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      “What think you?"

      Miners and townsmen alike waited as Winfrith stared west, down the valley toward the lowlands and the blue-distant hills far toward the sunset and the sea. Dark green trees covered the slopes, broken in two places by bright green openings, old burns or young pastures.

      Winfrith nodded once. "Here." He took a carved wooden rod from Turold's bundle and jammed it into the ground, knocking a bit of loose stone out of the way. "Primary smelter here." He paced off twenty steps to the south and accepted a darker stick. "Secondary here." Then he descended to the next little flat and set an almost black rod into the thin soil. "Middle smelter here, for the black copper."

      Aedelbert Starken considered the sites. They certainly had enough good stone for building the smelters, both black and grit-stone, and wood aplenty—unlike the old site, which Winfrith had pronounced too timber-poor to repair after the storm flood. The stone looked fresh, too, making life a little easier, perhaps. Looks could deceive, especially with stone. It had probably rotted from behind, the way his winter had gone, or would be drusy—too dry and powdery to use. He folded his arms. The wind sweeping up from the valley brushed his cheeks with cool, faint fingers. Winfrith swore that they'd not need blowers for the smelters if they built them here. Aedelbert did not intend to change his design despite the older man's pronouncement. Wind failed when you needed it the most, just like water.

      "Good wood," Turold grunted. Aedelbert blinked at the high praise. "Krameich—can't build with it, too wind-twisted, good fuel. Weide too, thick stand not too far," he tipped his head to the south. Both were good charcoal woods, and no one built with either or used them for tools. Perhaps Winfrith did know something, Aedelbert allowed. Turold rarely sounded so pleased.

      The men trudged up-slope, and Turold marked a site for a workers' shelter. Then the men found the red-bearded priest of Korvaal. He waited beside some large boulders, watching the others. Or was he? Unfocused dark blue eyes turned to the miners, builder, and other townsmen. "No conflict arises here." The priest blinked several times and shook a little all over. "The gods have no special claim to this site."

      "What about Lord Aldread?" Paegan's thin voice cut through the tree murmurs and wind sound. Several of the others snorted or growled, depending on their experience with the local lord.

      The squat priest shook his head and touched the insignia hanging from the chain over his brown and green tunic. He'd worn tunic and trews with good boots, not temple robes. Aedelbert approved. "What of him?" the priest asked. "When did he last come over the mountains?"

      "Our sire's sire thought once during his lifetime," Dunstan said, and Boernrad mirrored his twin's nod.

      "The land is not a hunting preserve, if that is your question," the priest stated. "Nothing on this side of the bald is reserved beyond the founding list."

      Smiles appeared on many faces. Turold grunted.

      The priest looked to Aedelbert. "Have you heard or seen ought of the lords of Aldread?"

      "No, Father. Not to the south or west. I've not been north for three winters." No one bothered going north beyond the ruined fort. Marsh and worse extended for two days hard travel at least past the final little hills.

      "All have witnessed the decision?" Winfrith sounded impatient.

      A chorus of "aye," filled the still-cool air. The priest raised his hands, mouthed something not meant for men's ears, and lowered his hands once more. Several of the men pulled hand-axes from their belts and blazed trees at Winfrith and Turold's directions, marking the full extent of the new smelter site. Work would begin in six days, and blazing should discourage any who thought to move the marker stakes. Even so, Aedelbert hunted around the boulder and along a small stream until he found pale, darker, and almost black stones and piled them around the bases of the marker stakes. Blaze, stake, and cairn—no one dared change what all three announced.

      Another slight breeze moved past his face. Aedelbert glanced toward Winfrith, but the smelter-expert had turned his back, deep in conversation with Turold. The builder glanced away. Looking at Turold's face... and the scars and old burns had to go farther on the man's body. As warm as the afternoons were, no one had seen Turold roll his sleeves or open the throat of his shirt since he'd been carried out of the mine. Or so it was said, and Aedelbert believed the murmurs.

      He returned his thoughts to the smelters. Now, he believed that the site would do for the work and a wind-smelter. He'd still leave spaces in the walls for puff-pipes, though. If they didn't use them, good. If they needed them, he'd not have to do the work twice. And Winfrith might change his mind and want them after spending more time at the site. It would not be the first time that practical on-site experience overwhelmed hope.

      A lean, small man who might have been a walking krameich left the others and scrambled down to stand beside Aedelbert. Wassa Pakson glanced down the long fold in the mountains, then turned his eyes to the ground. "Too much sky," he grumbled. "If the road goes like so, from the mine" he used his staff to make a circle in the leaf-mold and dirt, then drew a line to a rock, "to the smelters here, where will we cache the ore?"

      Aedelbert glanced from map to valley and back. "Where's the crushing mill going to be? Or is it staying at the mine-head, sir?"

      "Staying. No reason to haul unsorted ore all this way, grind, sort, then grind again." Master Wassa spat and shook his head. "Seen it done, but down slope, not up. Had a water-grinder. Had to go where the water did."

      And here the mines used bird and man-power to process the ore, so the ore-grinders needed no water. Aedelbert studied the land around them, then estimated how much room a stack of ore-sacks might take. "I'm not Master Winfrith, but I'd put it there," he pointed to a flat, south-facing shoulder almost hidden by brush at the edge of the dark tree-shadows. "Sheltered from weather, up from the smelters, and away from the water-paths."

      Both men looked south, to where a little stream gurgled over rocks, then danced between low banks. The banks on the south side had been higher until last year's storm, when the stream washed them down to the plains, along with a number of trees, or so Aedelbert had heard from the priest of Korvaal. The men of the town and the miners had pulled the trees free of the flood before they reached the city gates. Why spend time and effort cutting down trees when you could just pull them out of the stream as they floated past? Neither the priest of Korvaal nor Donwah's acolytes had objected, so long as the men paid a proper tithe.

      "Good." Wassa nodded, planting his staff more firmly in the ground. "Can you work this winter?"

      Aedelbert considered the site and what would be needed for construction. "Aye. We can cut rock, move the fire-earths, stock-pile firing wood, and prepare everything, then build in spring. Or late winter, if the snows don't prevent." Winters this far up the mountain reminded men why the Great Cold had been so terrible. Legend had it that the town's roots went back to the very end of the Great Cold, and Aedelbert wondered who had dared settle so close to the last ice. Probably people who had been cast out of the lands farther north, but that was twenty generations and more before his time. He had stone and clay and wood to worry with now, and getting started on the work. If he didn't work, he didn't eat. All men needed to eat.

      "We'll have enough ore to keep three smelters running. Scavenger willing and Radmar be kind," Master Wassa added in a rush. "Closer's better."

      "Aye that, sir." Aedelbert made a little warding sign, lest Radmar of the Wheel take notice of the master's words. A wise man avoided attracting the gods' attention, or men's attention for that matter.

      The miners would be very pleased to know that they'd only have to travel half as far with the ore now. Transportation cost a lot in the mountains, but trying to move that much wood and charcoal to the mine? Aedelbert snorted to himself. If a man lived beside one of those flat, ever-flowing rivers, perhaps. Or near the sea, as the Five Free Cities did with their bog-iron, but then they shipped in everything save water and wind, so it didn't matter to them what moved where.

      "We'll bring a crew up after the next rest day and begin clearing the site. Some of the charcoal men have already started moving, and two agreed to stay up over winter, Korvaal and Valdher willing." Winfrith raised one white eyebrow and looked to Aedelbert. Aedelbert nodded a little, just to show that he'd heard. That made some things easier, assuming the burners didn't use his stone and clay for their huts. Not that anyone with sense used sealing clay for building more than once. Just the stench alone would clear men, women, children, and great-haulers out of the building. Even the Scavenger's rats would probably flee, holding their noses as they departed.

      With that final decision made, the priest of Korvaal began leading the others down the narrow track away from the smelting site. Aedelbert's thoughts turned from siting smelters and locating materials caches to watching his footing. The track would need more than a little improvement if men and great-haulers were going to use it for business. At least, use it without having roots and low-brush grab their ankles, or climbing over two fallen trees. He heard Boernrad mutter about wood wasted in the forest, and didn't trees know better? Master Wassa chuckled, but quietly, and Aedelbert flicked the fingers of his left hand to ward off trouble. The zwurge had never bothered men above ground, but the builders and smelter workers would be digging into the mountain's skin, trespassing into the lands of the mountain dwellers. It was better to avoid offense than to have to make amends later.

      Aedelbert looked at some of the tall, old trees hiding among their shorter fellows and wondered if they'd been marked for specific uses yet. If not, there was one they'd passed that he intended to claim if he could. "How long since the wood-laws were changed, Father?" he asked the priest.

      "Three generations, so the books say. If the lords of Aldread changed them without telling us," the back of the priest's shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. "No one has made timber claims for eight generations, per the books, not since long before the Scavenger's Gift opened at least."

      Master Wassa coughed. "The first timbers for the Gift came from south of Grimford."

      Surely the the thick woods around them couldn’t be so young? Aedelbert boggled a little, then shrugged. He was a stone-worker first and not a woodsman.  Stone matured so slowly compared to trees.

      Dunstan coughed as well. "Our grand-sire told our sire that the priests of Korvaal and Valdher commanded the end of wood-cutting. A few trees still stood, and the priests ordered that they be left to grow more and to keep the mountain from washing away.

      "One man didn't listen, and they found him with a staabeich limb through his back, pinned to the ground as if by a spear. No more cutting after that, " Dunstan said, glancing around and keeping his voice low. "Not had a priestess of Valdher since grand-sire's time, but Korvaal listens too."

      "That he does," Aedelbert agreed, and the others nodded or grunted their agreement. He glanced left and right as well, but nothing appeared or felt out of place. Still, after that the men stayed quiet as they walked the forest trail. Once they cleared the trees from the flatter areas, schaef could come in, and some of the great-haulers perhaps, if the grass and browse grew well enough. Some land grew nothing save trees, rocks, and more rocks, only Korvaal knew why.

      They threaded their way around some odd boulders before the trail widened into a track. Aedelbert felt more comfortable here. "Better. Not so much sky," Master Wassa declared. Truly, he was Scavenger Born, to be happier with rocks over his head as well as under his feet. Aedelbert preferred stone around him and under him, not over him, baked-stone tiles being the exception.

      The track widened into almost a road, and the men heard the sound of water. "Have any of the new men tried to drink from it, Wassa?" Turold grated.

      "One. Did it in front of others. No," Wassa raised one scarred hand. "There wasn't a wager, either. He might not last if he doesn't have more sense than that."

      Everyone chuckled or winced. One of the first things a man learned when he came to Garmouth's lands was not to drink waters from Iron Stream. Fish could, and plants, but a man would do better eating iron nails or taking one of the healing mages' potions without water. Iron and sulfur flowed in the water, or so it was said. Washing with it healed skin sores, but only the truly ill drank any. If the miners used part of the stream in the mine, then turned it back out downstream, no loss to anyone. Better than using the Gar or Silver Stream and fouling good waters.

      Now that he had mind to spare from watching his steps, Aedelbert considered what to do next, as the sun warmed his shoulders. Caedda should have drawn up the initial list of materials and locations for him by the time they reached the gates. Clay first, and wood Aedelbert decided. The wood would have to season before use, although they'd not need much since Winfrith wanted to use the sandy stone for fire-rock. But enough clay for three smelters and for repairs? That'd be work and they couldn't have winter's frosts do the labor for them as they could with the sandy stones. Depending on which sites Caedda had found, they'd do better to dig clay first and carry that up to the site, build a shed over it once the coal-burners arrived, and then start on the rock. Unless they could drill the rocks now, easily, and then do the clay and return to the rocks once frost arrived... No matter what they did, they'd be working all winter. That much both men knew, and that much they'd contracted for. Aedelbert's right hand half-ached at the thought of working in the cold.

      "What said that merchant, the one who went to the mine?" Paegan asked Beornrad.

      "Lead and copper both priced higher, silver steady, iron higher too. No trade from the south this year, not south of the Comb. Liambruu said war, or so he'd heard rumor claim. Jens'd know more."

      "Jens knows more than he ought," Turold said, then coughed and shook all over. "Comes of having two gods over him."

      "Not his fault, sir," Dunstan protested. "Man can't set the time of his birth."

      The former fire-miner grunted his agreement. He'd already said more since noon than he did for most eight-days, and Aedelbert wondered if he'd used up his store of speech.

      The screech and groan of wooden wheels fighting against both brakes and drag drowned out all other sounds, and the men all hurried to the outside of the road, the valley side, as they passed a wagon going down-hill. The great-haulers leaned back against the weight and Aedelbert saw odd lumps and bits of twig and branch sticking up over the small wagon's sides. The grey-brown birds walked heads back, long necks angled up-slope, legs straining. The man with the wagon hurried back and forth around behind it, splashing water on the iron brake-shoes and wooden blocks behind the iron. They didn't steam yet, but they might before they reached the shallower slope. His wouldn't be the first wagon to catch fire because the drag was too light or the birds too few. By unspoken agreement, the smelter men and miners sped their steps, rushing ahead of the laboring birds until they passed the wagon-way. Aedelbert had dodged enough run-aways in his life already, Radmar knew.

      At speed, Turold's left leg kicked oddly, another sign of fire's kiss. He began coughing as they reached the flat ground below the mines' level, but waved off Wassa's concern. Miners earned all they made, fire-miners even more so. All the more reason to stay with stone on the surface, not stone from the Scavenger's own lands, unless hunger left no choice. Aedelbert nodded once to himself.

      Once they reached the old city walls, the men parted ways. Aedelbert looked to the left, then right. Should he go straight to his rooms, visit the market, or get something to eat? His stomach growled. He turned right, walking toward the market and the Golden Loaf. His preferred inn still needed a few more repairs in the kitchen, and the Golden Loaf served a good ale as well as breads.

      "Hela, Mistress Godgifu, you know that I need spice-loaf to live," one of the millers teased the matron working behind the long counter. "Two pennies per eight weight's leb-bread price."

      "And if spice-loaf is leb-bread, then white-flour twice sifted is ten-copper per hundred weight." She nodded to Aedelbert and reached up for his mug, showing her strong arm under the rolled sleeve as she did. "Or do you want my dough-paddle to chew on?" The sturdy matron smiled as she made the threat, and handed Aedelbert his mug.

      The miller sighed and handed over the proper payment. "You bargain harder than one of those merchant masters, Mistress Godgifu."

      She weighed the loaves, added two buns for fairness, and put them into his basket. "Aye, and Maarsdam and Gember both frown on starvin' yourself to feed others. How's your lady-wife?"

      "Better. The boy's ten pfund, and she's slower movin' for a while. Healer says she'll be fine, just needs a little rest."

      The matron winced a little. "Oof. My biggest was eight pfund. Rella and Gember be with ye."

      Her assistant took Aedelbert's mug and brought it back filled with fresh ale. He sipped, then inclined his head toward the pot on the side hearth. The boy dolloped something thick and meat-smelling onto a curved piece of bread and handed it over the counter. Aedelbert set the mug down, found two coppers in his belt-purse, and gave them to the apprentice. It was more than the ale and hearth-pot cost, but Mistress Godgifu had let Aedelbert's partner Caedda eat on promise before Wilfrid and the others had paid them. Aedelbert considered the little over-payment a half-tithe to Gember. Besides, staying on the baker's good side never hurt. The stone-cutters might need the mercy again.

      After he finished his meal, Aedelbert crossed through the market and heard raised voices. Should he see what caused the commotion? No. He had enough fights of his own—no point in taking up someone else's trouble. The stone-worker cut past the weaver's stall and around the meat-sellers, then eased between the stalls and the shops, away from most of noise. A pair of great-haulers blinked at him as he passed, then returned to their naps. Two brown-clad matrons and a priestess of Korvaal hurried across the street, their heavy wooden pattens clattering on the stones. Someone had done a good job shaping and setting the cobbles, he observed yet again. It was an art to fit them and slope the market so it drained, although the town being on a slight hillside made it a touch easier. He turned into a side-street, then one of the covered alleys. At the end of the alley he climbed stairs to the first floor, knocked twice then twice more and opened the door.

      Caedda waved him over to a small table set where the window light could shine in through the open shutters. Someone who did not know them would assume Aedelbert's assistant was actually his younger brother, given their pale hair, darker skin, dark eyes, and sturdy frames. They'd compared family histories once, but found no connection. Aedelbert's people came from near the Western Sea not far from Platport, while Caedda hailed from near Harnancourd in the north. "Is the site chosen?" Caedda asked.

      "Aye. Winfrith still wants a wind smelter. I'm building in pipe-gaps even so. Three smelters, two levels, decent space but carrying the stone up-slope's going to cost. No road yet." Aedelbert prized off his boots and left them near the door. "Priest says the site's good."

      "Good." Caedda squinted a little, then moved to the side, out of the light. "Found a second clay pit if we need it. Found some diggers and a second apprentice. Perhaps."

      Aedelbert looked at the sketch of the smelters and the figures for how much material would be needed. He tapped the wood cost. "Lower that by a fifth. There's trash wood we can use from clearing the site."

      "Good."

      "Still building for lead and copper, third smelter for black copper. Master Wassa says the iron's good for flux but nothing more."

      Caedda's blunt face relaxed a little, the lines around his eyes fading. They'd not need to do as many repairs on the smelters, since copper and lead melted cooler than iron. Fewer repairs meant hauling less clay and stone up to the site. "Still charcoal?"

      "Aye, and still crushed at the mine, then hauled up." Aedelbert didn't really care either way, but storing crushed ore took less space and water than did raw ore, a mill, and crushed ore as well. "How far to the second clay pit?"

      "Fifteen miles." Caedda scowled. "If we can, I'd get the clay first, then start on the stone before the farmers change their minds. No," he held up one hand. "They are not going to plant that field. It's too marshy as it is. But they're not satisfied with Bergmeister Sithulf's water plan. Say the river's already strange."

      "Huh." The river had been strange since the Scavenger and Donwah had melted the metals into the Iron Stream, as best Aedelbert could tell. Not his problem until it interfered with his contract, as now. "We can do that. I'll talk to Turold and Wassa about storing the clay for us until the way to the smelters is open for carts." Letting it ferment and settle might not be a bad thing. The miasmas could thin out, and freezing once or twice would break up any lumps. "Tomorrow's Eighth Day, so we'll start on the clay the next day. Anything else?"

      Caedda half-closed his left eye and rested his finger beside his nose. "Landlady says Widow Leoflaed's been watching us. Stopped by," he raised one eyebrow, "just to check on you. Asking about you, your family, if you paid more than a week down."

      Aedelbert winced a little inside. Mistress Wigmunda would also be watching him now, trying to see if he returned the herb-wife's interest. "I'm not going to be the man to plow her widow's weeds under." Forewarned was forearmed, and he'd avoid her shop from now on.

      "If you're back, I'm for the bath house." Caedda departed. Aedelbert sat on the stool and studied the drawings and figures once more. Caedda did far better with numbers than he did, and everything looked proper. He didn't like the column with the costs for the more distant clay, but if the farmers said no, that was that. He wasn't a noble to think that landsmen couldn't fight, not after that misunderstanding that had led to dodging a pruning hook. What her father had been drinking Aedelbert hesitated to guess. The girl'd been rather plain, her voice had made great-haulers sound like court musicians, and she hadn't had a dowry!
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      Thunk. The mattock's flat face bit into the creamy-grey clay. Aedelbert grunted with effort as he wiggled it loose, prying the lump of clay farther out of the wall of the pit. He raised the tool and brought it down again.  A quiet splash sounded behind him, followed by Caedda's familiar grunt as he tossed water out of the hole.

      "Be nice if the rain had waited," Caedda said at last. Thunk. They took turns bailing as rainwater oozed and trickled into the trench.

      Aedelbert saved his energy for digging. The weather had turned chill and damp, of course. Radmar of the Skies they should have called the god, not Radmar of the Wheel. Bad enough to be digging at the edge of a marsh, but the rain... Well, now they knew that the clay would keep water out if anyone needed it for that. The hired cart should return soon, and he wanted to have a good load for it, since they paid by the day, not by weight.

      Rip-schlorp. "Urk." Splop. Caedda pulled a block of clay free and dropped it onto the wet ground just beyond their trench. The clay pit would be long rather than deep. Aedelbert preferred it that way, and gave thanks to the Scavenger for leaving the clay so close to the surface. Working deep clay... too many things could happen. Like working underground. Everyone had heard stories about men slipping, or water flooding and trapping diggers, or men releasing miasmas from rotten rocks that overwhelmed the diggers before they could climb out. Or worse, that killed a man slowly by making his lungs rot. Or clay that hid rotten slopes and then collapsed on the men in the pit. Long and shallow was better.

