, and repairing anything that even hinted that it might be worn or cracking. A preservation-mage had checked the pans for hidden rot, and pronounced two of them in need of repair, and one to be replaced entire. It cost silver, but Tarno preferred not to have a pan break on the fire. Men died that way.

      Now he and at least half of Halfeld Fluss packed the space in front of Korvaal's main temple. The doors opened, and a single priest emerged.

      "Korvaal, the great Lord of the Forest, of fruits and nuts and all that comes from trees, has sent a sign."

      Voices rose around Tarno and his family. They stood toward the back of the crowd filling the market square. The murmurs and discussion rose to a low roar, bouncing off the walls of the lesser market square and returning. "What sign, I wunner?" a woman standing behind Tarno asked of the air.

      "Last time, it was a lamp lightin' in the hand of the priest Korvaal chose. Fire from th' air, so I was tol," an older man beside Urla stated.

      The goodman standing beside Tarno shrugged. "Not our worry, what the' sign. Our worry's that we have a Son again, and Korvaal bein' happy wi' us."

      The doors of the temple opened. The Sons and Daughters of the other gods and goddesses emerged, wearing their full robes and chains of office, the soft spring morning sun flashing off their pendants and the caps on their staves. Except for the Scavenger's Son, of course. If light flashed off the blackened metal of his staff, well, a lot of people would be falling flat on their faces in terror, Tarno among them. Rich, deep brown for Maarsdam, crimson and gold of Rella, deepest black, blues of all shades of water, Yoorst's tan and cream, and wheat brown Gember, the chief priests stood to either side of the doors of Korvaal's temple. Next, the priests filed out, forming a second set of rows behind the seniors of the other gods. At last a tall, slender figure emerged, laden with the golden chain of linked fruits, nuts, and leaves that ended in a heavy pendant of wood-like stone. The robes, the color of new-cut wood and age-silvered wood, fit Korvaal's new Daughter perfectly.

      "Welcome, sister," Gember's Daughter called.

      "Welcome, sister,"  Donwah's Son echoed.

      Each child of the gods welcomed their new fellow. But who was she? Already coin changed hands, and Tarno covered his mouth with one hand, lest he chuckle at the unhappy whispers from those who had wagered on a Son.

      "Thank you brothers, sisters. I beg you for your prayers, and I bring the blessings of the Lord of the Forest to the people."

      "No! It cannot be!" The shrill voice cut through the crowd, and movement began, a flow and ripple of men and women shifting away from the voice the way minnows fled from the shadow of a man on the water. Tarno knew the voice all too well.

      "That's not possible!" Goodwife Fuchsban stared, slack-jawed, as if torn between anger and disbelief. "No woman may speak for Korvaal. And especially not Jadwiga. She's not a magic worker—she's a carver and trade thief."

      The market crowd around her dissolved, leaving the angry woman alone.

      "What?" Alina Fuchsban planted her fists on her hips and turned. She glared at the people behind her. "I speak only truth! The chief priest is a magic worker. This all men know."

      Urla tugged her husband's sleeve. "Should I take the boys home?" she whispered.

      "Donton. Go."

      Urla grabbed the boy's hand and hurried him away. A trickle of women and men with younger children flowed out of the market, away from whatever loomed. Tarno found Rand, Jasko, and Hildi with her man, all tucked into a doorway. "May Korvaal forgive her," Jasko whispered. "It's her madness that speaks."

      "For her sake, it had better be," Hildi hissed back.

      Korvaal's Daughter spoke, her voice deeper, richer, full of the sound of the wind in leaves and branches. "Alina, child, the gods choose whom We will. We have chosen our Daughter. Cease your defamations."

      Tarno pressed down hard on Kyle's shoulder, pushing him to the hard stones of the lesser market. They were not the only ones kneeling. Others fled as the air went still.

      Yet Goodwife Fuchsban stared, mouth open, face red with anger. "Jadwiga cannot be the Son. She steals trade from other woodworkers, bore no children to the family, failed her duty to the family and her man's trade. No god can accept that."

      Korvaal's Daughter raised her staff. A sound like trees groaning in a storm filled the market square. Brown light gathered around the ends of the staff. Everyone still in the square fell to their knees, and some dropped flat, praying. Tarno glanced to the sides. Where was the rest of the Fuchsban family?

      "No!" Alina Fuchsban stomped the paving cobbles with one clog. "She cannot be Korvaal's Son."

      Brown and green rose from the stones, growing from nut to maturity between heartbeats. Where the woman had been, a tree stood, bearing fruits and nuts, blossoms and crimson and yellow leaves all at once. Hildi moaned, and Jasko whispered prayers for mercy and pardon. Tarno shook and pulled Kyle closer, covering the boy's eyes. The tree shivered, then shattered and disappeared. Goodwife Fuchsban stood once more, motionless. Her clothes, once cream and brown, now looked as if they had been stained with black-nut hulls. She stared, slack-jawed, then collapsed in a heap.