      "Farmer's brother asked about the clay," Caedda said. Thunk. "He's a potter."

      "You tell him he can have the pit once we finish?" Aedelbert prized the chest-wide lump loose and set the mattock on the ground, then dug his fingers into the soft, heavy clay and lifted it to the top, shoving it away from the edge of the trench. They'd been able to borrow the farmer's plow to mark the trench, but after that it was all mattock, spade, and pick work. Scavenger be praised that the clay hadn't hardened into stone yet. Aedelbert preferred young clay to old, and they'd not seen any evidence that this patch had begun changing yet. He hoped it stayed that way. They were using iron-edged ironwood mattocks at the moment. The clay didn't stick as badly to ironwood as it did bronze and true-iron.

      Caedda said, "Aye. He wanted a chunk to test, but I told him to wait and let it age a little, soften up." He worked a while longer before adding, "Not sure this is good pottery clay."

      Aedelbert thought, then shrugged a little, concentrating on the work. The sooner they got the clay hauled, the sooner they could start working on the rock. He dearly wanted to get started on the rock before true winter. Donwah broke stones far more easily than any mortal, when She chose. And he'd not be standing in water. He stopped, laid the pick aside, and reached for the bucket.

      Two days later, he considered the mound of clay heaped up behind a screen of brush and rushes. "One more day. Just to be safe, in case some of the clay rots over winter."

      "How many wagons?" Caedda walked around the pile, thinking aloud. "Three, if we go as far as Scavenger's Gift, then hand-haul from there."

      Aedelbert did not—most heartily did not—want to do that, but unless the gods saw fit to make a wagon road between now and the next Eighth Day, they'd be hand hauling. "Three, or five carts. Wagons are better." He shouldered his mattock and walked to the edge of the trench. Caedda followed. This should have been apprentice work, but something about the boy warned Aedelbert off of bringing him into the work so soon. He'd be good for stone work, but not this.

      The trench extended almost to the edge of the mire proper. The other end brushed a copse of trees. Did the roots go sideways, away from the clay and then down or did they actually grew into the clay seam? If so, he admired their strength and determination. The clay shifted color towards the mire, turning lighter tan-grey rather than cream-grey. The water had stained the clay as the clay ripened and aged. As he thought about it, most clay in this area had water nearby, and Aedelbert wondered if instead of seeping down, here the water wicked up as the rocks cured and hardened from below. The miners said that in some places, the farther down you went, the warmer the waters became as they seeped into the shafts, although not at Scavenger's Gift or Blue Cliff.

      Musing didn't make clay. The men clambered down into the trench and resumed work. The sun emerged toward noon, a welcome blessing, and Caedda breathed a prayer of thanks to Rella of the Lights for Her mercy.

      The sun had moved half-way toward the western horizon when Aedelbert stopped. He leaned forward and pulled a hunk of clay out with his fingers, squeezing it and rolling it a little. It felt grittier, and he rolled it with both hands. The snake broke a little and he grunted, then dropped it into the trench. Sand in the clay, not what he needed or wanted. But they had enough for the smelters and for repairs.

      "We're done," Aedelbert announced.

      "Good." Caedda pried a last slab of tan clay loose from the trench wall and added it to the row on the ground, then heaved himself up after it. He looked down at his clothes. "Are we charging for this too?" The younger man gestured to the streaks on his thigh-guards and apron.

      Aedelbert smiled as he scrambled up onto the surface. "Would that we could. Or trade it to the fullers in exchange for washing them." At least it would knock off easily once it dried, not like that yellow crap Aedelbert'd had to work as a journeyman. The men carried the last slabs of clay to the stack and sat to wait for the cart. They'd brought rough sacking and used that to clean the water and clay off their feet before re-wrapping them in wool strips and pulling on wooden clogs.

      The cart creaked up the road, great-hauler whistling and complaining about something. "Oh, stop that," a tired woman sighed. "Yoorst made you to pull and you're going to pull. You're not a dawn-praiser or black warbler so quit acting like them." Caedda rolled his eyes as they got to their feet. A young woman in a patched skirt and man's shirt clomped up with the cart. "Good day, sirs." She bowed, then edged away from them a little, keeping a hand on the great-hauler.

      "Good day, Miss Mildthryd." The men loaded the cart as she held the bird steady. It stopped fussing and seemed to droop, as if it realized that now it had to work in truth. "Last load."

      She drooped as well, then caught herself and blushed. Aedelbert wondered what caused the blush. She only said, "Yes, sirs." Once they added their tools to the cart and closed the end, Mildthryd guided the bird to turn around in the little clearing. "Ah, sirs, has anyone claimed the wood?" She nodded to the brush pile.

      "Not yet. We don't need it," Aedelbert said.

      "My father claims it, then. This is commons land." The men knew that, but didn't speak. They didn't want to waste breath, or at least Aedelbert didn't. He preferred moving stone down to lifting clay up. It wouldn't hurt if the man took the brush, and keeping the farmers happy would probably make life a little less hard if they had to come back. Some of the rumors Caedda had reported about the farmers and their problems with the miners...

      "You grease the cart, miss?" Caedda inquired after a mile. The half-wagon creaked and groaned, but not as loudly as many.

      "Yes, sir. Father found some schaef-bacon that had gone rancid past the point of salvage. Even the Scavenger didn't want it—His rats had left it behind." She made the sign for truth oath. "Father said I could have it, and I used it on the cart. Anything so Bonna doesn't work too hard while she's carrying a clutch, sirs." The girl hunched her shoulders a little as she spoke, as if expecting a blow or a complaint about her conduct.

      "Waste not, regret not," Caedda said. "Yoorst blesses those who care properly for His creatures." Mildthryd's face turned pink once more, but she stayed silent.

      Aedelbert considered the cart, the great-hauler, and the rotten bacon. That made a great deal of sense, really, and was less of a waste than burying the rancid food. Had someone failed to cure it properly? Or not stored it in cooling stone and water? Even smoked and cured meats went bad if left in summer's heat too long. The girl had a good head on her to think so well. She'd make someone a good wife.

      Or would she? Her father either trusted her a great deal to send her alone with the cart, or thought so little of her that he didn't care if the men took her virtue. Aedelbert studied her clothes and how she walked a little hunched. Probably the second, not that either he or Caedda would touch her. Even if he'd found her attractive, he was too tired. Caedda as well, given how he almost shuffled his feet. They'd sleep soundly once they got the clay to the mine.

      "Ah, sir? Do," she hesitated before looking over her shoulder at Aedelbert. "Do you know ought of a rumor that Garmouth has claimed all of the Wimdere River as well as Iron Spring?"

      He considered as they trudged along. Only the great-hauler—Bonna was it?—seemed well-rested and fresh. "I heard of a rumor, yes, miss. I don't know more. I'm not of the city, just working there."

      "Thank you, sir. Father came in from market day screaming that Garmouth had claimed the full run of the river and was turning it into the mine for the miners, trying to force us from the land." She shook her head a little, and her maiden's braid wagged back and forth. "That sounded strange, since the river heads below the mine and city, and no man turns water uphill. Only the gods could do that."

      Caedda raised his eyebrows. Aedelbert shrugged. Caedda explained, "You have the right of it, miss. And miners want less water in the mines, not more." He sniffed, sneezed, then sniffed again. "Your pardon, miss. Dry mines have fewer miasmas because the rocks have not begun to decay."

      The girl held her peace for a while before speaking. "That sounds wise, sir. Thank you."

      Aedelbert didn't correct Caedda. And he was right, to a point. Dry quarries certainly functioned better than wet ones did.

      They reached the pile of clay chunks just before the sun touched the western horizon. The men unloaded the cart, then Aedelbert paid the girl the agreed wage, plus a copper. "Mercy coin" he said when she started to object. She bowed and departed. The great-hauler stepped more quickly into the growing shadows. Caedda found where he'd made the fire last night and moved the stones over three paces, clearing the ground of anything that might burn and blow. Aedelbert piled sticks and dry grass in the ring, crouched, and breathed the first words of a set-spell, seeing in his mind heat from the sun-warmed rocks concentrating on the grass, then the twigs. He smelled smoke, and Caedda slid a few more twigs into the tiny flame, taking care not to overwhelm the fire. Aedelbert sat back and waited for the trees to stop shimmering and wagging. He should have used fire-iron and stone, as tired as he was.

      The wagons arrived the next day. Before they'd gone to sleep, Caedda had triggered the pre-set spell that notified the sight-mage at the Scavenger's temple of their readiness. Aedelbert did not care for the expense of so many set-spells, but he also preferred not to leave the clay unguarded as they walked eight miles to Garmouth, found wagons, and walked back. Tempting the weak or some Scavenger Born... all priests frowned on it. Even the Scavenger's own priests discouraged such things. Skillful theft was one thing, but drawing men into trouble should not be done. Besides, all the Scavenger-born in Garmouth served as miners and the like.

      "Ye were not joking about the weight," the lead teamster exclaimed as he hefted one of the blocks of clay. "This is heavier than stone."

      Aedelbert wagged one hand back and forth. "Aye and nay. Clay is unripe, young stone, full of water. You lift the water. Once it dries, baked or with age? Not so heavy."

      "Like dried wood, or dried fruit," the teamster said. He set the clay into the wagon bed. "Makes sense."

      One of the younger teamsters said, "My da's brother's an herb-healer and says that different earths have different natures, like men. Some are wetter and cooler, others hotter and wetter, so different herbs take root there."

      "Like that, aye," Aedelbert agreed. Then they needed all their breath for loading the clay. It took all three wagons, given the weight. No one wanted to overload the great-haulers, since they'd be climbing up to the mine the next day. A man could walk the distance in a day, but a loaded wagon needed twice the time, or Yoorst would strike both teamster and stone-worker for being so cruel to the beasts.

      The wagons creaked into motion. Aedelbert looked around, studying the land and the rocks that peeped out of the soil and woods here and there. Something had tipped the rocks, turning those that ran flat elsewhere until here they stacked like fish-bone-laid bricks. Perhaps it had been the Great Cold, when ice had formed in places ice no longer reached. If a man travelled far enough, the Green Mountains rose like a blister on boiling milk, Grey-Cap Mountain forming the peak of the bubble. Maybe, as the ice sank roots into the rock, it had bent and tilted the stones as it broke other rocks. Or the gods had simply made the rocks as they were, for their own reasons. Some miners claimed that metals had flowed into the rocks, pushing some apart or dissolving others before cooling and freezing. Aedelbert didn't really worry about why the rocks tilted or poked out of the ground. His business lay on the fact that they did.

      "So, this going to the mine?" the teamster beside Aedelbert inquired.

      "Aye. Blue Cliff. It needs to ripen before use."

      The burley man looked over at the load, then back to the road. He wrinkled his nose above his thick brown mustache. "If it smells like the potter's clay, the miners might want you to move it to Grey Cap."

      Aedelbert grinned and shook his head a little. "Not so bad as pottery clay. This has a wetter nature than pottery clay, so a good freeze ripens it and drives out any little stones and grit. It will keep fireplace stones from drying too fast and cracking."

      "Huh." With that the men fell silent. The road began to rise and the birds leaned into their harnesses, not fighting the load but not trotting along on a pleasure stroll, either. The back of Aedelbert's legs stretched, and his thighs started to warm as the slope changed. The bath-house would be a treat once they finished this. Wassa and Turold had better have the shelters ready for the clay, or Aedelbert would have no qualms about Caedda giving both men a piece of his mind preceded by a crack to the head with a stoneman's hammer. They'd not labored so hard to have rain and snow melt their work!
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      Turold met them at the apron of waste rock just below Blue Cliff. He had two young laborers with him and together the eight men made short work of unloading the wagons. The teamsters hurried their beasts down from the exposed face, leaving the stone workers, smelter overseer, and his aids with the clay blocks. "I've five skin-and-stick back frames," Turold stated. "Two blocks per frame?"

      Caedda looked at the contraptions as Aedelbert considered the blocks and his own strength. "Two for now, sir," Caedda agreed. "We'll see how it works. Better to make a few more trips than break the frames or our backs and have to carry in arm."

      The darker of the two young men pulled a face at the idea. "Not good, sir, to carry in arms on these slopes. I've heard tell that the zwurge think it fun to trip the careless."

      "That and there's still vulpen here, hunting in the uplands." Turold pointed into the heart of the mountains with the head of his walking staff. "They've been well fed in the summer, and tend to leave men alone. A man on his own, in the cold moons, or a man carrying a load in arms and out of sight of others?" He shrugged, or at least his shoulders moved up and down. "Up at the site's safe. Two charcoalers working already while the weather holds."

      Aedelbert looked to Caedda and smothered a groan or sigh. Caedda appeared equally tired. Then they each took a frame and eased two blocks of clay into them. The chunks fit with a little patting and molding, and the frames did help ease the load, placing some of it on the hips as well as the shoulders. Aedelbert checked the straps and tugged a little fold of material straight under the strap. Carry-baskets might be better, but so much weight on a steep trail with rough footing? Not again, thank you. Broken bones healed, but not if a man fell twenty lachtern down the mountain with weight on his back.

      They made one trip up to the smelter site before it grew too dark to be safe. "We've food, shelter here," Turold told them, pointing to a little house-like building. "Not going down again before dawn."

      "No." Aedelbert set the clay in a row within the rough shelter built for it, then went to find a bush. He washed his hands in a cold stream and returned in time to watch Turold breaking sandy clay off of what proved to be a tree-jumper. The clay took the hair and outer skin with it.

      "Been bakin' all day in the coals," Turold said. "Never let the fire die if I can help it, not with so much open space around."

      The meat tasted dark and nutty. The little beasts had been feasting on sweet eich nuts. Hadn't one of the woodsmen said something about the more twisted the krameich, the sweeter the nuts? Aedelbert tried to recall, then gave up the effort.

      After they ate and disposed of the bones with proper respect for Yoorst, Turold sat back in the shadows. Aedelbert noticed that the former miner never came closer to the fire than he absolutely had to, even using other sticks to push wood into it rather than feeding them in as most men did. He used tongs to move pots or dig out the cooked meat. "So, news. Bergmeister Sithulf, Speaker Colar and the others are going to certify a new working tomorrow. Wulfric found it just before you left to get the clay. Rumor says they're only going to give him six lachtern, not seven, because the lords have not claimed their shares in so long that they are forfeit." He sounded pleased.

      Caedda added some wood to the fire. "How long is a miner's lachter, sir?"

      Turold leaned forward. The red of the fire turned his face into a nightmare, scar-twisted and taut. No wonder he avoided visiting Garmouth unless he had no choice. "Fingertip to fingertip, hand held like so," fingers relaxed, palm slightly cupped. "Arms straight at the shoulder."

      "Ah." Caedda nodded. "Stoneman's lachter's five times elbow to wrist, unless it is a  Cartertown lachter. That's five times elbow to finger-tip. We carry our measures with us for contract." Caedda sat back, moving into the shadows.

      Turold sniffed. "Man'd have to, the way you travel. Ah, that's the other news. Great Northern Emperor's coming south, first to the Free Cities, then farther south if needed."

      "Really?" Aedelbert had heard stories about a Great Northern Emperor, and knew that people sent tax money to the north. No one from any imperial or royal court had appeared in at least five—or was it seven?— generations, not that he'd ever heard. He had more faith in seeing the Scavenger's rats carrying stones for him than the Great Northern Emperor still existing. But a wise man knew better than to say such things aloud.

      "So one of the merchants said. The new mine's more important, if it proves solid. Looks to be lead, maybe silver." Turold sounded as skeptical about the silver as Aedelbert felt about the emperor. From what he'd heard about the mines in the region, lead, copper, and vitriole brought far more silver into the country than the miners brought up from the ground.

      Either way, it meant that there would be lots of custom for the smelters. Good. He liked being paid on time and in full. Aedelbert banked the fire and the men slept.

      Four days later they finished moving the clay up from the mine to the smelter site. "Aught we need to do, sir?" one of Turold's helpers asked.

      "Make sure heavy rain doesn't wash it. Otherwise let it sit, just make certain every few days that it's still there." He doubted that any of the local potters would come all this way to carry off some. However, stranger things had happened.

      As he and Caedda made their way down the mountain, his assistant nodded to a heap of loose rock that had fallen from a small cliff. "How long until we start the stone work, sir?"

      "Three days. Tomorrow's Eighth Day and I need to wash. Then buy supplies and visit the iron-smith to get our tools inspected. I'm not certain about the long bar anymore."

      Caedda nodded. "Good. One of the charcoalers said that the priestess of Gember told people to hurry the harvest as soon as it is dry. Hard cold is coming this year, then wet, then hard again if the signs prove true." They walked half a mile or so before he added, "I like the prospect, but not working in the cold and wet."

      "What's good for work isn't so good for working in." Aedelbert's hand ached in anticipation. Someday he was going to find a city that needed stonemasons, a place where he could live in a snug house near a good bath house and inn and not travel in winter. And someday the sea would eat the land this far to the east of the western coast, and schaef would grow wings and fly while great-haulers learned to swim.

      "I'm not certain the lords of Aldread will accept the Bergmeister's ruling that they no longer have any claim to a seventh of the mine," Caedda opined just before they reached the city's wall.

      Aedelbert shrugged. It was not his problem. Cutting stones and building the smelters were his problems. That and getting the white clay out of his clothes, if he could.
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      "Good call." The smith studied the large iron bar, his eyes unfocused as he ran his hands over the length, then rested two fingers a hand-width above the pry-tip. "Here. There's a weakness here, and this will break soon."

      Aedelbert groaned a little inside. Damn, but that's not what he wanted to hear. But he'd rather hear the words than the sound of the bar snapping as he tried to move a stone. "What do you recommend, Master Algar?"

      "Either I can shorten the bar, start the tip above the flaw, or trade you the weight plus labor and make a new one for you." The short-sighted man peered a little toward Aedelbert. "I have the right material. Some miners use it, since Scavenger's Gift doesn't have fire-air in the stones."

      It would be at least three eight-days before he needed the bar. "Trade the weight plus labor. I want the same size, please."

      "Agreed." Master Algar spat in his palm and they shook on the bargain. Aedelbert left two coppers as promise money, went out into the street, and considered kicking the corner-curb built into the wall. No, he'd likely tear his boots or break his foot, and then who'd do the work? Instead he took a different route back to the market, stopping by a little chapel and dropping two more coppers into the wheel-shaped box by the door. Radmar watched everywhere, and things had gone well with the clay. Perhaps too well?

      It was a good thing he had an account paid up at the Golden Loaf or he'd be hungry for the next eight days. Wassa had paid for the clay, so Caedda had settled all their bills. He'd also spent a lively evening with one of the professional ladies at the Red Schaef. So long as Caedda used his own wages, that was his business. Aedelbert preferred to sleep.

      The next day they rented a cart and loaded their tools in it. Their new apprentice, a lad named Ehric Noneson, came with them. Aedelbert caught a few people looking at them, nodding, and then going about their business. Ehric was known by all. He thought he had twelve years of age, and had been raised by one of the inn owners with the support of the Scavenger's temple. He'd been given to the temple through the baby-door. Caedda had suggested that the boy looked a great deal like the painting of one of the lords of Aldread, but then so did a quarter of the men of the region.

      The work site lay an hour's fast walk from the main road south from Garmouth. A small rock fall had opened the face, revealing a nice sandy-stone that had not cracked during the fire tests Aedelbert and Winfrith put it through. Even better, the men rebuilding the city wall did not like it and preferred a heavier stone found on the other side of the ridge from Garmouth. Aedelbert did not enjoy fighting with other stone workers for material. He and Caedda had already cleared some of the brush from the site. Ehric had spent the days while they dug clay clearing more of the area, and Aedelbert nodded as the site came into view. No one had moved anything back, and everything remained as it should be. Ehric'd piled any wood in a neat stack off to the side with a little roof of leaves and grass to keep it semi-dry. Good thinking, and would make life easier for them. Aedelbert approved. Ehric and Caedda unloaded the cart and tied the great-hauler so it could move a little and eat, but not wander away.

      Aedelbert walked up the slope of fallen debris to the face and considered the stone. He closed his eyes. Dark Master, Scavenger of all that is used, lord of the dark places, show me what You would have me see. He opened his eyes and let them unfocus, just taking in the rock. There. A line of weakness appeared—a slight difference in color within the rock. He moved closer and studied the stones. Yes, they'd start there, marking the first line, then work back from above. He took a small hammer and chisel from his belt, found the right place, and marked the stone. He moved a step to the left and repeated the motion.

      "Master Aedelbert's found the starting line," he heard Caedda explaining. "We drill back from there, freeing the first row, then working down. Once we have the first row clear, we can begin letting Donwah and winter help us, but until then, it is all hand labor."

      As he marked the work face, Aedelbert saw the blocks starting to appear, the weak joints in the stone shifting oh so slightly with the force of his blows. There was not a name for his sight, not a guild. Was a strange form of magic or just experience and the Scavenger's blessing? No, not magic, he told himself again. Mo magic ran in his blood, but the scavenger's touch. He turned his thoughts back where they belonged and concentrated on hammer and chisel, striking with mind as well as shoulder, pushing into the rock to crack it.

      Once he'd marked a two lachtern length, he returned to his starting place and marked vertical lines. They'd have to take smaller blocks from these initial larger ones, but that came far more easily than freeing the first, large stones. Aedelbert marked a dozen vertical cuts, then picked his way to the far edge of the face and sighted across it. The stone bulged out from the top of the face in a smooth, shallow curve to just above his initial line, then dropped almost straight. Scavenger be praised, once they cut the initial blocks, the water would drip into the line and freeze things more easily, Donwah willing.

      "Our turn," Caedda said as Aedelbert retreated from the work face. He'd sharpened the drills and both he and Ehric wore gloves with padded palms. "Put the material over your face." Caedda pulled a hood of very light gauze over his head, adjusting it so the thinnest part hung over his eyes. "Hold the bar straight for now, like so." Caedda set the sharp tip of the drill into the horizontal cut. Ehric braced against the stone beside him and held the bar steady. Caedda tapped it twice with the hammer, nodded, and swung hard. Bangring. The blow echoed a little from where Aedelbert sat, resting. "Good. Now rotate it sunward a quarter. Good." Bangring.

      Looking into the stone tired Aedelbert. The little burning sense across his forehead warned of worse to come unless he took care. He ate a sausage bun he'd bought before they left, drank some watered beer, and watched the others. Bangring. Ehric had not yet learned to flinch, and he stood steady, holding the drill well. After a while they'd switch, Aedelbert hammering, Caedda holding, and Ehric moving the chips out of the way and getting the fire ready for the wedges. Bangring. Ideally, they'd have at least one more apprentice and some journeymen, but the wall builders had soaked up every experienced laborer in the district, much as a great-hauler's feathers drew mud.

      By the time Aedelbert had cleared the place where he wanted the fire, Caedda had made a good start on the holes. Three holes in a hand-span's breadth now went over a finger deep in the stone. "It's soft, sir," Caedda called over his shoulder as he backed away from the face, then rested the head of the hammer on the ground. "You can set that down. You see why the gauze?"

      Ehric nodded with more energy than Aedelbert felt. "Yes, sir. Nothing in my eyes or mouth this time!"

      "Right. You need to be able to see, especially if you are on the hammer." Aedelbert walked over and Caedda handed him the hammer, then stretched his shoulders. Caedda said, "We switch. Go start a small fire using some of the brush you cleared."

      Aedelbert pulled his own hood out of one of his belt bags and pulled it on, blinking as the light dimmed. Caedda took the drill, checked the tip, and placed it into the next hole. Lord of Darkness, guide my hand, of Your mercy. Aedelbert tapped the drill twice to set the bar, then started pounding. Two blows, turn the drill, two blows, turn the drill. The sharpened end of the iron bar dug deeper into the gritty stone. It felt right. He had no other way to describe it. The stone gave, the cuttings fell out of the hole as the bar turned, and little cracks spread along the greater crack, working with the men. Sometimes the stone seemed to want to leave the face, for lack of a better word. Sometimes it fought.

      They worked until midday by sun, drilling a section as long as one of Aedelbert's forearms had been drilled. Ehric didn't strike as hard as the masters did, but neither Aedelbert nor Caedda faulted him. A man had to learn what he could do and still be precise. Far better to take a little longer and make a clean, straight hole than bend the bar, smash your partner's arm and hand, or break your own face hitting the stone and having the hammer recoil. Caedda and Aedelbert had seen all three at least once. They had time for Ehric to learn properly, so Aedelbert set a slow pace. Ehric also needed to grow muscles. He had a start, but not the endurance yet.

      When their shadows disappeared, Aedelbert nodded once and ordered, "We eat and then start the split." None of them spoke much, concentrating on food and drinking. After a while, Aedelbert's ears cleared and he could hear birds, and some of the wood popping in the fire as it burned under the water-pot. The spring near the site flowed clear and safe, and they heated a little fresh water to drink. Smart men didn't drink cold water on a hot stomach. It curdled a man inside and weakened him. Once he finished his food, he said, "Ehric, just watch us. This is a different practice from most stone-cutters, and you do not know enough to help with this yet."

      "Yes, Master Aedelbert." The boy stayed off to the side, eyes intent, leaning forward a little as the men arranged iron and bronze wedges, sorting them by size and depth. Caedda took four iron wedges and a smaller hammer, and returned to the work face. He tapped the wedges into every other hole, stepped back and studied the line of metal in the creamy yellow surface and nodded. He gathered four more of the larger wedges and put bronze between the iron.

      Aedelbert prepared a torch using some of the straighter, harder wood that Ehric had cleared and stacked. Once Caedda finished setting the wedges, Aedelbert carried the lit torch to the face. Mighty Scavenger, Lord of all that is in shadow, aid your servant. He let the flame play over the first iron wedge, imagining it drawing heat from the torch and expanding, pushing against the weakened places in the rock as it heated the rock, softening it. The rock fought a little, unwilling to cooperate, happy to be solid. He pushed harder and the unseen cracks grew, taking the heat as the stone yielded. Then he moved to the second iron wedge, then the third. He finished the fourth and sensed Caedda coming up beside him. Caedda lit a second torch, then they traded. Aedelbert returned to the first bronze wedge and warmed it as well, encouraging the heat to flow from metal to stone, metal to swell with heat.

      Crack. The faintest hint of sound told him that his effort had worked. Panting and drained, Aedelbert stumbled a little on the loose debris as he backed away from the face. He made it as far as the fire. He dropped the small torch into the flames, then sank onto the ground.

      Splash hssssssss!  "Ow." Ehric yelped, but quietly. Aedelbert sat with his head down. Sour, hot wine-lees smell and hot rock burned his nose as Caedda splashed lees of wine and cold water against the wedges. The rock splintered, throwing bits here and there in protest as it broke.

      "Blood for flesh," Caedda told the boy. "Make another torch and bring it when I call for it." Aedelbert heard more wedges being pounded into the stone. His head pounded in time with the hammer blows, as it always did. The first eight wedges drained him more than anything else in the work. Caedda could do the rest, at least for today. Tomorrow would be chisels and muscle as they cut away the space above the block-line.

      Aedelbert breathed and rested, feeling the sun-heated rock beneath him and the fire not far away. Something, a chunk of harder stone, had fought against the cracks and had deflected some. It didn't feel as if it would disrupt the work enough to justify moving the workface up or down. He'd know better after another day's labor.

      Aedelbert opened his eyes a whisker and watched the others. Caedda didn't see the rock the way Aedelbert did. At least, what he described sounded different. Since he shared Aedelbert's sense of when and where to strike, that sufficed for their work. Like Aedelbert he offered his donations to the Scavenger as a master stone-cutter, nothing more. The guilds and confraternities did not approve of men who worked outside their rules, and neither had trained as a mason. Besides, a true master mason would be wasted on this raw, rough work.

      "Torch." Ehric lit a third torch and hurried it to where Caedda waited. Aedelbert shifted so that he lay on his side, away from the fire, and napped despite the sounds and sensations.

      The sun on his eyes woke him. That and Ehric exclaiming, "Sir, it cracked!"

      "Yes, it did. Master Aedelbert's worked long enough to know the weak places that you and I don't see as well. So he let the stone do the work for us," the patient voice replied. "However, we have a lot of labor yet to do, because we need to cut free a line of stone one hand-width above the crack, in order to make a drip-way for the water. That's pure muscle and patience."

      Late that afternoon, the three stone workers walked back to Garmouth far more slowly than they had departed. The great-hauler bounced along, looking left and right and probably enjoying the day of rest, if the birds acknowledged such things. Aedelbert envied the bird. His arms and legs felt as heavy as the very mountains looming to their east, and his head pounded like a water-powered hammer. Scavenger be praised, they'd leave the boy at his inn. He'd have questions Aedelbert could not answer, and Aedelbert needed to sleep. If he could have ridden in the cart he would, but then others would have questions, and the city guard likely would not take, "Just a touch of bad food, sir" as an answer, not this time of the day. "Rock to the head" likely wouldn't go over well, and the teasing...

      Aedelbert woke the next morning with a vague memory of food, drink, and stripping for bed. His shoulders and elbows complained about moving, and his hands warned that he'd best not work without padded gloves. "How long until Eighth Day?" Caedda grumbled as water splashed. "Bread's on the table. I'm done."

      Bread and hot tea, bless him. Aedelbert rinsed his face and hands, ate and drank, then rinsed again. Tomorrow they'd go to the bath house, all three of them. They'd need it, and something told Aedelbert that they'd not be working on the following day. "Anything broken?"

      "Besides my back?" The tired joke sounded tired. "No, and I didn't see any mis-shaping of the wedges. I sharpened the drills and cleaned everything after you fell asleep. The others came past and said that we were welcome to shift over to work with them." Caedda chuckled a little as he said it. "I was polite."

      "How bad's their rock?"

      "They were not grumbling, at least not in the street. It's got some seams they don't like, but what doesn't? Seams are why the city's here." Caedda packed the tools into their cases and leather rolls. "I'll get the cart and boy. He might have the eye."

      "Huh." Caedda departed and Aedelbert used the night-bucket, then set it out for the nightsoil men to collect. He carried the wash-water bucket down to the landlady's garden and poured it onto the compost heap as she'd asked. If she stayed happy with him, she'd be more willing to grant them a little mercy if they couldn't work for a few weeks, Scavenger forefend. Her youngest son staggered past under a load of golden-brown fodder, forcing Aedelbert to dodge out of the zig-zag path of the walking hay pile.

      As Caedda had warned, that day the men hammered at the rock face, cutting the crack free from the stone above. Ehric lacked stamina but worked hard, and Caedda took pity on him, sending him for water a few times, then telling him to light a fire for noon. They'd have to stop to sharpen the chisels and drills as it was, and warm tea would be good. The afternoon turned hot, and the heat reflected off the stone until all three dripped water. Twice before day's end Aedelbert ordered them to stop and rest, and drink. But they had the entire two lachter span cleared. His ears rang and he tasted rock grit even though they'd worn their hood—somehow it found a way through. Nothing stopped dust if it were determined enough, Aedelbert sighed, and he almost wondered if the zwurge had done something to the rocks over night to remind the men to behave.

      The third day they worked down the edges of the two blocks-to-be. The vertical cuts grew more quickly than the horizontal, and after noon, Aedelbert and Caedda switched to drilling the top of the block while Ehric continued deepening the sides. He had a steady hand and didn't protest the labor, both strong points in his favor. When the sun reached four hand-widths above the top of the trees to the west, Aedelbert called for a stop. "We've done what we can do for right now. Load the cart, Ehric." The men tidied the work face, brushing away loose material and rock-powder with little twig-brooms, then packing their tools and quenching the fire. Aedelbert also buried a fresh bun in some of the tailings as a gift. He didn't really believe in zwurge, but it didn't hurt to leave something in exchange for the trouble-free work. He flexed his aching hand. Not entirely trouble-free, but that was his own inattention rather than the "Scavenger's hands" at work.

      "Oh, this feels good," Ehric sighed as he lowered himself into the hot-water tank later that afternoon. The other men smiled a little, but they could see his fresh cuts and bruises. Aedelbert and Caedda joined the others in the soaking tub. Caedda still maintained that the bath-house owner was touched in the head for not having separate hot baths for everyone, but the arrangement made sense to Aedelbert. Especially since this facility did not have scrubbing women or similar staff. For that a man went to the Red Schaef or other houses of pleasure. Here men washed, rinsed, then soaked. Woe betide the man who dared put his still-dirty self in the soaking tub! He'd be drowned before he had time to apologize. And then banned from the baths for a fortnight.

      "Weather's changing," one of the earlier arrivals stated. He lay back with his eyes closed, only his head above the water. "The wind's northeast and wet."

      "We're due. Should have had a good rain after that last cold snap," a red-headed man with a scribe's callouses said. "Master Wassa says the zwurge were grumbling, and the Gift breathed last night, clearing the tunnels and shafts."

      "Rain, then." With that the men fell silent, content to soak and rest.

      After the blood had returned to those places where it belonged, Aedelbert levered himself out of the tub, covered his privates with a modesty cloth and went to the drying room. He found his clothes tidied and brushed and someone had attempted to clean his boots, Korvaal have mercy on them. He left a little extra copper for the effort. Caedda and Ehric followed, and the three repaired to The Ore Cart for a good meal.

      "... not my problem. We pay the seventh, and if they don't take it, then read them out three times. If they don't come to reassert their claim, then we take the money back, or use it for the temple," Jens Saxklar declared. His voice carried over the other conversations as the three stone cutters found seats in the inn's crowded commons room. The fire miners must have been paid, or so Aedelbert guessed.

      A younger, red-headed miner fidgeted, then blurted, "Can a man do that? Read a noble out of ownership? Won't the emperor punish us, and the noble punish us too?"

      Jens looked to a grey-haired man sitting at the end of the bench. The old man's shoulders and neck hunched like a dead-eater bird, and the hand holding his leather mug lacked two fingers. He peered back at Jens and the others, then snorted. "This is a mine. Miner law is imperial law, set back at the end of the Great Cold. Anyone who doesn't claim their share or do their duty as owner," he pointed a battered and crooked finger with swollen joints at the younger men. "If there's proof, and the man is cautioned, then read out three times on three Eighth-Days in a row and he doesn't answer, he's read out of the mine and loses his share."

      Didn't everyone know that? Aedelbert wondered where the young man came from and what else he'd not learned. He selected a sausage from the fast-shrinking pile on the common platter and studied it, then give it a little sniff. Smelled right, meaty with a little spice.

      Caedda nodded his agreement with the old miner and nibbled the end piece of another sausage, then took larger bites. "Great-hauler," he said after swallowing.

      Good, Aedelbert said to himself. Schaef sausage... the less said or remembered the better. Aedelbert tried the cheese. It tasted sharper than what he was used to, but not bad. It bulked up the sausage, and together they filled his empty middle. He preferred a larger mid-day meal, but not enough to go all the way to town, then return to the work face, not when they were paid by the piece. The pickled vegetables cut the fatty aftertaste and softened the dark bread. Aedelbert had gotten the dark ale and savored it, nursing the first mug until he finished the meal. Caedda and Ehric stayed with the small-beer. Ehric did not need to be drinking heavy beers yet, the men had agreed. First, they needed to see if he had a fondness that might interfere with working.

      "Didn't you see the opening of the new vein?" one of the other miners demanded of the red-head. "Bergmeister approved Wulfric's claim, and only marked it in sixes, not seven. He didn't even bother with the lord's share."

      That stirred up the conversation. Caedda raised one eyebrow and held up his right hand, five fingers spread. Aedelbert wondered too, then shook his head. No one would dare claim the emperor's share—the gods would surely smite the man for greed. Aloud Aedelbert replied, "Not if rumor's true. And things are strange enough I'd trust rumor this once."

      "Point, sir," Caedda allowed. Ehric looked from one to the other, but didn't ask. He wanted to, Aedelbert could tell. But he'd learned the hard way to wait. That was another reason why the stone cutters had hired him as apprentice.

      A rough voice asked Caedda's silent question aloud. "Will the imperial share be next?"

      Silence slammed down onto the inn's commons the way a rockfall crushed men and trees. Several miners, the serving women, and the beer-boy all made the horns and spat, warding off trouble. Others edged away from someone at the end of the bench table farthest from the fire. After a hundred heartbeats, or so it felt, Jens shook his head. "Not if what the traders say is true. The emperor sent word to the northern cities that he is coming this winter, after the ports close, to do justice and visit the lands of the empire. He's bringing his court, or so the traders say."

      "So Liambruu's folly's making trouble for all the rest of us," one of the old men groaned. "Someone should have thumped that fool when he was younger."

      "Too bad it was only his ambassador got turned to a snake for breakin' god oath and not th' king," the oldest man creaked.

      "Not snake," one of the stone-workers contracted for the wall ventured. "Brother-in-law was repairin' the bridge at Moahnebrig. Traders came through sayin' they was there and the gods turned him to ash, all but his boots and smalls."

      A very broad-shouldered man seated by the fire turned to the others and raised a pewter tankard. "Howsoever it happened, the gods punished the man for false oath in their names. There's stories of other things, things the emperor needs sort out. If he comes, settles Liambruu, then leaves for another four hundred years or so, we'll all be better for it."

      "Aye, better an emperor in the north than an Aldread in the council house," a wiry miner declared. A chorus of agreement followed his words, along with calls for more beer. Aedelbert noted that no one challenged the statement. Did everyone agree, or had those who preferred their local lords learned to keep quiet when the beer flowed?

      "So, anyone besides Wulfric find any more silver?" The red-head sounded skeptical and took a long drink before continuing. "I'm thinkin' he'll find lead and more of that black vitriole."

      " 'Course he'll find lead. These are lead mountains. Copper's what I'm hopin' for," a dark-skinned miner thumped the table with his open fingers."Silver'd be nice, but copper pays."

      "Aye that," half a dozen men agreed.

      Caedda held up his mug, then pointed to Ehric. The boy was almost asleep on the bench, leaning against the wall. Aedelbert shook his head and Caedda lowered the mug. Aedelbert caught the serving maid's eye and held up three coppers. She took them, brought his board and marked it down where he could witness. He made his mark. Then he and Caedda stood and roused Ehric.

      "Find anything good?"

      Caedda turned and nodded to the dead-eater-like old man. "Good stone and true, sir, no veins thus far, Scavenger be thanked."

      "Sounds like a true stone-cutter, not a miner," the old man chuckled. "Scavenger be with ye."

      "May your work be steady, your hands as well, and the Dark One prosper you in His lands," Caedda called to the room as the men left, Ehric staggering a little between them. The boy tripped once and Caedda grabbed him. He was asleep on his feet. "Hot bath, good food, hard work," Caedda chuckled.

      "Agreed. I'm not too far behind him," Aedelbert murmured. A watchman turned and raised a hand.

      They slowed their steps as he came closer, then recognized them and their load. He waved, letting them pass with a muttered, "Young men and strong beer. He'll learn come the morning." The stone-cutters left Ehric at his home inn, then went straight to their room.

      The next morning, Aedelbert heard the sound of rain and ice over Caedda's snores. The air chilled those parts of him outside the blankets and straw-filled mattress. He used the night-soil bucket, then dove back into bed and returned to sleep. Sleep came rarely, and he couldn't work in the cold. Rain yes, but not in falling ice. Schaef and great-hauler killing weather in both senses of the term. He pulled the blanket higher. Thanks be to Yoorst for wool and down. Thanks be to Gember for a good meal, and to Korvaal for firewood and charcoal.

      He woke again as Caedda broke ice off the wash-basin, yelping, "Ssssss, that'll wake a man!" Teeth chattered. Aedelbert felt around beside the bed until he found his smalls and trousers. He pulled them up under the blankets and dressed that far, then patted again until he found his socks. No bare feet on the cold floor if he could help it! Caedda tucked himself into the corner of the chimney that passed through the room, stealing heat as Aedelbert finished dressing and washed his face and hands. "It's snowing now, and hard cold," Caedda grinned. "I hope you were right about the cracking."

      "So am I. Golden Loaf?"

      "Aye." They pulled on their boots and coats, then pulled waxed-canvas cloaks over those. A few men and women clomped through the snow, heads down and hoods pulled up to keep the snow away.

      Caedda dodged an overly-eager apprentice wielding a broom with far too much enthusiasm as he cleared the step and area around the shop door. Once he recovered his footing, Caedda ventured, "Jens says all winter is like this in the far north, but with more wind and harder, longer cold. His mother's from there, isn't she? Or was it east?"