      "She lives, and will regain her mind should she admit her error. Blessed be Korvaal, Lord of the Forest," the Daughter called.

      "Blessed be Korvaal," came a ragged, fearful chorus from around the market.

      "Blessed be Korvaal, Lord of the Forest," the clergy called, voices strong and confident.

      None dared move until the priests departed the market. Martin Fuchsban and his son Jerek gathered up Alina and guided her out of the plaza. She moved as one struck in the head, unsteady and not speaking.

      The town folk departed in quiet as well. A low hum, no more than that, traveled down the streets, away from the market square. Even the main market remained under a hush as Tarno found the things he needed. One more eight-day until he got his first pay for the season. They still had trade token in the coffers, but not many. The boys had not gone hungry this spring, unlike some. Blessed be Donwah and the Scavenger, who had sent Urla to his life!

      Only after they reached the salters' quarter did Kyle venture, "Father, what happened to Goody Fuchsban?"

      He'd been dreading that question. "She said that a god had made a wrong choice, and accused Korvaal's Daughter of being a bad person. When Korvaal spoke through His Daughter, Goody Fuchsban ignored the warnings. She's asleep, I think, and will wake up if she ever admits that she was the one who was wrong." He took a very deep breath. "I think, she spent so much time worrying about her family's trade in ways that she shouldn't have that it broke something in her head. But I don't know." Since she lived, and had a chance to repent, he suspected that she'd spoken as much from madness as from jealousy. "When the gods speak or give a clear sign, wise men keep quiet."

      As he opened the house door, he heard Urla saying, "No, Donton, some things we are not meant to see, and some are not good for you to see until you know enough to understand them."

      Wise words indeed.
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      The senior salters filed through the gate, hiding yawns and grumbling about the hour. "Ah, you wouldn' know hard work if it walked up and gave you its name," the guard sniffed as he opened the man-gate and moved clear.

      "Bah," Rand called back. "All you do is stand on the wall, count stars, and spend our tax money at the Laughing Scahef. What do you know of work?"

      "Donwah be with ye," the guard called, tossing a rude sign with the blessing.

      "Rella bless you and yours," Rand returned, along with an equally crude thrust of his hand.

      The insults and grumbles formed as much of a ritual as what the priests and senior masters did, Tarno knew. The rude words comforted him. If the watch acted polite, they should probably gather weapons and get ready for trouble. He, Rand, and the others filed into the changing building. They wrote their names on the shift board for Hildi to use for the tally, and changed into leather trews, heavy aprons, and hard-wearing boots. Instead of going into the salt house, they went outside. The doors of the salt house remained locked. The masters formed two lines, along with some of the women, journeymen and apprentices behind. Donwah's Daughter, the Scavenger's Son, and a priest of Rella approached, Rand and Master Scahaefer following behind. Donwah's Daughter lifted a key high into the air. All the salters knelt, and she handed it to Master Schaefer. Three times the priests tapped the stones with their staves.

      "Open the door, Master of the Salters. The season is open," Donwah's Daughter commanded.

      "Open the door, Master of the Salters. Salt from the hidden deeps comes to the surface," intoned the Scavenger's priest.

      Master Schaefer lifted away the wooden bar blocking the doors. Apprentices set their shoulders to the great doors, pushing them open. Jasko got to his feet, aided by two apprentices, and he limped ahead of Tarak Schaefer to disappear into the shadows. Tarak turned and tapped Rand, then stepped to the side and tapped Tarno on the shoulder as well. Caught off guard, Tarno stared, then gulped and stood, bowed to the others, and followed Jasko into the building. Bars of sun and shadow helped light the way among the pans. Rella's priest came after them.

      The center pan stood ready, blackbark wood beneath it, but dry. Tarno and Rand accepted stirring paddles from Widow Dalman, who had eased into the building through the changing shed. They stood, one on each side of the pan, so that they faced the doors and the waiting salters. Heavy steps approached, and Donwah's Daughter came in, laden with a shoulder yoke and two buckets of spring brine. Rella's priest pointed. "Heat and flame to free the salt." Crimson and yellow flame as bright as the sun flared in the wood beneath the pan, then faded into fire's customary glow. As Jasko began gently feeding the fire, Tarno and Rand grasped and lifted the buckets as the Scavenger's priest helped steady the yoke. "Take of the bounty of the Lady of Waters," the priestess said.

      "Take of the bounty of the Lord of what is Hidden," the black-hooded form told them.

      "We take of the water, and return thanks for the bounty," Tarno and Rand replied, pouring the water into the pan. Apprentices grabbed the buckets, and the other salters cheered. They too filed into the building, and fire tenders lit splinters from the central pan's flame to ignite the wood under their own pans.

      The season of salt had begun once again.
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