      "Both. 'S why he's," Aedelbert tapped the side of his head. Jens wasn't mad-crazy, just uncanny at times for a man not Scavenger-born. 'Course, there were gods harder than the Dark One, or so he'd heard. It wasn't something a wise man asked. He ducked into the Golden Loaf and inhaled the smell of hot bread and mulled wine. It would be a good day to rest and sharpen tools.

      The sky cleared after noon but the clouds took the heat with them. When he woke the next morning, the cold cut through the blankets and Caedda moaned mightily about fools, work, and it never froze in Chin'mai. "Aye, and you'd have to work for nothing, and they get those sea storms that cover the islands in water as deep as a man is tall," Aedelbert retorted.

      "I can swim. So long as the water's only knee high." Caedda had fussed about the first cold of winter every year he'd worked with Aedelbert. Was it a ritual, or just something his family did? Probably yes. "I hope Ehric's sponsors gave him good winter breeches."
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      "Oh!" Ehric had learned not to whistle around stone, lest he offend both the Scavenger and the zwurge. He'd probably absorbed it from the miners through the air in the inn. "The Lady of Waters really did break the stones." The boy sounded awe-struck.

      Caedda straightened up from his crouch at the base of the chunk of stone. "Her waters always win. Be it ocean, river, or rain and ice, Donwah's waters are stronger than the land and stone. Sometimes She works slowly, other times," he nodded to the block. "But She still expects us to do our share."

      "Yes, sir!"

      The block had not only cracked all around, but looked as if it might even have cracked free, thanks to the ice that had built up behind it. Aedelbert studied the ice, peering into the shadowy gap behind the block of stone. That should not have happened so fast. Had he missed a flaw in the rock?

      Chunk-sss, chunk-sss. "Ugh."

      "Don't load your shovel so heavily. We're not trying to rebuild a sea-dam during a storm," Aedelbert warned Ehric. He took his own shovel and loaded it a third full of the waste rock and debris from around the base of the block. "Like so." Then he carried the chips and lumps well away from the slope and piled them in a bare area. The apprentice did as ordered and the three quickly cleared the base of the block. "Huh." Aedelbert squatted down and squinted at the stone, trying to puzzle out what had happened. "Is this—No, I don't, ah."

      The water had found a weak pocket in the stone, and had pooled, then frozen. Now that a little light reached the gap behind the stone, Aedelbert could see the change in the line of the back of the stone. Scavenger be thanked, Donwah be praised, the weakness had saved them almost an eight-day's worth of labor. Granted, they still had to get the stone out of the face and away from it, and that would be pure muscle from men and great-hauler. If the weak pocket extended farther, he might be able to trim several days off their time. He straightened up, turned, and looked at the next section of face.

      "Change of plans. Given the weather signs and how this split off the face, we are going to mark and open the next six lachtern of stone now. Not all today." Aedelbert scowled as Caedda pretended to die of exhaustion. "But we'll concentrate on that, then come back and free and shift this to start cutting it smaller."

      As they measured the stone and Ehric got a fire started, Caedda glanced to the boy and muttered, "Perhaps I should show him how to measure and score the blocks from the slab. He can do that while we drill, once he gets tired enough to be useless on the drill."

      Aedelbert considered the idea. They'd be working almost overhead for one section, and Ehric didn't have the stamina yet to hold the bar or hammer at that angle for long. Aedelbert stomped on the gravel and debris on the ground around the base of the cliff. They could add more and rise themselves, but that took work and time he preferred not to waste. "Do that, after the noon rest. Scavenger willing, the pry bar will be ready tomorrow and he can do that as well."

      "What, no stuffing him behind the stone and telling him to push with his legs?" Caedda tapped the drill twice, then pounded.

      Aedelbert rotated the drill-bit a quarter circle before the next blow, and the next. He could feel it in his arms and palms. He'd done this without gloves as an apprentice, but not any more. The padded leather palms got in the way of finer work, but they'd saved his hands more than once. He'd never enjoy this part of the work—no man did. Aedelbert let himself focus on the rock under the drill, sensing the cracks spreading a little with each blow, but not too much. Shatter stone would shatter under the heat of the smelter fires as badly as it did under the drill.

      They managed to mark four lachtern that day. "No, no wedges today. I want to get everything started, and then go through with the wedges all at once." Aedelbert sniffed the wind and looked at the hard blue sky. "Something's in the air. This dry weather won't last."

      "Ah, it's not smart to be working high in rain and cold, is it, sir?" Ehric leaned back and studied the way the cliff came down from under the grass and trees.

      "No. At best you'll get a face full of wet and sand." At worst something would shake loose and the trees and grass would drop down to join them. Aedelbert chewed his sausage-in-bread and considered how long they should work. He didn't want to get caught outside the gates at dark, so it they stopped when the sun was two hands above the trees. . .

      "The rock wants to come loose, sir," Ehric said a few bites later.

      The men both raised their eyebrows, and Aedelbert nodded to Caedda. The younger man swallowed his mouthful and asked, "What do you see?"

      The boy wrinkled his nose and frowned, pulling heavy brows even lower. "Not see, sir but feel? The block, it wants to move away from the face. As if it's not happy and wants to be somewhere else. I..." He stared at the small fire. "I'm sorry sir, I don't have good words."

      Both of Caedda's brushy blond eyebrows rose at that. "No, you're right, we don't have good words, but you have the right sense of things. Rocks— They're not like people or animals, but some are more likely to move than others, even in the same rock face, like this one. That's why they crack certain ways. As you work more with the stone, you'll start to see those places the way Master Aedelbert does."

      Aedelbert nodded his agreement. Caedda spoke better than he did. He couldn't describe what he saw and felt, he just knew what he knew. It didn't matter, since masters read stone either through experience or the Scavenger's touch. What did matter was getting the first blocks free so they could work on turning them into smaller blocks. And then loading them into wagons, and hauling them up to the mine and then smelter site. His legs ached at the very thought.

      Once they finished the meal and their drinks, Aedelbert heaved himself to his feet. He and Caedda resumed marking the top line of the next two blocks while Ehric set about scoring the first side cut, one lachter into the width of the block. The sun felt good for the moment, and the wind had faded a little. Even so Aedelbert wanted to hurry more than was wise. He forced himself to go slowly and carefully. Never rush rock. That way lay death or worse.

      The next day, they pried the first block loose. The pry bars and wooden wedges proved enough to shift the rock away from the face. After four hard pushes, Caedda yelled, "Ware!" Crunch-thud! The block fell forward onto the debris pile, sending dust and other things billowing as the men ducked away, shielding eyes and mouths.

      Ehric patted the rock, eyes unfocused a little. "It's happier?"

      Aedelbert and Caedda exchanged shrugs. Caedda found the proper measures and picks to use for scribing, along with a mostly-straight edge. Aedelbert eyed the straight-edge and shook his head a little. Caedda and the carpenter had gone several rounds over how straight was sufficiently straight before Aedelbert had intervened. They weren't building a wall or temple, not yet. A man could be too precise.

      "Good," Caedda said. "Now, this is how we start marking the smaller blocks."

      As Caedda taught, Aedelbert took a middling-large hammer and a handful of chisels to the workface. He considered the stone and what it had done thus far. Great and dark Lord, master of stone and cold, lord of shadows and what is unseen, guide my hand if You will.  Aedelbert set the end of the chisel against the stone face and began hammering, first straight, then a little down, then a little up, making a wedge-shaped hole. Cracks extended out behind it and to the sides. Aedelbert imagined a curtain or clear wall between himself and the rock, not putting any of his own inner strength or gift into the stone. He'd do that tomorrow. Today he needed to mark the cuts for the wedges.

      He'd gotten half a lachter or so before Caedda returned with the larger hammer and a drill. Without speaking Aedelbert shifted over, put the smaller hammer and chisels into his belt, and grasped the drill bar. Caedda waited for him to get set, tapped the bar twice, and whang!

      They changed places four times before day's end. To Aedelbert's great delight, Ehric had gotten three lines of pecked holes cut into the back of the slab of freed rock.  "Good. Very good."
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      By the end of the next day, Aedelbert could still walk but not easily. He trusted Caedda to guide him and the cart both as they plodded back to Garmouth. They'd used the great-hauler to drag the freed slab farther from the cliff, and the bird acted as tired as the men. The last bit of rock had fought against the wedges and fought hard, draining the stone-cutter. Clouds hid the sun, giving the wind more of an edge than their tools had. But the slabs had started to take shape. Now, could they work the next day or not? Aedelbert's mind wouldn't hold the thought, and he stared at his dusty boot toes as one foot rose and swung in front of the other, over and over and over.

      "What happen to you? Lose a fight with a pard?" Aedelbert recognized the guard's voice. They were at the city already?

      "Some of us have to work for our food," Caedda joked. "The work fought back. Rock's hard, ye ken?"

      The bent-nosed man looked them over, checked the contents of the cart, and passed them through the gate. "Men's heads are harder."

      "No argument here, sir," Aedelbert managed, then coughed. He tasted grit and the faintly bitter flavor of the local stone.

      How he didn't drown at the bath he never could remember. Nor did he recall getting from the bathhouse to his and Caedda's room. The sound of thunder woke him, as did a full bladder. He emptied the latter and went back to sleep.

      "Urgh." His hands refused to open, his left elbow burned and one leg cramped. He spread his fingers with care, flexing them slowly until they warmed and loosened, then extended his right leg. The muscles burned and pulled, trying to tighten again. He wiggled his foot and winced at the result. He'd slept too long. That or the Scavenger had beaten him in the night for complaining about the rock. Both hands throbbed. The elbow just ached, a counterpoint to the pulsing pain.

      "Here. Mistress Wigmunda sent this up for us. She must have heard me whimpering." Caedda offered Aedelbert a steaming tankard. He took it with great care, but only after he sat up. Caedda nursed a second tankard, holding it in both hands and snuggling it as if it were his first-born child. "It's almost noon, and the rain is warm. That's the good news. The not as good news is that it is still raining hard enough to drown a fish, and the streams are all rising. About half the men are taking turns watching the water-gate on the northwestern part of the wall to see if it rips loose." He drank, slowly, and Aedelbert took that as a warning. "The rest are grumbling about fools who stand in the rain and get in the way of everyone else. Master Rognor is keeping Ehric today and tomorrow in exchange for meals and some socks. He needs help moving flour barrels and other things to make room for the harvest."

      "Good. We need to work on tools." The spiced wine was as hot as it seemed, and Aedelbert sipped with care, blowing on the surface a touch before drinking a very little bit at a time.

      "Aye, and we might get called into working on the gate, if it lets go, but likely not." Caedda tipped his head back and studied the beams and slats overhead. "That's number one. Number two is that a messenger from Lord Heinrik Aldread made it into the gates before they closed yesterday. Yesterday?" he looked down again. "Yesterday, yes. Lord Aldread is not pleased about the walls."

      "Which walls?" Had the city encroached on the noble's land?

      "All of them. Garmouth's not supposed to have any walls at all." Caedda drank, then chuckled. "You look like a sucker fish when you do that."

      Aedelbert closed his mouth and drank. Now he truly felt awake, as awake as when he heard that tiny cracking, clinking sound that heralded the beginnings of a rock fall. No walls at all? Shit! How long had the lords of Aldread ignored Garmouth that they'd managed to build what now stood?

      "Mistress Godgifu says that the messenger told the council that Garmouth is not a city and has no right of defense, and that the walls need to come down, and two sevenths of all revenue needs to go to him to pay for the defense of the city and his noble right, since there is no Great Northern Emperor." Caedda's mouth stretched into a cold something that was not a smile. "And the city owes the farmers for the bad water."

      Aedelbert drank. Not his fight unless someone made it his fight. "I don't want to be between the Emperor, if he is really coming this far, and anyone else."

      "No, and that's apparently what the council said. Or so I heard." Caedda moved to the warm space by the chimney and sat on the stool. "Market rumor should be entertaining by sundown."

      By sundown the gossips would likely claim that Lord Heinrik had declared himself emperor and would bring an army to reduce the city. Aedelbert drank more spiced wine and contemplated the complications. Or were they complications? No, not for his work. He and Caedda had contracted with the mines, not with the city. The hot tankard eased the aches in his hands. 'Twould be nice if  the heat flowed as far as his knee and elbow. The only ones enjoying the weather were probably the fire miners, because no one would be fretting about sparks from the mine traveling up and setting the woods ablaze. Aedelbert still could not really believe that last spring's fire had begun that way, but he wasn't a forester or miner, so what did he know? And strong enough wind from the right direction pulled embers up a chimney, that all men with any sense knew.

      He risked a slightly larger sip and said, "Tools today, then work tomorrow if the weather allows. The slab needs to be cut and the first delivery made."

      After they finished the hot wine and Aedelbert dressed and tossed the slop-water out, the stone-cutters spread a scrap of canvas on the floor and worked on their tools. The hammers appeared sound, but Caedda re-wrapped the leather grip on a smaller one-pfund hammer just in case. "I don't trust that bit of wood," he explained.

      Aedelbert shrugged and continued grinding the little burr off a small chisel. How had it gotten damaged? They'd not used it for a while. One of the wooden wedges had cracked, but they could make more of those and probably should. He checked the smaller of the two axes. It needed sharpening. "Whetstone?" Caedda found the rougher of the two and passed it over. Aedelbert set to work. The familiar soft schring, schring of stone on the blade brought a little smile to Aedelbert's lips. How many years had he spent learning to care for tools before being allowed to try his hand on the stone? A very long time it had seemed to him then. A craftsman who couldn't care for his tools was no craftsman. Worse were those who refused to do it, who thought that mastery meant they were above such things. That might hold for a tapestry maker or fine-weaver, but a carpenter or stone-mason who left tool care to others? That was how men lost hands and legs.

      The rain continued as they worked. Would it bring the trees and grass down from the cliff? Probably not, but Donwah worked as She willed. "No plowing today," Aedelbert said at last as he confirmed the blade on the larger ax.

      "No, nor planting." Caedda peered at the large hammer, eyeing the handle and wiggling it a little. "What think you?" He handed it to Aedelbert.

      Aedelbert set the hammer down on the scrap of canvas and wiggled the handle as he held the head. Did he feel a tiny bit of play? He stood, picked up the tool, and carried it to the window for a little more light. One of the wedges seemed loose as he poked at it with the tip of his knife blade. "Needs more wedge."

      " 'S what I thought. It felt a little off yesterday." Caedda set it aside for the moment, until they could get some wood to whittle down to the right size.

      Once they finished with their task, they carried the canvas out the door and shook the shavings, dust, and dirt into the yard. The rain fell steadily, not drowning-heavy but not growing any lighter, either. Room cleaned, they put patens on over their boots and clomped to the Golden Loaf. Waves of heat washed from the door, and Caedda smiled. "Baking day," he declared, an enormous grin on his face. "I'll just stay here tonight."

      "Huh. And Mistress Godgifu will charge you for the privilege of smelling her wares and for stealing her heat," Aedelbert warned as they went in. They added their patens to the row by the door and hung cloaks as well.

      "Only if ye don't buy at least two loaves," the matron warned. Flour dusted her clothes and she coughed a little. "Stew. Salt-fish and golden root."

      She'd better have soaked the fish first, or they'd be using it to hammer the wedges into the rock face rather than eating it. Caedda and Aedelbert both took their mugs and very full bowls to the trestle table, then returned for two loaves of heavy bread. "You bring the saw?" Aedelbert murmured as he discreetly thumped the crust. It thumped back.

      "No. Should I get chisels as well?" The crust yielded to knife blade, revealing a proper dense loaf inside the dark brown crust. A maid paused long enough to leave a pot of mustard and a small jar of pickled vegetables. Caedda sampled one of the bits of radish and blinked hard, then took a large bite of bread. "Good pickle."

      The vegetables fought back. They must be last season's end, that or Mistress Godgifu had been distracted and had added a handful or two more of mustard seed than she'd planned. However it was, it cleared Aedelbert's head and made his ears sting. The stew tasted of fish but not brine, and hot cider helped take the edge off the damp cool.

      He and Caedda were half-way through the loaf when one of the townswomen came in. "Gember be praised," she sighed. "Two loaves of wheat heart, please. Orden's going to need both of them."

      "Problem?" Mistress Godgifu asked as she weighted the loaves.

      "Water gate's tearing out, he says, and they are going to salvage what timbers they can from downstream. The millers are diverting water away from the wheels in case anything more comes down from the mountain." The matron nodded as the baker's wife showed her the weight and passed over a quarter copper in exchange for the loaves. "Lord Heinrik's messenger left with dawn. I wonder how far he'll get?"

      "The first ford, likely, Donwah have mercy." Mistress Godgifu's sharp tone and compressed lips belied her invocation.

      Despite his better judgement, Aedelbert wanted to see how high the water had come thus far. The water gates had seemed solid that last time he'd gone into that part of the city, but wood could deceive just as stone did. He and Caedda finished their meal and nursed the remains of their cider. "I'm going to get the hammer and take it to Master Actulf and see about getting that wedge replaced."

      Aedelbert blinked at his partner, then shrugged to himself. Caedda probably wanted to see if the master's daughter was working in the shop that day. She painted some of the fine chests and cabinets her father built. She was comely enough, and likely had a good dower. "I'll see if the water gate is as bad as rumored. And see if there's any messages from Harnancourd."

      "Probably a tax bill," Caedda snarled as he stood. He lowered his voice and hissed, "Count's due and past due for a hunting accident."

      "They have been rather frequent recently, haven't they?" Aedelbert muttered back. They reclaimed cloaks and patens and went their separate ways. Rain, snow, sun, business continued and Aedelbert nodded to a few people he recognized. That was one advantage the miners had—they could work all year, all weather, unless it was one of those wind-mines. And he'd heard stories that some of the westerners had devised a way to dig vertical shafts with devices on them to bring fresh air into the adits even when the wind shifted. Probably silver mines, he decided. Over the sound of the rain and of people walking, a new muttering roar came through the streets. Donwah had spoken, or so it sounded, and Aedelbert lengthened his stride. He wanted to see the water gate, not get caught in flooded streets. He'd endured enough of that in his youth.

      Creeeeeaaaaaaaak. Creeeaaaaaaaaaaak. The sound of straining wood gave him pause. A number of men and boys stood at the end of the side street, well back from the water gate and the inner wall. He could see the wood of the outer wall leaning where it should stand straight. Had the stream undermined the wall? Or had someone started doing Aldread lord's work of removing the wall? That should not happen either. Aedelbert stopped where he was, far enough away to get a head start if the waters decided to claim more than just the gate and the mill-wheels.

      "What says the priestess?" a nervous voice asked from among the men.

      "Which one? We don't have a priestess of Donwah, not since the winter cough took the last one," Wassa said. Aedelbert wondered what the mine master was doing in town. "And the Lady of Waters does as she will."

      The water gate groaned as the inner wall shifted farther. The crowd backed away and Aedelbert got ready to run. CrrreeeaaaaaSplash! Wood and iron failed as Donwah's waters shoved them aside. The inner wall's timbers and daub slumped farther, clay starting to dissolve under the rain's constant wearing. The roof over the wall didn't help when the wall tilted so badly. Wassa retreated farther, joining Aedelbert in the protection of an oriel window's overhang.

      "The stone masons will have more work," Aedelbert observed, arms folded. That was, if they rebuilt in stone. There'd been arguments about that.

      "Aye. And the diggers as well." Wassa shook rain off the hood of his miner's coat. "Council wants a true moat, not just water gates for the mill-races."

      Aedelbert closed his eyes and tried to imagine what that would look like. How did that sketch of the new outer wall run? "So, ah, moat, outer wall, mill-stream, inner wall?"

      "Outer wall, moat, inner wall, mill stream," the mine master corrected. He scratched his nose over his mustache and smoothed his beard. "Move the outer wall ten lachtern west, inner wall where the outer wall is now, all stone. Water gates in both walls, but not so many in the outer. And catch-pools for ochre downstream of the moat."

      Aedelbert calculated the cost and boggled. "Scavenger be blessed, but that's a lot of stone work."

      Wassa folded his arms. "Aye, but Sithulf's working with Colar and the merchants. The seventh from the new mine, plus what the lords never claimed will pay for half now," he pointed down. "Scavenger willing, two years will pay for the rest."

      "Scavenger willing." The number still made Aedelbert's head reel. "But that," he nodded toward the gap in the inner wall, "comes first."

      "Yes. Should have been stone from the start, but the millers wanted wood so they could put the gates in and out more easily." Wassa spat onto the wet stones. "Might change their minds now."

      Millers changed their minds half as fast as their mill-wheels turned, or so it seemed to Aedelbert. But Wassa knew the men better than he did, and Donwah's work might inspire a new view of the matter.

      "Probably going to need you to work on the walls," Wassa added.

      Aedelbert opened his mouth to protest. Then he closed it again. "Smelter stones come first. That's the contract."

      Wassa raised one hand and tipped his head down a little. "Easy, Master Aedelbert. Contract work first, then anything else. No argument here. Without the smelters, there will be no lead and copper to pay for anything."

      A harsh voice from beside Wassa hissed, "Can't do anything anyway until the water drops and they see how much earth and ore the Lady has taken." Aedelbert and Wassa both leaned away from Turold's anger. The former fire-miner's maimed hand clenched. "Saw the men stopping early as I came down-mountain. Told the bastard not to leave the grinders uncovered. Jens says 'e didn't listen."

      Wassa's eyes flashed open. "Who did that?"

      Aedelbert eased away, then hurried out of range before Wassa and Turold grew any angrier. Whatever it was, it sounded bad.

      Two days later, Aedelbert studied the remains of the water gate and the wall. One of the twins—Dunstan, Aedelbert guessed—leaned on a staff and watched the brown water. "Should have been stone, not half-rotten wood."

      "Rotten?" That would explain a great deal.

      "Someone did not take care of the gate posts," the mason said. "So they get to repair the mill canal, and we get to build a wall and a half, weather permitting. Probably get started and then have to cover everything for the winter so it doesn't split." Resignation colored his words and his shoulders drooped. "Man plans and the gods decide."

      "Aye that." Still not his problem, Aedelbert told himself, but something nagged in the back of his mind, perhaps a warning? Not to get too proud, lest the Scavenger take offense?

      And what if Lord Heinrik decided to remove the city's freedom? Surely he'd wait until spring to do anything. Wouldn't he? That same nagging something made Aedelbert wary as he returned to his room.
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      The stone-cutters worked all the slabs free of the cliff, and had managed to cut the first slab into building stones before the heavy snows began. "What now, Master Aedelbert?" Ehric asked as they looked at the snow covering their work area and the neat stacks of finished bricks. The light white powder glowed in the cloud-softened sunlight, and the men wore their chip hoods just to ease the glare.

      Aedelbert pointed back to the cart. "We sweep the stones clear and then cover them. Then we load what we can into the cart without overloading the bird, take it to the Scavenger's Chapel, and return for the rest."

      Ehric's head turned from the slabs to the pile and back. "Ah, so we don't tempt anyone into borrowing the stones for their house or shed, sir?"

      "Exactly." Although some men and women had to steal, all the gods frowned on tempting people into mischief. There was a reason why fruit and nuts on limbs over the right-of-way belonged to all men, but trees within fence belonged to the land owner. "Sweep and cover, then load."

      Once they had cleaned the creamy, gritty slabs, Caedda and Aedelbert studied the faces, examining them carefully for surprises. They seemed to be cracking nicely where cracks should be, and Aedelbert risked letting himself "read" the third slab. One corner would shatter, was shattering already after hitting a harder stone when it came free of the cliff. Otherwise all the cracks fell along the lines the men had made. He sat back, closed his eyes and gave thanks. Then he opened them again and returned to work. Their labor meant nothing if they left the slabs exposed to all weathers where ice could find any and every pocket and chip. He'd seen slabs that lost half their thickness from being left uncovered in a wet, cold winter, and he preferred not to have that happen because of carelessness.

      Ehric began moving blocks of stone into the cart while Caedda used some of the brush and limbs to cover the intact slabs and Aedelbert added dirt and loose stone over the brush. Then they piled dirt around the edges, sloping it and packing it a little. Caedda checked on Ehric every so often, in part to ensure that he didn't overload the cart. Once the men had covered the slabs, they took axes and blazed the trees closest to the site as well as piling stone into a cairn. Blaze and cairn, and signs of work—by law that marked the site and no one should try to claim it from under them. They'd also registered it with the Scavenger's temple, but not everyone went into Garmouth to look for claims before they began working.

      "That's plenty. Good," Aedelbert heard Caedda say as he finished piling the last stones around the cairn. "You want the load evenly balanced so we don't break the cart or hurt the great-hauler. He's got enough work as it is." So did the men. They'd have to help get the cart moving, and they'd be shoulders to wheel at least twice before they got to the gates. Yoorst frowned on those who didn't make allowances for the needs and frailties of His beasts.

      As he thought about it, none of the gods had much patience for people who assumed someone or something else should do all the work. Aedelbert pondered the matter as he made certain that all the tools had been loaded, including the brooms and shovels. Caedda did likewise, just in case, while Ehric coaxed the great-hauler back into the cart's poles and harnessed him. Had it been different before the Great Cold? Had that been the reason for the Great Cold, that people had rested too much on the gods and on animals like the long-lost wagon-pherds and large kine? Perhaps the gods had gotten tired of people lazing around and had punished them the way a master disciplined lazy apprentices and journeymen. Or perhaps the world had giant seasons the way it had smaller ones, and it would get even warmer in a very long summer, then colder again.

      "How many trips will we need, sir?" Ehric asked, breaking Aedelbert's musing and pulling his mind back to where it ought to be. The great-hauler fussed, as Aedelbert had guessed it would, and the men had to push while Ehric tugged to get the bird moving.

      "At least three to the city and back, each a little lighter unless we change birds. Then two wagons to the grinding site near the Gift. After that? It depends on the weather and how many stones we can carry per load." Muddy or icy trails meant more trips because if a man fell with heavy weight on his back... Aedelbert wouldn't risk other people's necks for the amount they were being paid.

      They were into their first return trip before Ehric spoke again. "Master Aedelbert, why do we always move rocks up and never down? The miners, the masons, us, we always move rocks up and not down."

      "There are some places where stones are moved down, especially mill stones and gold. But... what do you recall about the making of the world?"

      Ehric frowned with concentration, one eye half closed as he thought. "Ah, that is, um... Oh! When the gods made the world, Donwah and the Scavenger finished Their tasks last, and so got the last choice of lands. But," he scrunched his brow and nose. "Ah, the Lady of Waters only claimed what She had created and gave all the magic in the waters away to men. And the Scavenger, um, something about taking what the others could not see?" He walked a few more paces, then admitted, "I'm sorry sir. I don't remember."

      Caedda and Aedelbert both chuckled. "You are not alone in that. It is said that as the gods divided up the world, each with what they did the best and interested them the most, the Scavenger was not present. And so when He did come to the council, nothing remained. So He was named the Scavenger, the god of scraps and remnants." Aedelbert paused. "Except."

      "Except what, sir?"

      "Except the others had forgotten what they did not see. 'I claim all that is unseen, save what my sister's waters conceal,' the Scavenger told His brothers and sisters. And so it is." Aedelbert waved one hand toward the mountains to the east, carefully, lest he spook the bird. "All that is below the ground is His, as well as what His servants Scavenge. Because He knew that without someone to take the unwanted, the used and broken, the world would become so piled and covered that nothing could grow, just as in the cities if no one collects night-soil or other waste and broken bits."

      Now, how He became a god of death, that Aedelbert did not know, nor did he want to learn. Some things were better left to the priests. "And we still have stone to move."

      They barely made it into Garmouth before the gates closed. "Is this why we are leaving everything at the chapel, sir?" Ehric asked Caedda as they unloaded the cart for the last time.

      "Aye. For a blessing, and because it is easier to load the wagons from here." The priests had given them leave to put the stone on a waist-high platform beside the chapel over-night. In summer, they built a booth there and rented it to one of the beer-brewers for a summer tavern. Now it stood vacant and available for a small fee.

      "Scavenger be praised," the boy exhaled. He'd worked hard. Aedelbert had decided that he would buy the boy's contract outright come spring. Especially since Caedda seemed to be developing an itch to marry and settle down. Aedelbert wished him well, so long as he waited until after they finished the smelters!

      When they returned the rented cart and great-hauler, Aedelbert asked about wagons. The wagon master's eyes narrowed and he studied the stone cutter from the top of his cap to his boots. "How far and what load?"

      "Two three-bird hitches carrying a hundred and fifty miner's-pfund to the ore-grinding area at Blue Cliff." He'd changed his mind about staging the stone. Blue Cliff was closer to the smelting site, but the road was not as good as the one leading to the Gift.

      "When?"

      "Day after the Eighth Day, if it remains dry." He was not going up there in heavy weather.

      The wagon master's heavily lined face unwrinkled a little. He reminded Aedelbert of last season's apple from the bottom of the barrel, the ones you couldn't reach without tipping the barrel over. "We can do that. Cash."

      "Cash." His money pouch screamed in agony as he said the words, but they had to move the stone somehow. The men shook on the bargain.

      The next day the stone cutters joined others at the temple of the Scavenger. They brushed their fingers over the head of the carved rat outside the door, then bowed and removed caps and hoods as they entered the dim space. It smelled of stone and a little damp, and a dark, spicy, earth-touched incense. A seated hooded figure watched over the alter, one hand holding a black wooden staff, the other resting on the head of another oversized rat. Aedelbert hoped they were oversized. Even though he was Scavenger Born, he preferred not to meet a rat that large. Only two women joined the men, both hard ladies with cold eyes and work-scarred hands. One wore a miner's hooded coat. Was she a widow or did she work in her own name? Or was she a widow who sorted ore? He'd heard of some women who did that work. The other woman's brilliant yellow and crimson dress announced her profession—she ran the Red Schaef.

      "Greetings, sons and daughters of the Lord of the Depths," a priest called.

      "Hail, Lord of the Depths," the miners and others called back, bowing in ragged unison. "Hail, great Scavenger."

      When they'd come to Garmouth, Aedelbert and Caedda had both been surprised to learn that the miners and others all met together on the Eighth Days. But then they'd never been any place with so many Scavenger Born prior to coming to Garmouth. Birth to or for the Scavenger was not a sign of shame or suspicion, not in the mining towns. Caedda preferred to pay his honors privately, but Aedelbert welcomed the chance to join with others of his kind. To be Scavenger Born in a port and trade city...

      "The Lord of Shadows blesses thee, sons and daughters of His hand."

      "All honor to the Lord of Shadows," came the reply.

      After worship and the final blessing, the men and women departed, leaving their offerings if they had any. Then they broke into little groups in the courtyard, talking and doing a little casual business, nothing requiring more than a handshake contract. Aedelbert had no plans, but hesitated beside the rat statue, debating what to do next. Wassa, one of the twin masons, and Jens Saxklar approached where he stood, hands waving as they talked. Did they need him to settle a wager?

      "Are you done for the season, Master Aedelbert?" Wassa asked without preamble. Beside him, Boernrad tipped his cap back from his low forehead, an annoyed frown on his plain features.

      Where was this going? Aedelbert considered for a moment. "Once we finish moving two wagon loads of cut stone up to the smelter site, we will be, unless the weather turns fair for an extended sweep of days."

      Boernrad blurted, "We need you to work on the wall, day contract."

      Wassa and Jens both folded their arms. "Boernrad, patience," Wassa ordered. He pointed to himself. "We need a stone-cutter in the mine, someone who can work on opening a connecting adit between shafts and not get distracted by shiny rocks." Beside him, Jens snorted and rolled his eyes.

      "And we need a master stone cutter to work on the wall and water gate. We're continuing through winter, Scavenger willing," Boernrad told Aedelbert, giving Master Wassa a sideways look as he spoke.

      Aedelbert considered his options. He needed some work. He did not care to use all his money over the winter, especially if he might needed to flee come spring. Should Lord Heinrik attack the city, Aedelbert did not intend to stay. Caedda could sleep for a season—and probably would if give the opportunity—but he couldn't, and they'd need to keep Ehric busy as well. "You do know that Caedda and I are work partners, and we have an apprentice."

      "Yes, Master Aedelbert," Wassa said.

      "You are?" Boerndrad blinked hard. "We thought you were just free contractors."

      Aedelbert gritted his teeth but pointedly did not snarl. "We are work partners with an apprentice. I cannot speak for Caedda, but I will speak with him. However," he nodded toward the mountains north and east of them, and the mines tucked into their stony folds. "If the weather turns dry, we must cut stone for the smelters. That is why we are here."

      The mason's face tightened as if he'd just bitten a mouthful of sour-melon thinking it was candied gold-ball. "Ah."

      Wassa and Jens looked smug. Had there been a wager, or a fight? Probably the latter, and Aedelbert wondered if the masons were trying to poach miners or convince them to work on their days off. Good luck getting the fire miners to do that. They earned too much to risk losing confraternity benefits, and Scavenger knew they needed the rest days. "I will speak with Caedda," he repeated.

      That evening, after they'd had two rounds at the Ore Cart, he broached the subject. Caedda ran a hand through his hair, then settled his cap again. "I was wondering when they'd ask us." He drank more of his beer. "I'm not going into the mine unless I have no other option. That's not my place. And I suspect you'd prefer not to work with the masons." Caedda raised one eyebrow until it brushed a flop of pale brown hair.

      "Aye." He couldn't hide his talent for long around them. "If you want to work with the masons, take Ehric with you. The work is similar, and he can learn some more things, refine what he already has. Unless you think he'll have the same problem I do."

      Caedda glanced left and right for listeners, then leaned forward. "He might. And he's young enough not to keep his mouth closed if one of the seniors pushes him. He told me that Master Eonric Schneid was leaning on him to tell him what we had been doing and how we broke the stone so quickly."

      "Damn," Aedelbert hissed, so quietly that he almost didn't hear himself. "Schneid should have more than enough to keep his nose in his own business."

      "I think there's snake on his mother's side," Caedda growled back, then straightened up. "It might be better if we divide duties. I'll take him with me the first few days so he can see the difference between what the master masons do and what we do, then he can work with you."

      That brought another risk, Aedelbert realized as he tossed a nut shell into the fire. What if the boy could not close down his abilities? So much rock might break him. Aedelbert and Caedda had both tried to teach him how to close his stone-worker's eyes, but could he with so much stone around him? All the more reason for him to start with Caedda, then change over. "First we have to finish moving the blocks."

      "Aye that. Work before pleasure." Caedda leaned off the end of the bench and eyed the passing kitchen-maid's curving lower leg.

      "You'll be wearing that beer if you keep it up."

      A lascivious grin, and "Keeping it up is no problem at all. Just ask Cwen at the Red Schaef."

      "That's Wassa's foster-daughter you're eyeing." Aedelbert scowled. "You want a rock hammer to both your heads?"

      Caedda sat up and behaved. She did have a lovely turn of ankle and lower calf, Aedelbert had to admit, although that could just be how her boots were made and laced.

      Another Eighth Day passed before they got all the stones shifted, stacked, and covered. Turold had moved himself up to the smelter site full time, winter or no, and had made a snug cabin. The wood cutters too worked through winter, as did the charcoal burners, and stockpiles of both fuels had begun growing, sheltered from the weather. "Rather be here than down there." Turold said as the men and boy rested after the last trip. "You'll have more help come spring. Wassa and Sithulf both gave word."

      "Good." Otherwise they'd be moving rocks for far too long.

      Task done and work reported, Wassa paid them for their labor and the materials. Aedelbert made his offering, then paid the landlady, the wash-women, the bathhouse, and Mistress Godgifu. That left less than half the funds to get them through winter. Well, the Scavenger provided, if a man did his share.
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      Blue Cliff mine came by the name honestly. The shadows on the face turned the stone faintly blue, and the ore and waste rock also bore a blue-grey color. "Silver and lead, as you'd expect, with some copper." Leofwine picked up a basket. Aedelbert did likewise, juggling things so he had his tools over one shoulder as they ducked into the mine opening. No one came or went empty-handed into the mines, that was the Scavenger's law. Leofwine also carried a torch. "This part fell in of its own long before we looked here for ore."

      That did not fill Aedelbert with happiness. However, these were safe mines compared to some. No one had been stricken by miasmas, and no waters breached the shafts and galleries, drowning all below ground before a man had time to realize he was wet. Aedelbert kept his gift close and closed, not reading the rock other than with his eyes and experience. "We go down one shaft to the adit that needs to be opened. Mind the rope."

      A rope hung down the center of the shaft, where a man's basket of torches or tools could catch and tangle in it. As they descended someone shook a rattle below them and they heard, "Load coming up." Aedelbert pressed himself against the ladder as a leather bucket full of rock creaked past them. What fool thought that was a good idea?

      "We're working around a drusy vein," the voice below him sighed. "Lots of waste but easy to move."

      Aedelbert didn't say anything until they got to the proposed gallery. Someone had already marked the directions in the floor, and he studied them. He'd be working east by north. The rocks should be cool. Wassa said a shaft had already been dug and measured, but they needed to get through the rock quickly without stopping to look for veins of congealed metal. Since he was not a member of the miners' brotherhood, Aedelbert couldn't touch the veins if he found something. However, as a stone cutter and Scavenger Born, he certainly could move rock and tunnel. Someone had also stocked some timbers here for when they were needed. If they were needed. If they were facing drusy rock, well, he'd just see. Aedelbert found the unlit lamps and used iron and fire-stone to light one. Great Scavenger, Lord of the Darkness and Underground, guide me, show me Your paths if it is Your will.

      The fire-miners had been there, and had already fired the wall. Bits of fire-shattered stone lay on the floor. The rocks ahead of him had crazed, and he could see the hollow pieces that looked like wood rotten to punk. Aedelbert was not pleased about working alone on the face, but he shrugged. He was not far from the shaft, moving toward a gallery, and men would come by to remove the waste. That had been part of the agreement—he was not going to work and move rubble alone. Someone had to help with the waste rock. He found a little ledge and set the lamp there, out of the way. Then he used it to light a torch. He wedged the torch between two rocks and put out the lamp. No point in wasting oil.

      Aedelbert tugged and adjusted his padded half-gloves, hefted his pick, and brought it down against the face. He struck half-way down the face, where the rock seemed softest, and he used only part of his strength. The rock chipped and flew, and a chunk half the size of his fist fell to the ground and rolled a foot-width. Yes, this bit had dry rotted and started turning drusy. He dug and chipped carefully, working on the sides, then back toward the center, then up. The miners wanted the adit shoulder high. Aedelbert considered that stone and decided that a slight curve in the ceiling would not be amiss. Even without using his stone senses, he could tell that the rock did not care to be shaped flat. Probably had to do with the rot.

      After a while he stopped and took a sip from the water-skin that he'd brought. He listened to the mine. The Scavenger's Gift had breathed hard a few eight-days before, fresh air rolling in and the old, miasmatic air gusting out. Would Blue Cliff breathe as well? Aedelbert seemed to recall someone saying that not all mines did, and some had to have wind-fans to keep the miasmas from growing too thick. He lit a second torch and wedged it beside the first one.

      He heard the wood burning, and could see the flames standing straight. No air moved here yet. Or did it? The smoke had not gotten too thick yet, so perhaps it moved a little. Water gushed far away, if he strained to listen, and the faintest of hints of the thunks of men laboring on the vein. " 'Ware, basket," came to his ears, so quiet it might have been from outside the mountain. Something else, a delicate scraping, skittering, like claws on stone. The Scavenger's rats? Or zwurge? That reminded him. Aedelbert removed a fresh bun with a bit of dried fruit in it from his meal sack and backed away from the face. He left the token just outside the torch's light, tucking it into a little depression in the stone. A wise man made and kept peace with those who lived around him.

      Aedelbert moved four baskets worth of rock from the face before the shift ended. The dark became almost familiar as he worked, eyes part-shut against the flying chips. He'd had to use chisel and hammer a few times, and sensed the cracks spreading beyond the metal edge, even though he kept himself "closed."

      "Not bad," Leofwine said as they packed the loaded baskets out. An apprentice took the basket from Aedelbert once they reached clear air, and added the contents to a sorting tip. "Anything shiny?"

      "Just the knees of my breeches."

      The miners snorted, rolled their eyes, or nodded at the ancient joke. Aedelbert turned the pockets of his coat inside out and the shift-lead nodded once. A proper miner's coat had no pockets, so that a man couldn't steal or smuggle things into the mine. The long leather-reinforced flap in the back reached to a man's knees to protect him as he crouched, and the conical hood contained padding for his head as well as keeping rock dust and chips out of his hair and ears. Unlike the others, Aedelbert carried his tools with him. A few of the miners gave him odd looks, but they knew by sight he wasn't a member of the confraternity, and didn't have their protections. Some men claimed that zwurge borrowed tools from men outside the confraternity. Aedelbert suspected that those same men also claimed the Scavenger's protection when they got caught with those "borrowed" tools.

      By the Eighth Day, Aedelbert was glad of a rest. He'd forgotten how little he liked laboring at a constant stoop. Or he'd have to kneel, and even with leather and rag pads on over his breeches, the rock chips found ways to get even. He also missed having other men around. They distracted him from the rock, and as he grew more tired, he had to work harder to keep the rock out of his awareness.

      Only once had he tried looking at the rock while in a mine. He'd nearly gone mad. So many cracks and seams and splits, so many different flavors and qualities of stone, some ripe, some rotten, some dry, some harder than cast iron... The sheer mass of stone nearly drowned him.  Never again. If he hadn't still been within sight of the world above, he'd have fallen into the stone and never returned. Aedelbert felt his mouth twisting into a false smile. No, thank you, never again. Aedelbert would quarry, or dig a plain tunnel or shaft, but he'd never be a miner. The Scavenger made men as they were and that was that—he'd not been created to mine.

      Speaking of the Scavenger, Aedelbert counted out three coins and dropped them into the offering box as he and the others passed the chapel. He wasn't the only one. "They're firing the east face as well as the new adit," one of the older men said.

      Two or three shivered and made warding signs, and one spat through the horns. "They know about the seam?"

      "Oh aye, Wassa and Sithulf both warned them, and a priest is going in before they work, to inspect it and confirm if that's really what it seems to be." The old man also made the horns, throwing the gesture toward the mountain. "Brother told me about a burning mountain. Don't care to see one myself."

      "But think what your wife'd save on fuel," one of the youngsters protested, resting one dirt-packed finger beside his nose. "She could send the bread dough and roots with you to work, and spare the cooking fuel."

      "Aye, and you want to pay for stone cribbing and timbers to replace wood?"

      A chorus of loud denials answered his questions. Aedelbert nodded his agreement. Truth be told, no one wanted a fire of that sort in the mine. Aedelbert had not seen the blaze himself, but had seen the ground above a burning earth-coal seam. That had scared him enough. The soil had felt warm, no plants grew, and the rocks had baked red. The man with him had claimed that they glowed some nights, red like iron in a forge. Some places over the fire, the earth slumped into the burned-out veins without warning, pulling any man or beast into the flames below. No one knew how that fire had started, if it were by man or by the gods. Aedelbert did not care to be around if a man accidentally lit one of those ever-burning earth-coal seams.

      The bath felt more welcome that evening than usual, and Aedelbert opted to have a shave as well. He preferred to keep his beard short, even in winter. Short hair discouraged seam creepers. Some men might not object to sharing their clothes with other creatures, but the thought repulsed him. One of the journeymen he'd trained with had claimed that the men of the eastern grasslands didn't bathe at all in winter. Well, if he lived under the sky for his only roof, then that was one thing, but a civilized man needed to bathe if only so other men didn't throw him out of the inn or the mine.

      "No. What now?" Two men came into the soaking room and eased into the tub.

      "Widow Leoflaed been tellin' my woman that the farmers have the right of it, and that the city and the mines have gone too long without a lord protecting other people from us." The speaker's grey-streaked hair hung almost to his waist, and Aedelbert wondered if there was some northerner in the family or if he was under a vow of some kind.

      The others present groaned or muttered. "Ugh."

      "She'll never let it go, will she?"

      A wiry man with clerk's stains and callouses on his hands declared, "She needs a man to settle her."

      "Eh," a fourth man lifted his left hand out of the water and wagged it back and forth. "Her man died of miasmas from opening the Silver Thorn mine down south. His lungs never recovered, killed him slow over years, 's why he shifted to trade and tools. If she's scared of miasmas corruptin' the water, least wise she's got more reason than most."

      The long-haired man shrugged, head back, eyes closed. "Eh, point. But my woman thinks Leoflaed's fight with Wassa's brother over the castana trees is part to blame."

      "Oh Korvaal have mercy," a carpenter snapped as he stood up from the tub and held his modesty cloth in front of himself. "That was twenty years and more!"

      Aedelbert had to ask. "Castana trees?"

      Several men sighed. "Old, dead story," Wulfric said at last. "Wassa's brother bought the grove for timber prices. Leoflaed wanted to be paid for orchard price, since castanas have to be planted and tended, even if they are in a wildwood. Since their nuts can be ground for flour, imperial law is that they are crops and rank as an orchard, even in a wildwood. Her man's brother didn't know the law, didn't listen to her, and Wassa's brother got the parcel for cheap. She's been angry at Wassa and his family ever since."

      "She's probably the only one in the city who wants the lord of Aldread to run the place and put the farmers over us," the man with long hair grumbled. "Or at least the only one who will say their thoughts aloud."

      One of the others tossed, "And when did an angry woman ever keep her thoughts to herself?"

      "How long has it been since that doxie tried to knife you?" came the retort, followed by laughter. "I don't recall her saying much before the blade appeared in her hand." Aedelbert rose and retreated to the drying room. He preferred women who talked and men who didn't. Women who kept silent tended to knife men in their sleep, or poison their food, the way that scentless bad air seeped into mines and low places and grew deeper without men knowing until they died of it. Even if they only spoke to other women, it kept them from holding their anger in until it corroded.

      "The masons are trying to poach our apprentice," Caedda informed him that night when they met at the Ore Cart. "Thank ye," he added, moving his elbows out of the way of a platter with chunks of scheaf, root vegetables, and other things on it. Two more men settled down beside Caedda and Aedelbert on the long benches. One of the newcomers was Jens, so Aedelbert didn't complain. Jens he could trust.

      Aedelbert gestured with his belt knife. "Paying him more or promising him something?"

      Caedda stabbed a chunk of meat and put it in his bowl, then sawed a slice of bread to go with it. "Worse. One of 'em's got a daughter bout his age, and is looking for a man for her. Not tomorrow, but eventually, and he doesn't want her marrying an older man."

      Jens and his companion both boggled, and Aedelbert had to blink to make certain his own eyes weren't bulging fit to fall out of his face. Jens ventured, "Wait. Father doesn't want his daughter marryin' someone already settled with an income and prospects?" Jens turned his head to the side, as confused as a great-hauler trying to read a mine diagram.

      Caedda held up the hand not holding the knife. "I don't try to make sense of other men, I just repeat what I hear."

      "My head just broke," Jens' companion stated. He stabbed a piece of meat for himself and set to eating. That seemed the best thing for the matter, at least for the moment, and Aedelbert too speared a piece of schaef. It tasted odd, not rotten but... He chewed and thought. It tasted like spring, for lack of a better word. Not bad, just unusual. The roasted roots had a good, rich flavor. Someone had done them properly, rubbing them with fat before putting them over the fire. Yet another reason the miners favored The Ore Cart over other inns, Aedelbert guessed.

      "Trader from west of here came in with a load of fine cloth and leather," Caedda reported after the four men had put a good dent in the meat and tubers. The inn master came past their table with a huge log, and all fell silent. They waited quietly out of respect for the fire and their host while he added the log to the big fire in the fireplace, re-set the pots holding tisanes, spiced wine, and spiced sweet cider, and nudged the coals around the new wood.

      Once the fire had begun consuming the log and all appeared well, talk resumed. Caedda continued, "The Emperor is real, and he is in Rhonari for the season."

      "Trader see him?" Jens's companion demanded.

      "No, but the man's cousin had, and sent a letter describing him. Says he's very tall but not skinny, broad shoulders, wears blue and white, has white-blond hair and beard. Travels with an enormous cat." Caedda held his hand waist high, "So enormous, not just fat on mice and milk. He's a mage, the Emperor is, but can do more than just one kind of spell. Or so it seemed. The trader believed his cousin."

      Jens drank some of his hot cider, then sat back on the bench and nodded. "That's a man of the north. My mother said that they are all pale and taller than most, and some have big hunting cats like our heavy hunting dogs. At least that part fits."

      "Wonder what's so bad as to bring him south?" Aedelbert hoped whatever it was, it would stay far away.

      "Probably Liambruu," Jens said after another drink.

      "Sounds right," his companion grunted.
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      After two eight-days working with Caedda and the masons, Ehric joined Aedelbert on the walk up to the mine. He carried his own tools and a flask of lamp oil. Aedelbert could work with only a single lamp or small torch, but two on the work face required better light. Especially when one of the two had never been in the mine. Caedda preferred to stay with the masons. From what little Caedda'd told his partner, Aedelbert didn't fault the man. Caedda would return if he had to mine or starve, but the sense of pure fear Aedelbert had caught... No, fearful men in mines led to bad things. Some said that the zwurge enjoyed teasing such men, just to further intimidate the unwilling and reluctant. Would Ehric have a problem? Aedelbert had tried to warn him about the rocks and not trying to sense anything from them as he did with quarry stone, but lacked the proper words.

      The boy carried his load without complaint, and showed no distress during the climb down, although the faint thump "Ow," as they ducked through one of the smaller galleries made Aedelbert smile a little in the darkness. He and Wulfric had warned the boy about keeping his head down. Perhaps now he would heed their warnings.

      "Did anyone tell you that the fire miners set a blaze for you?" Wulfric asked.

      "No."

      The miner sighed. "I didn't think so. Not a large one, but enough to do some more cracking. Stithulf's orders."

      "Good to know." Otherwise he'd start growing very worried indeed. When rock rotted that quickly, it meant either he'd misjudged the stone terribly, or the men needed to leave the face as fast as possible and wait until after the collapse to resume work, because something had rotted and broken the stone from behind the face. He and Ehric left Wulfric at the main shaft and turned into the unfinished adit.

      "Lamp there, please," Aedelbert ordered, gesturing with his chin. "Do not try to read the rock here. You should sense why." The boy left his lamp on the indicated spur of rock and looked around at the tunnel and the mound of charred and shattered stone. "Just watch for the moment." Aedelbert used the torch to study the face, found where his marks were, and jammed the end of the torch into a good crack, then set to work breaking the fractured stones. Some fell, then more, and still more. He jumped backward, watching and wary. After a dozen heart-beats of stillness, one last solitary pebble dropped with a quiet plink and rolled toward him. Silence. He heard a skittering rustle, like little claws on stone, and glanced around. Ehric stood motionless, not even breathing. Nothing else stirred, and Aedelbert let out his own breath. He hated inhaling dust from a face collapse.

      "Was it supposed to do that, sir?" Ehric's voice did not quite squeak.

      "No, but it can happen if the fire and water do their job properly in cracks through the rock." Probably vinegar or wine lees as well, but water alone could work if the men knew the stone. "Move the waste." He set to work with the small shovel, and the boy joined in, filling carry baskets that had been left for them, as well as the ones they had brought. Flickering light showed jagged edges to the broken stone, as he'd expect from fire-crack, then some rounded stones. "Huh." As Ehric moved more of the debris clear, Aedelbert took the lamp and inspected the face.

      No wonder more stone had fallen. He traced a strip of stream rocks, rounded pebbles and sandy, grittier stones, running down into the path of the adit-to-be. Aedelbert sat back on his heels and considered the intrusion. Should he be concerned about water and rotting stone ahead of them? Or had so much time passed that he could proceed with only the usual caution. The steady yellow glow told him nothing. Should he risk reading the stones? No, absolutely not. Great Lord of the Depths, guide me, please. He returned the lamp to the little stone shelf and picked up a chisel and small hammer.

      By the end of the shift, he'd started allowing Ehric to work on the face, down low, where any drops would not bring the ceiling onto their heads. The boy had not hit his own hand yet, and moved with hesitation and excess care. Did he not trust himself, or was it something in the stone that bothered him? Aedelbert did not criticize yet, just watching. It was the boy's first time to work inside the living stone, after all, and an excess of caution was greatly to be preferred to wild excitement. The tight space could also be hindering him. He'd grown recently, and that threw everything off until the hands and eyes caught up with the bones. The boy certainly seemed more comfortable with the surrounding rock than Caedda ever had.

      After the end of the shift, Aedelbert stopped at the mouth of the entry passage. "Now you may look at the stone, if you wish."

      Ehric's eyes unfocused and he started to reach for the tunnel wall with the hand not holding tools. Then he jumped back a foot, blinking and gulping. "Ah, sir, that—" He shook all over. "A good reason not to do that inside the shafts and galleries, sir."

      "Yes." Aedelbert waited until they were on the trail and out of hearing by the miners and sorters. "It overwhelmed you, yes?"

      "Yes, sir. Too many cracks and pulls, too many tastes, how can miners stand it?" He sounded plaintive and gave his master a pleading look.

      Aedelbert nodded in sympathy. "They learn, and they don't see the way we do. Our gifts are not gifts in a mine. They are a danger." He shifted the tools on his shoulder to ease a sore spot. Wearing a hole in his coat shoulder by carelessness was not a good thing.  Aedelbert studied the few trees still clinging to the slopes along the road down from the mine. "Different gifts, different strengths. Master Caedda is far better with fine stone work and shaping. I am better at rough work and quarrying. You may have another strength. Miners learn their own ways, see rock differently. Some hear weaknesses before they see or feel them." Aedelbert did not care to learn what a rock-break sounded like from inside the living rock.

      "Ah. that makes good sense, Master Aedelbert." The boy drooped a little, but working at a crouch wore on a body. Aedelbert had little desire to do more than wipe off the dust, eat and drink, and then sleep. Not seeing took so much more strength than did just cutting the rock and removing the waste. Perhaps Caedda couldn't not see the stone, and so it clawed at him when the stone surrounded them. Aedelbert did not care to think about what such would feel and look like. Or it could be that Caedda hated small places. He would not be the only one. Some men feared high places, which struck Aedelbert as nothing more than simple good sense run to excess. After all, a body could not fall off a cliff if he stayed back from the edge.

      "So, boy, you want to train as a miner?" one of the senior miners asked, catching up with them. The miner prospered, if the fine quality of his hooded coat showed truth. Good, thick material with leather patches on the shoulders as well as the elbows and on the knee-length curved "tail" made the coat stand out, although most men had elbow patches and about half had leather on the outside of the tail as well as inside. The man's long nose had never been bent. Did he fight that well, or had he managed to avoid tavern fights and boy's fisticuffs when he was younger? Brilliant green ribbons decorated braids in the miner's beard, and Aedelbert raised one eyebrow. Did the man also use scents on the Eighth-Day?

      Ehric tripped, caught himself, and turned his head so he could see the older man. "No, sir, thank you."

      "Why not? Pays far better than cutting rock, you're not out in the weather, and you are guaranteed the Eighth-Day free for rest."

      Ehric shook his head again, then looked forward and down, watching his footing. "True, sir, but the rock... It does not like me so well, and I'm already bound to a contract."

      The miner straightened up and looked to Aedelbert, head tilted a little with confusion. "Already? You take child apprentices?"

      Something under the words put Aedelbert's teeth on edge, but he kept that to himself. "Aye, sir, so long as their guardian or father approves. Ehric has twelve years, almost thirteen, and is Scavenger Born, as Master Caedda and I are."

      The miner peered more closely at Ehric, and his expression shifted to one of apology and understanding. "Your pardon. I forget that the boy is so old. In this light, with dust on our faces, we all look younger."

      Aedelbert still did not care for the man's assumption, but he wasn't the first one to misjudge Aedelbert or Caedda. "Look younger, yes, but feel?"

      The half dozen other men around them laughed, and one called, "What I feel is almost as old as the mountain but not as steady. Dark One bless, Ulfbert, but you don't have to work us so hard, ye ken? The ore's not going to flow away before the morrow."

      Ulfbert spat, "So hard? Rats witness my words, you'd not recognize hard work if ye woke up with her beside ye in yer bed."

      So Ulfbert was the shift leader. That explained his prosperity. Thank you that I did not speak in haste, Dark Lord. Angering the shift leader could lead to bad things. No man reached that position by being foolish or careless, or by tolerating any disrespect inside the mines.

      The other men joined in with both the good-natured complaining and the chaffing. Aedelbert listened and smiled a little, then said, "Nay, we did na' work. All we did was tidy up after the fire miners and nap. Why should I work, what with Master Wassa and the Bergmeister both snug in town lifting a tankard of good ale? I'm not so foolish as I look."

      Laughter followed his words, as he'd hoped. "See anything of value?" one of the men demanded.

      "The inside of my eyelids, and the tools I brought in with me." Aedelbert coughed, then spat. "Pardon. Did see a stream frozen in the rock, angles north by northeast and down into the mine, like so?" He held up his free hand, palm down at the rough tilt. "So. Nothing that glittered or shone, and no water yet, Dark One be thanked."

      One of the smaller men nudged the questioner with the butt of his hammer. "I told you. Stone cutters can't tell their elbows from ore veins."

      "Yes, I can. My elbows ache in the cold," Aedelbert retorted. More laughter followed the sally, and talk turned to safer things.
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      By the time the days began growing longer and the snow turned to chilly rain, Ehric proved himself more than capable of working on the adit. Just before spring-turn, he and Aedelbert broke through the last stone, half-way into a shift. The sound of the rock had changed, growing lighter and more hollow. "Go easy," Aedelbert warned. Ehric nodded and tapped more lightly, with a firmer grip on the chisel. Four blows later, his chisel-hand slipped forward and he stopped. He pulled his hand and the chisel back, set the tool down and ran a finger through the hole. "It goes through, sir."

      "Step back," Aedelbert warned. Once the boy moved clear, the stone-cutter risked looking for cracks. He found one that ran the height of the remaining face, and he set his chisel, then hit two firm blows, then retreated. The rock cracked, cracked again, and a hole the size of his two fists opened at shoulder height. "Hammer work from here on, and don't worry about debris falling into the shaft. There's no one in it." Well, there should not be anyone in it. Anyone stupid enough to look up a long shaft in the mountain to see what or who was falling never lasted long in the mines or quarries. "But once the hole is as large as you are, go slower."

      "Yes, sir. I don't want to find out how far it is to the bottom." The two set to work with a will, and Aedelbert could feel air moving where it had not stirred before. The lamp and torch flickered, bowing away from the shaft and into the adit. Aedelbert felt his shoulders loosening even as he worked. The air moved as the miners had hoped, at least with the wind as it moved that day. "Do we clear the entire space, sir?"

      Good question. Aedelbert considered as he smoothed some sharp places to prevent stress cracks and neaten the cut. "No, just down to knee high. The miners can clear the rest if they need it, and a knee-wall should prevent people from falling too easily." And if  miners ever decided to close the adit, they had a good place to set the bottom of the door or to include into a wall.

      Wassa himself inspected the adit the next day. "Good. Very good. Adits for air, shafts for depth, and tunnels and galleries for ore," he recited.

      The mine supervisor paid them in full, and Aedelbert indulged in a shave as well as long bath and buying a pair of trousers for Ehric. The boy seemed to be growing yet again, and Aedelbert wondered what the innkeeper was feeding him. Aedelbert ventured into the corner of the main market frequented by clothes-and-rag sellers. The second seller, a worn-out old man with one cloudy eye, showed him a pair of sturdy breeches that looked to fit. "These look very good," Aedelbert observed, making a little hand sign. If they were stolen, he did not want them.

      "Aye, sir, boy outgrew them, or so I was told." The old man returned the Scavenger's sign. "My woman bought them from the family."

      Aedelbert wondered a little, but if the young man had been the only boy in the family and no cousins of close age or size, it could happen. Aedelbert parted with more coin and gave the breeches to Ehric, leaving them at the boy's inn with instructions that he'd best be wearing them the next day when Aedelbert and Caedda collected him to look at the quarry site.

      "Ah, fresh air and no talking," Caedda announced happily as they strolled to the work area the next morning. The air nipped their fingers and noses, but the warm, damp scent of growing things suggested that winter's grip had loosened. "Dunstan and Boernrad talk from dawn to dark, Dark One's rats as my witness."

      "That would grow tiresome." Aedelbert hadn't noticed, but he'd been doing his best to avoid notice during the brief while that he'd worked with them. He and Caedda hadn't spoken much over winter, since they spent most non-working time sleeping or eating at one of the inns or taverns.

      Ehric stayed quiet as they walked the rest of the way, looking left and right and taking in the signs of spring. Either that or he was stretching his neck to make up for lost time. Aedelbert had to admit that walking upright and working upright held great appeal. No wonder most miners seemed shorter than other men—they had to be. Having a distance to rest his eye on also appealed, at least for now. He'd probably enjoy it less when rain caught them, as it always did.

      Birds trilled and whistled as they passed, and the flash of scarlet and jewel green warned Aedelbert that a screamer bird pair nested near the road. Yoorst had made the birds beautiful to look upon and painful to hear. Further proof that the Lord of Beasts possessed a strange sense of humor, in Aedelbert's opinion. That the birds sang boded well for not encountering any hunting animals, like the pard that preyed on schaef in the hills. Were pards and the long-dead pherd related? Or did they just sound alike, the way ovsta and ovstrala sounded? He still had difficulty believing that giant schaef could pull wagons, as foolish as schaef-sized schaef tended to be. He didn't doubt the man who told him of the beasts, but to hear was one thing, to see quite another.

      "It appears that no one needed to borrow our stones," Caedda observed as they reached the quarry site. The brush over the two slabs seemed flatter, and one corner of the second slab stood open to the sun, but otherwise the stones remained as they had been left. Or were they? Ehric unhitched the great-hauler from the cart and settled the gelding out of the way, then joined the men as they uncovered the slabs. Caedda heaved brush with wild abandon.

      "Ugh, easy," Aedelbert cautioned after getting a face-full of dried leaves and dirt. "No need to dig like you need a dust wallow."

      "Sorry. Just want to touch good stone. Some of what the masons have to work with..." Caedda made a face, tongue sticking out. "Should have been left to ripen longer."

      Ehric's vigorous nod sent his cap to the ground. The boy grabbed it up and jammed it onto his head once more, then heaved and hauled a large limb off the stone. Aedelbert got a broom from the cart and swept the slab clean. "Donwah be praised, Scavenger be praised," he chanted. The slab had cracked beautifully. He rested one hand on the still-cold stone and looked at it. The strains had eased precisely where they needed, and the cracks went the depth of the slab. Cutting the smaller blocks loose would be so simple compared to some other contracts he'd worked.

      Caedda and Ehric cleared the second slab's covering off as well. "Someone borrowed the larger branches, sir." Ehric crouched and looked at the bad corner of the slab, running his hands along the crumbling material. "The rock feels better, like it scratched an itch?"

      Caedda fought hard not to laugh, and turned away, ostensibly to get a broom. Aedelbert grinned a little. The boy's description fit, but he'd not have said it that way. "The tension in that part of the stone flowed out when the cracks broke the stone, a bit like water leaving curd before it hardens to cheese."

      "Oh, that makes good sense, sir. I wasn't feeling the stone wrong." The boy's relief prompted Caedda into a coughing fit. Aedelbert studied the sky until he stopped all the crude comments that threatened to emerge. No, he most certainly would not phrase it like that.

      Once both slabs had been cleaned and the loose bits of brush and dirt swept away, Caedda and Aedelbert considered the next step. "This one," Aedelbert decided, thinking aloud. "I don't want to lose any more from that corner, and there are some cross cracks that need to be dealt with before they grow to the breaking point."

      "Hmm." Caedda had squatted down beside the bad corner and poked at it, then turned his head to the side. "Sir, the smelters for copper, they're going to use a brasque crucible, aren't they? Or am I misremembering from the drawings?"

      Aedelbert closed his eyes and turned his face to the sun, letting the warmth soften his thoughts and loosen the stuck memory. He could see the drawing, and there was a shelf over the fire... No not a shelf, but a fixed stone with a depression cut into it, for the crucible to sit in. And something about the crucible burning as well, so that was why they had to have the grooves and trenches for the slag and the metal both. "Yes, so there has to be an arched slab with a basin for the crucible and the two drains."

      "Look at this, sir." Caedda stood and stepped out of the way of the sunlight, and Aedelbert crouched. "If we can cut it from the top, how it curves already..." He moved again and used the shadow of his finger to show what he meant. "That's one we don't have to shape ourselves."

      Aedelbert measured the thickness of the slab. "Aye, and it's the right length, a little long actually." This was a very good omen. "We take two pieces here. I'll cut the second one thick so we can shape it to fit once Turold and Winfrith tell us what they need for the second smelter." The lead smelter had a flat slab in it on the plans. He stood from his crouch.

      "I'll start on the other end with Ehric. He can see about the larger cuts, and I'll do the fine work for now." Caedda bared his teeth in a false-smile, and Aedelbert knew exactly what the boy would be doing—pry-bar work and heavy hammering to free the blocks before finer shaping. Lucky him.

      By noon, Aedelbert had the first arch block roughed out but not separated from the slab. He wanted to eat and rest a little before taking on that task. They drank small beer and ate sausage rolls as they rested by the small fire. Ehric poked the fire with a thin stick, then sat up straight. "Oh, I almost forgot sirs. Master Wassa asked me to ask you to watch the streams as we go back and forth. There are complaints about the water in the Iron Stream and the Gar before they become the Wimdere—farmers sayin' they are mine-soured. Master Wassa says it is spring dirt in the streams, same as every year, but the farmers say no. Master Wassa wants us to tell him or one of the miners when the streams this side clear out."

      Caedda shrugged. "Could be a little of both, but Scavenger's Son says that the Iron Stream's been brown ever since before the mines opened. That's the way it is."

      "True, but there's a difference between water with dirt and water that miasmas passed through or rocks pissed in," Aedelbert reminded him. "I think you and the Son have the right of it, and whatever comes from the mine is too little to be worth fussing about. 'Specially after it settles and they take the rock piss out at the end of the moat to use for paint. But farmers have to fuss."

      Ehric grinned. "Mistress Godgifu told Master Paegan that if farmers didn't complain, they'd build up steam like a sealed pot and boom," he flung his hands apart. " 'S why they always complain 'bout too wet and too dry, harvest so bad they'll starve, harvest too good and prices will drop, animals doin' poorly or too well so they're likely sick..."

      The men both nodded and smiled at the familiar litany. The miners did likewise, although they also complained to trick Radmar and keep Him from turning the Wheel on them. Not that any man dared complain inside the mine, unless all knew it for a jest. The Scavenger did not appreciate having His generosity and hospitality taken for granted.

      "I'll tell someone when we see the change, if we see a change. I suspect the spring rains will do more than the mine for fouling the river. They've been cutting trees and brush for charcoal and building all winter, and if someone failed to pay attention," Caedda swept one hand down and away. "Soil goes into the stream, with the hillside to follow if a man's been careless."

      While Caedda directed Ehric to work on freeing the smaller pieces from the first slab in order to cut them into two-hand-width blocks, Aedelbert freed the first arched stone. The top end came free easily, but then the stone balked. It wanted to break straight, and he could not permit that. He chiseled and sawed a little at a time, matching the curve on the outer face and making certain that the inner face did not split or crack. He'd gotten the block free by the time the sun passed their time-marking tree, and felt as if he'd run from Garmouth to the smelting site and back four times while carrying stone on his back.

      Caedda and Ehric smirked. They'd managed six blocks freed and now stacked and hidden away from casual passers-by. Aedelbert debated being angry. Not worth the energy. He'd rather sleep than fume or argue. More muscle, less gift tomorrow he warned himself. Otherwise he'd end up asleep on his nose on the slab, and that never boded well for the larger work.

      He ate something when they got back to Garmouth, and slept. His hip warned him the next morning that he'd best not sleep so well in the future, lest it lock and leave him crippled, or perhaps he'd awaken to discover that his hip and leg had downed tools in the night and departed. He moved the joint, still wondering what exactly he'd done to it. Caedda must have stepped out already, leaving Aedelbert to groan and snarl in relative peace. By the time he returned, Aedelbert could walk and had pulled on his boots. Caedda handed him a very hot loaf of bread, followed by two filled water skins. "Caught the apprentice on his way to the first delivery."

      Someone had put meat paste and something green inside the loaf. It tasted... Aedelbert chewed. Not bad, but not something he'd buy if he had other options. "Not sure about the green."

      "Me either. Supposed to be the first greens of spring, for health. Don't think they like being baked."

      That would explain it. Even he knew that you cooked the first greens quickly in hot fat, or not at all. Still, it wasn't bad-bad, just more bitter than he preferred in bread. He finished the loaf and gathered his tools, the water skins, and followed Caedda out the door and down the stairs.

      They glanced at the water as they passed streams, but they all seemed the usual spring color. Did anyplace have streams that didn't turn color for at least one day when the snows melted and spring rains came? Aedelbert had never been in such a place, but perhaps those grasslands to the east that the merchants talked about, perhaps there the streams always ran clear.

      Kraw-haw! Krak-haw! The bird's shriek would wake the dead and deafen the living. Other birds complained in response. Aedelbert agreed completely with their protests at the harsh sounds.

      "Reminds me of Goodwife Nilssen," Caedda winked.

      "I could have done without remembering her. It is a rare woman who less deserves the title of good wife." She'd had a face like a hatchet, the figure of a laundry bat, and a voice that made squeaky, rusty hinges flinch at the sound, which probably explained why her husband had gone to look at a piece of property in the countryside and never returned. Aedelbert had managed to avoid her attentions, but she'd set her cap for Caedda and they'd ended up sneaking out of the town the morning after they finished their contract, even before the curfew lifted. Aedelbert still wished the guard well for letting them go before official gate opening.

      "Master Wassa asked when we'd be ready to start on the smelters. I said two eight-days, Scavenger willing."

      Aedelbert nodded. "Scavenger willing. And we find wagons and get at least some of the blocks up to the site."

      Ehric groaned. Neither man scolded him. Carrying rocks up a trail ranked very far down their list of preferred tasks. The road felt a little soft underfoot. Not boggy soft, just moist, and Aedelbert wondered if snow had piled in this part of the little valley. He looked over at the sides of the road. No, the plants did not seem flat, but the sun had not yet reached the ground. Shadow probably explained it. Without heat to cure the soil, it remained raw and soft. What would be needed to ripen this dirt into rock? More sun than reached it, that had to be part of the problem. Perhaps Korvaal and Gember had declared that this would remain soil. Or was it just a lot of dried rock piss, like that miner had claimed?

      Kraw-haw!

      Caedda mimed choking the bird with one hand. Ehric nodded, an eager expression on his face.

      "Not unless he scares the great-hauler. Then have at, so long as you don't ruin the feathers past selling."

      Caedda and Ehric both bared their teeth in nearly identical not-smiles.
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      Tunk. Not the sound Aedelbert wanted to hear as his mattock grazed a rock. Be glad the soil is thick, he reminded himself, and you are not digging a slag channel through stone. On the other hand, how he'd lost the toss and ended up digging in the dirt instead of levelling the site, well, he still had a little suspicion. Caedda was not above trickery when the opportunity arose. He was Scavenger Born, after all.

      Two lachter farther and he'd be done and they could start building. And Turold did not want a precisely sloped and lined channel. A trench in the dirt, deep enough to take melted rock but not so deep as to carry hollow logs for water, sufficed for the slag channel. The workers would pull the slag out farther away from the smelters and keep the channel clear. Except some of it they'd re-heat to see what came out. Aedelbert had heard the words but not all of them made sense. He bent over, wiggled loose the offending rock, and set it aside.

      "It's level enough for Turold," Caedda announced, joining the digging. Ehric carried slabs of clay and baskets of rocks to the site from the piles. Next they'd set him to softening the clay. "I drew the rough outline and marked the fire pit and the edges of the chimney."

      "Good." Together they finished the trench and set the dirt aside to use to level the second smelter if they needed it. "I want to get the first course set out today, so they can rest in overnight."

      Caedda didn't answer until he'd finished draining his water skin. The sun wanted to make up for her absence during the winter, baking man and soil both. Perhaps Rella of the Lights felt that she had been cheated of her due season. The snow had disappeared from all but the top of the greatest peak, and even there the white hooded-cape had shrunk into a gleaming skull-cap. "Good."

      Aedelbert studied the outline of the first smelter. It would be larger than the other two, with a chimney in the eastern end and the open mouth to the west in order to take in wind from the valley. The tiny tickle of breeze confirmed his doubts about the wind being strong and steady enough to feed the smelter fire. He'd include bellows holes, and if Winfrith fussed, well, they'd just leave them covered over. With that in mind, Aedelbert found two small sticks and planted them at south and north, opposite each other by the fire pit. No, a finger-width northeast would be better, and he moved that stick. Caedda handed him two hand-sized oblongs of gritty stone. Aedelbert knelt and used a half-trowel to dig out soil inside the line Caedda had marked. Lord of Stone and Darkness, master of metals, look with favor on our labors, if it is Your will. He set the first stones in place. Ehric brought more, and Caedda began working on the opposite side.

      They dug out the outline of the smelter's body and snout, setting stones into the depression. Once they'd created the outline of the smelter, Aedelbert compared it with Winfrith's numbers and plan. It seemed proper, so he and Caedda set about deepening the foundation and the fire-pit and metal-pit. Winfrith had said that for this one, the metal would flow out of the smelter by stone and clay channels. Then men would gather the first-run slag and gangue and heat them again to remove other metals. Winfrith had sighed, "If we had more kupferschief and less lead, we'd not need three smelters. And if schaef had more sense, they'd knit their own scarves." Aedelbert had heard the words, and had decided that either metal workers spoke in a different tongue entirely, or Winfrith knew something about schaef Aedelbert didn't.

      They stayed the night at the site, in a shelter built for the smelter workers. After they ate, Aedelbert sketched out the smelter seen from the side, using a thin piece of charred wood. "We've set this course," he pointed to the bottom layer. "We need to deepen it and both pits. That's tomorrow's work in the morning. Then we'll set the second and third courses, then cover them with clay." He looked to Ehric. "Why clay?"

      The boy's eyebrows pulled in, and he wrinkled his nose. "Ah, well, since the wall is not dry fitted, to keep out air Master Turold doesn't want, sir? And to keep out the rain."

      "Yes to both, but there's something more with a smelter or chimney of any kind." Aedelbert used the twig to point to where the fire would be. "Hot air from the fire, and the flames themselves, will drive so much heat into the rock that it dry-rots and crumbles. The chimney will be almost two lachter high. Do you want to replace this rock," he pointed to the third course up from the foundation, "and try to keep everything from falling on your head at the same time?"

      Ehric considered the drawing. "No, sir. Because that's when something else would shift, or the wind would push the chimney before you can get the rocks back in and set, and they have to be more exactly shaped in order to fit the hole." He looked at Aedelbert. "Nothing good or easy would happen, sir."

      "Exactly right," Caedda chimed in. "So the clay keeps the water and air out, the rocks tight, and if it bakes too much and crumbles, it is easy to replace. And less costly."

      Aedelbert drank some tea. He'd rather have a good beer, but he needed a clear head and they'd have to carry the beer barrel up from town on their backs. "Clay protects the stone from the heat, except for the crucible stone." He drew in the arched block. "However, this is thicker, it will have clay on the under side, and the true crucible on top will pull some heat out of the stone, softening the effects of the flame. If we build it right, and if the smelter men do their job right, the fire will never touch that stone directly." Aedelbert set the stick down. "The copper smelter is different, but lead is less ripe than copper, or so it sounds to me."

      "And these are simple compared to smelters for iron, gold, and silver. Here iron's waste because there's so little of it and it's got a rot in it from something else." Caedda shook his head. "I like stone. Stone makes sense. Metals... too complicated and touchy."

      Aedelbert agreed. "So, once we have the courses laid for the foundations, we build up the walls, with the crucible stone set here, arch side down, depression on top. The top of this portion is to be curved, although some of that will be clay. And not just any clay." He looked Ehric in the eyes to emphasize the point. "Some clay will take the heat, like pottery clay but not as fine. Others just shatter, or crumble as they dry if they have too much sand in them. You have to have the proper stone and the proper clay, or it is a lot of repair work all the time and not worth the labor."

      Ehric nodded. "Yes, sir. Proper stone for the job. What about the holes, sir?"

      Adedlbert drank more tea before answering. "Ah, that's a little different. We have to leave small holes, so if the workers need to use blow-tubes to feed the flame more air, they can slide them in."

      "Tuyeres," Caedda interjected. "Winfrith calls them tuyeres. Heat-resistant tips that slide in to add more air for more heat, bellows to work them. Not like the glass-makers who do it with breath."

      "Whatever they are called, at least one of the smelters must have them." Aedelbert pointed to the rear wall of the chimney. "The chimney has to be tall enough and big enough to pull air well, or the smoke pools in the furnace and puts out the fire, even with extra air. Too tall and it falls over, especially since we can't anchor it to a house wall."

      Understanding bloomed on Ehric's face. "Ah, that makes perfect sense, sir. It stands like a little tower, so it has to be thick at the bottom, thinner above, and round so the wind can circle instead of shoving."

      "Right. There are places with different smelters, larger ones made of baked clay bricks with stone as well, but those are all in the north, where they are smelting bog iron and the fires must be hotter and last longer. These will move when the fuel is gone or the mines run out of ore." Aedelbert suspected that charcoal shortage came before the mountain running dry, since they'd had to move smelters twice since Garmouth was founded. Men dug faster than trees grew. And any fool who used good timber instead of krameich for making charcoal deserved whatever fate Radmar and Korvaal hit him with.

      With that, the three stone workers banked the fire and went to sleep.

      The next morning, Aedelbert and Caedda leveled the foundation of the first smelter again, just to be certain, and finished deepening the pit and connecting it to the trench. Caedda added one layer of stone while Aedelbert and Ehric brought more from the stockpile. Aedelbert them laid a course while Caedda brought stone and Ehric moved the clay to the mixing trench. Once the layers rose three high above the ground, the men triple-checked the base of the chimney before showing Ehric how to soften the clay to the proper consistency. "You need to be able to smooth it flat like plaster, but not pour it. This isn't paint or floor-clay," Caedda worked water into the slab of aged clay as Aedelbert poured a little more water in. Caedda offered a small hand-full to Ehric. "Here. Feel this, work it with your hands, get used to the texture. Remember that we can always add water, but we can't wring it out. And if the batch is ruined, you will have to go to the clay pit and dig more."

      That threat inspired the proper caution on the apprentice's part, and he handled the clay with more care than some bakers worked their dough. Aedelbert approved of the care. He and Caedda shifted the crucible stone into place, then gathered the first batch of creamy grey clay and began working it onto the three rows of stones already in place. Caedda worked inside and Aedelbert outside, pushing clay into the gaps between stones, smoothing it with small wooden paddles to get an even surface. Bumps might cause hot spots that over-cooked the clay. They used more clay to lock the crucible stone into place over the pit and end of the trench, then started on the base of the chimney.

      "Heyla, what's with the gaps?" Turold demanded, stomping up to see what progress they'd made. "There's no gaps on the plans Winfrith left."

      Aedelbert straightened up. "No, but Radmar turns the Wheel, and if the wind up the valley fades, how will you get air into the smelter?"

      "Winfrith says it won't fail." Still, Turold looked west, down the valley to the plains and the far-distant sea. He rocked from foot to foot, as if weighing the hope for Radmar's blindness against Winfrith's knowledge. "You don't trust Winfrith."

      "I trust him, but I also trust Radmar to have His say. And they will be plugged with clay unless Winfrith decides they are needed, then they can be opened with an iron tool or rod." Aedelbert folded his arms, keeping clay-coated hands away from his rolled-up sleeves.

      Turold scowled more deeply, turning his scarred and reddened face into a hideous mask. "Point." He looked down at the low walls, out at the valley, and grunted, "Leave the holes, but cover them for now and I'll tell Winfrith only if we need them."

      Honor saved and satisfied, Aedelbert relaxed. "Yes, Master Turold."

      He returned to work and Turold clomped up the slope, calling to someone, "Easy, we need charcoal, not powder!" No, no charcoal powder. It burns but not the right way. Or it refused to burn and caked everything in black that smeared and got into every crack and wrinkle of skin, clothes, stone, and food. Chunk charcoal the size of a child's fist burned the best.

      "More water, Ehric. Yes, just that little bit, now work the clay." Caedda almost tripped as he called over his shoulder, returning to the smelter with a basket-load of the stuff. The men set another course of stone, added clay, two courses, and brought the smelter walls to knee-height by the end of the working day. Ehric mixed the last batch of clay for the day, then carried more stones and stacked them beside the smelter, and fell asleep with food in his hand. Aedelbert woke him, made him finish eating, then let him collapse in the corner of the shelter. The boy certainly worked hard enough to suit Aedelbert's needs.

      Aedelbert woke before Caedda and Ehric. He built the fire back to life, and warmed his hands before trying to move. His hip felt no sorer than usual, but his thighs reminded him that there was a reason smart men did not crouch so often if they could avoid it. Well, after today they'd be working standing for the most part, albeit bent over. And he needed to decide if they would use scaffold or ladders to build the chimney. Scaffold took more time and materials to build, but they could reuse it for the other two smelters, and with the clay and the wind, he preferred a more stable work-space. They should only need two ranks of platform unless Winfrith changed his mind.

      "Oh, my hands," Caedda moaned, trying to open them. They'd locked into fists, and Aedelbert helped him get closer to the fire so he could warm and ease the joints. "Gripped the trowel too hard for too long." Aedelbert started water heating for tea. Holding the tea-cup would help ease his partner's pain. Fire-seed liniment helped even more, but they'd run out and the cost had risen dreadfully since so many of  the healing mages had died. It was a wonder that anyone had magic after that, especially in the south. Aedelbert had endured a slight touch of the poison from Liambruu, as had Caedda, but only a touch. The baker had been unhappy with the grain and had only used a few hands-fulls to test, then gave the rest to the Scavenger's priests. They'd studied the grain and then burned it. The stench had driven half the town outside the walls, or at least as far from the market as they could get. Aedelbert's headache had lasted for five days, and he'd not dared look at rock for an eight-day after that. Caedda hadn't eaten as much but was just as sick, and they'd told people who asked that they had mages in their families, which was true. Several other people with mage-blood but no power also fell ill, as did a healer and a light-mage who ate the poisoned rolls.

      "I hope the emperor settles Liambruu and settles them hard," Aedelbert growled as he poured the hot water over herbs and counted to a hundred, then poured it into Caedda's mug and helped him grip it properly. "Healing and good liniments are too dear."

      "I hope he takes that crown and rams it up the king's arse sideways, then makes him eat the false grain." The snarl faded into incoherence for a moment. Caedda drank a little. He resumed growling, "Last I heard, magic's not a leb-good save for healing, and even then if the mage says no, she can't be forced."

      "You want to eat meat preserved by an angry mage, or be healed by one who's been drained and resents it? Not I." Aedelbert had seen a healer's revenge once. The man had done a very efficient job of taking his enemy apart—literally. The bastard had deserved it, but after that Aedelbert did his best to avoid offending or even upsetting anyone with healing skills. "Think of how their potions would taste."

      Caedda did a good impression of someone choking to death. Then he drank more and managed to flex one hand. "Why do joints age faster than the rest of me?"

      " 'T bakers say its because they work harder, joints do, than the rest of us, sir," Ehric yawned. "Your pardon."

      "Explains why some people don't lose their minds as they age." Aedelbert winked and Caedda winked back. He knew exactly who Aedelbert meant.

      That day they did the same thing as the day before, laying more courses, adding clay to cover them, and building the walls. Once the stones reached thigh-high, Aedelbert and Caedda stopped work on the chimney and focused on the "snout" and the firebox. Here they had to begin working the stone into a curved top that extended from the open end of the smelter back to the chimney. It would be two-thirds of a lachter tall inside. "If we mis-measured, who gets to dig out the difference?" Aedelbert inquired as he laid a course, wiggling one stone, turning it over and adjusting it for a better fit between the stones of the lower row.

      "Ehric or Turold." Caedda set three more blocks, then stood up. "Mpf. How much of a curve did he want inside?"

      "Not too much, just enough to make the smoke run smoothly to the chimney and cool air flow in." Aedelbert straightened up as well and considered what he had. He raised his voice. "Ehric, come here." The boy trotted up, probably happy to stop mixing if his smile was a sign. "Walk into the snout and hold these, please."

      "Yes, sir." He took the two stones and eased into the passageway. Caedda took three stones from his pile and added them to the top of his part of wall, overlapping them at the end but leaving the inner face projecting. As he added two more, with care so they didn't overbalance, Aedelbert did the same thing.

      Would they need a support inside the passage or not? "Hold your stones as if they would rest on ours." Ehric put the two light brown blocks over those resting on the wall. They'd need one more to cross the gap, if they set it as a key-stone, which they could not do unless the Scavenger or Radmar had visited in the night and had left a set of iron brackets beside the shelter. Aedelbert looked to Caedda. "What say you?" They might be able to avoid using a support.

      "I'd rather have something until we see just what we can do without the stones tipping and falling in, sir." Caedda stomped heavily. Nothing moved. "You can back out, Ehric, thank you. Carefully, please." Ehric eased his way backwards out of the snout and set the stones onto Aedelbert's pile. Without being told he hurried away, returning with a basket of blocks and adding them to the heap, then making as second trip before resuming the clay work.

      "He likes clay as much as you do," Caedda said, taking a drink from his water skin.

      Aedelbert turned west, letting the sun's heat ease his shoulders and arms as a little breeze tickled his face under his cap. Blessed Rella, thank You for the gifts of light and heat. "Form first or first row of the arch?"

      "First row. We can use that to see how far each course can project, if I cut the blocks right. And we'll need to sort through for the thin stones." He drank again, then squinted up-slope. "After we eat dinner."

      By dark, they had sorted through the stones and had gathered enough to make the arches for the first half-lachter along the snout. Turold joined them at the evening meal, as did several other men. Judging by their look and the dark in their hands and faces, they were charcoalers. One had brought fresh flat bread. "M' wife just made it," the senior charcoaler said.

      Caedda took a bite. "Good bread."

      After they had eaten most of the bread and some of the stew Turold had prepared, the men sat back and exchanged news. "Winfrith's here tomorrow or the next. Lord Heinrik's stopping traffic into the lands, demanding staple right for himself." The charcoaler spat to the side. "You know how much the traders like that."

      "Heinrik's got fewer brains than a schaef if he thinks he'd prosper that way. 'Sides, with the Emperor on th' roads, he just might end up like t' former count of Harnancourd." Turold's smile would chill red iron.

      Caedda leaned forward. "What you mean, 'former,' sir?"

      The smile spread as far as the scars permitted. "Emperor broke th' wall he built 'cross th' trade road and killed the count for protestin'. Heard one of the early traders tellin' a priest. He thought it was a good start, the trader did."

      Caedda sat back on his heels, shaking his head with wonder. "Maarsdam and Radmar be praised, that was far overdue. The Wheel turns slow but it turns."

      All the men nodded and Aedelbert made the horns with his left hand.

      " 'Bout time someone made the lords follow the law." The senior charcoaler rubbed under his chin. "Heinrik's not goin' t' like the track up here, either."

      "Why not?" Aedelbert and Caedda exchanged puzzled looks. "Priests said he has no timber claims or hunting land on this side of the mountains."

      "Just because we didn't ask 'im. Like the walls." The bent man wrinkled his nose. "Be good to have a better, faster way up. Even better if we could get a road, but great-haulers'll fly first."

      "If they do, I'm buying a bigger hat," Caedda averred.

      Turold drank some of whatever he had in his water skin. "We'll still have to carry the metal down by hand. Ground won't take a wagon road without more work than it's worth right now, with magic so spendy and trade slowed."

      There was that. Aedelbert drank tea and thought about the path. That one place, where they'd have to cut the side of the mountain to make a way, or drill holes in it and put logs in to make one of those hanging roads the stories talked about... No, not worth the cost or the danger. A cart-way would be good enough if they could manage that.

      "Heh, Turold, why not train schaef to carry sacks? They can manage the path and they'll take their own fleeces to market from the high pastures." The younger man winked, one finger beside his nose.

      Laughter swept the listeners, including Turold. Schaef in a pack train? Tears filled Aedelbert's eyes as he laughed. The picture in his head of all those wooly beasts scattering with heavy sacks draped over them...

      "You laugh, but some mines use dogs to move gold and silver," Turold said once everyone had settled down and recovered their breath. "The dogs learn to give the metal only to one man or woman, and no man tries to stop 'em after the first time." He pointed at the charcoaler. "Dogs aren't schaef, and can't carry so much 's a great-hauler, but they can learn. Unlike schaef and nobles."

      "How about Lord Heinrik's hunting dogs? Teach 'em to work for a livin'?" Caedda's idea brought more laughter.

      "We can use those little ratters for out-walkers to keep th' big ones from getting distracted," the senior man announced. "What could go wrong?"

      While the Scavenger had a strange sense of what He found funny, Aedelbert suspected that having rat-chasing dogs carrying metal from the smelters down past the mine might cause offense.

      Two days later, after Aedelbert and Caedda had built the frame they needed and had laid the first double hand-width of arched top on the smelter, Winfrith arrived. He brought food and news. "Yes, Lord Heinrik is stopping merchants and demanding staple right, but only for himself. Two groups of traders turned around and left rather than deal with him, so I heard and saw." The smelter designer spat toward the east. "Fool and double fool, because they took a different road and reached Garmouth anyway.

      "The farmers are more of a worry. They side with the lord, saying that Garmouth has no right to walls or to any waters that don't flow through without being changed. The water from the mine that's in the moat is not as brown as it started, but it's still brown, and the farmwomen are sayin' that the cresses and other plants in the stream have died."

      "Upstream of the moat or downstream of it, sir?" Ehric set down the basket of clay.

      "Downstream of the moat and the ponds for catching the rock powder for paint. Town women use other streams for gatherin'."

      That meant the water had turned sour or bitter and would not be good for drinking until more sweet waters joined it and diluted the bitterness. All the more reason to get the job done and leave before the farmers decided that they needed to "do something." Aedelbert picked up two rocks and set them into place, then added a little clay to remind them not to move after he added more stone. Winfrith left them in peace as he went to talk to Turold and look at the charcoal and wood the others had brought in.

      "Ready?" Caedda asked later that day, after they finished that hand-width of arch.

      "Scavenger willing, I am." The two bent over the wall and each took a steady grip on the wooden frame supporting the roof of the smelter. "One, two, three." The men pulled the frame out from under the arch, scooting it along the inside of the wall. Aedelbert held his breath. The stones settled as he watched, shifting a little until their weight balanced again. The clay held, the arch remained solid. The weights travelled smoothly down the arch's sides and into the walls, then into the earth below. He breathed again, then again. "It's stable."

      Thus encouraged, they worked the rest of the day and two more days until the roof met where the chimney wall should be. That brought them to the Eighth-Day. "I want to fire it," Winfrith announced late that afternoon. He'd supervised putting the clay along the interior of the arch, a task Caedda and Ehric happily gave him. "We'll build a fire at the mouth to see if it draws and what the heat does. No point in putting fire where it's not needed until the chimney's built."

      Because it would not draw properly without the chimney, and might ruin the work. That made excellent sense to Aedelbert, and he helped stack the wood for a respectable fire at the mouth of the smelter's snout. Then he got out of the way as Winfrith lit the fire, talking to it and encouraging it into the smelter. After a while, the smoke appeared, trickling out the far end where the chimney should be. "Take the Eighth-Day," Winfrith ordered. "I'll watch it and then mark out the other two."

      The stone-cutters wasted no time coming down the mountain and joining the pay line with Winfrith's token in hand. Wassa gave them their due and they bathed. Ehric returned to his home inn. The men found benches at the Ore Cart and devoured real, hot food followed by fresh spring beer.

      I'm getting old. I like the bed better than a blanket on the floor. They'd left their bedding with the wash-women at the Black Pump, not that it really needed much. The men slept well that night. They'd also left orders for Ehric's guardian not to work him. He'd done a man's labor and had truly earned an Eighth-Day of rest.
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      "Ladders or scaffold?"

      Aedelbert glanced down, making certain that he'd stepped over the root that poked out of the trail. Although far better than before, nothing larger than a small cart would come along it, and even then he'd not trust the path in the rain or snow. The afternoon sun lit their way, but also cast false shadows and a man had to go with care. The shade from the trees around the track helped ease the heat. Not that they'd have much shade for the next stretch. And where was the wind? He didn't feel any air moving, but they moved from west to east, so perhaps it paced them.

      "Scaffold if I get to choose. I don't know why, but something about ladders this time...I just don't care for it." Caedda stretched his arms out in front of him, then adjusted the straps on his pack, lifting them off his shoulders for a moment. "Ladder makes me wary for some reason."

      A voice from behind them asked, "Sir, does the rock care if you use ladder or scaffold?"

      The question itched Aedelbert's mind and he considered how to answer it. Caedda got the jump on his words. "Not here, but there are times it does, and then we use scaffold if we can. Opening a new quarry face is scaffold work, then ladders down if you can build a scaffold."

      Aedelbert would rather not work on either a ladder or a scaffold if the wood looked bad. Both could drop a man on his head.

      They arrived in the clearing where the smelters would stand just before full dark. Winfrith met them and glared. What had gone wrong? "Open the holes for the tuyeres." He stormed away in the twilight and Aedelbert though he heard swearing under the sound of bird calls. No wind stirred the gentle slope. Ah, that explained both the smelter expert's temper and his command. Now it was Aedelbert's turn to smirk a little.

      The smirk faded quickly. The chimney rose well, and took only another eight-day to build, plaster in, and then test. While the men labored on the first smelter's chimney, Ehric sorted stone and piled it beside the second smelter site. He also made certain that no one accidentally took the roof-arch support for firewood. That was, when he wasn't mixing clay. Then he set out some of the stones for the second smelter, putting them into their places for the first foundation course. He did not set the foundation of the chimney—Aedelbert didn't trust his eye just yet.

      Winfrith surprised the men. "No, the pit is not for coals and fuel. The pit catches the baked gangue and slag, then we sort them. The fire goes on the crucible stone. Like so." A load of crushed ore had been delivered, and Winfrith made a heavy layer of ore on the crucible stone, then charcoal, then other ore, more charcoal, and some wood. He lit the pile, and waited. As the stone-cutters built the foundation for the second smelter, Winfrith tended the first smelter, spelled by Turold. A clay pot caught shimmery grey liquid after the second mid-day, and the newly-arrived workers pulled the baked ore out of the smelter's snout using wet wooden rakes and wooden hoes. "For lead you don't use a second crucible. The copper we will, but we also need great-hauler dung to bind the charcoal and hold it together. The dung drives the lead out of the copper, so we get pure metal. For black copper we use clay crucibles."

      Aedelbert blinked, and Caedda opened his mouth, closed it, and then admitted, "I'd no idea that the great-hauler dung was so useful."

      "Night soil's too wet and might be tainted with miasma. If it dries enough, it's too dry. So great-hauler—or schaef if you have no choice otherwise." The old man sighed a little. "Be nice if we had a great-hauler or two up here, but we don't so I'll have men bring some dung." He sounded less than happy at that. Aedelbert suspected the porters would charge quite a bit to bring great-hauler dung up to the smelters.

      He glanced over, and saw Ehric staring, then blinking, then looking thoughtful. But the boy stayed quiet and resumed his assigned task. He'd probably decided that whatever it was, it would not work and so was not worth mentioning. Working in an inn or tavern did teach people to keep their mouths shut. Well, most people. That wench in the Two Trees, the only time she was quiet came when she slept, or so it had seemed to Aedelbert.

      And that would not build the second smelter, now that they had things to smelt. Aedelbert picked up some stones and began setting them on the wall as Ehric smoothed on clay under Caedda's supervision.
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      The first smelter had indeed gone too well, and had attracted Radmar's notice. At least the problem happened before the chimney rose too high, Aedelbert told himself as he studied the collapsed bit of wall and scattered stones. Two of the stones had cracked, and Caedda picked up some of the fragments. His eyes relaxed, then snapped back into focus. "Problem's not in the stone."

      Aedelbert groaned, and the two men inspected the foundation. "Here's the problem," Caedda snapped. "Crumbled out along the trench and dropped the rock into the trench. Schaef dung." He tossed the broken bit as far and hard as he could.

      "Keep the other bits. We'll use them to shore up the trench wall, then rebuild the gap." Aedelbert wanted to snarl as well, but there wasn't any point. "Radmar turned the Wheel." Since Caedda had dug that portion of the slag trench, Aedelbert understood his frustration.

      They removed the stones from inside the trench and around it, then used the broken ones to shore up the sides of the trench, along with some of the waste rock left from digging the trench. Once the sides of the trench felt and looked stable, the men began re-building the wall. Now they had to fit stones into an existing structure without disturbing the others, and then seal it with clay. At least they had not gotten to that part, Aedelbert allowed. Trying to remove and redo the clay as well as the stones, and get a smooth enough interior finish, that meant far more work than simply filling the hole in the wall. And it had fallen before they had more than five courses above the foundation. If it had waited until they'd finished... The entire chimney would have fallen, probably onto the main smelter, given Radmar's habits.

      "Should we have Ehric stand on it to see if it shifts?" Caedda inquired as they covered the interior with clay and smoothed it.

      "No." He'd seen that done, but Ehric had gotten a little clumsy as well as taller, and if he fell, he'd likely break a bone.

      Once the chimney wall reached eight courses, they assembled two sets of scaffold, one level high. One set went on the south, one on the north. Caedda studied the framework, frowning. "Sir, wasn't there an additional piece here," he touched base of the platform. "I don't see the cross brace."

      Aedelbert left his task and checked the frame. "You're right. Should be two cross braces each side." The two sorted through the wood for the next level, in case they'd overlooked some pieces. "I don't see it."

      "Hey!" A man bellowed, then hurried over to them. "You get away from our building timbers. Those'r for shelters for us."

      Aedelbert straightened up. "No. That wood is over there," he pointed with his chin to the heap beside Turold's shelter. "This is scaffolding material we cut and fitted two eight-days back."

      "Bird shit it is! That's for us an' you're stealin', ye damn Scavenger-born."

      Caedda swung, catching the man and sending him reeling back, doubled over by the blow to his gut. Aedelbert shoved the stocky man onto his rear in the dirt. "All that wood has our mark, including the piece that is now missing. Unless you want one and two-thirds of three smelters, keep to your own wood pile."

      Two more smelter workers ran toward the commotion, and Turold lumbered down from where he'd been talking to a charcoal burner. One of the smelter men had a long wooden push pole in his hand, and Aedelbert took his rock hammer out of his belt, crouching for a lunge.

      "Hold!" Turold called. "What's the strife?"

      The man on the ground pointed a finger at the stone-cutters. "They's stealin' our shelter wood and claim we's takin' from them. Hit me without cause, that one did!"

      "I hit him because he accused us of theft and insulted all Scavenger Born, sir," Caedda stated. "We are missing pieces of the scaffold, even though they have our mark on them."

      "Draw the mark," Turold ordered. He held a large rock-hammer in his left fist. Aedelbert sketched the mark in the dirt so all could see it. "Any wood in your building with that?" Turold nodded to the smelter men.

      "Aye, but they took it from our store and put the mark on it after. All that's ourn'," the man on the ground declared. He managed to get to his feet and looked as if he wanted to resume the fight.

      "Where's your store?"

      The smelter men pointed to the closest pile, the marked wood. "Those."

      Turold shook his head. "No. Your wood is up beside my cabin so that they," he gestured toward Caedda and Aedelbert with his hammer, "Won't touch it. I saw them bring this themselves and shape it. You bring back whatever has their mark, and keep to your own timber. Theirs is all for scrap once they finish."

      "You're jus' sidin' with them because you're another Scavenger's bastard," the heavyset man growled low in his chest. The other smelter men backed away as fast as they could, several making warding gestures or spitting through the horns.

      For all his injuries and scars, Turold moved fast and hard. Aedelbert didn't watch after Turold broke the other man's nose with the butt of his miner's hammer. The fool might know how to operate a smelter and work metal, but he hadn't the brains Korvaal gave schaef. Once the beating sounds—meaty thunks, animal-like yelps of pain—stopped, two of the smelter men handed Caedda an arm-load of marked wood. "Yer pardon, Master Caedda," one murmured. "Our mistake."

      Caedda took the wood. "Honest mistake, honestly cured. No hard feelings."

      "Thank ye, sir."

      Caedda and Aedelbert set the cross-bracing on the scaffold and returned to work. Ehric brought stones and clay, and they worked steadily for as long as daylight lasted. As they reached the upper rings of stones, Aedelbert had Ehric join him. "Don't build farther than you can reach if you need to plaster or cover the inside of the chimney." He reached into the opening as far as his shoulder. "Otherwise, sure as rats, if you are depending on the reach of your tool to apply and smooth the plaster..."

      Ehric grinned and pretended to drop something down a hole. "And there's not a good way to fetch either back, is there, sir?"

      "Not from this. From a normal chimney, yes, and if you are wise, you have a little hole and a thong on your tool so it doesn't drop all the way."

      Ehric peered into the space. "Ah, sir, if the clay is thick and sticky enough to stick to the paddle, will it be able to spread?"

      Good question. "Yes, but." Aedelbert held up the smoothing tool. "The stones are not fitted, are they?"

      "Not tight, dry-fitted, no sir. No mortar, either."

      Aedelbert pushed on the top of the tool, and it tipped away from him. "As you force the drier clay onto the surface, you move the stones. The only way you can do it easily is to have one man outside and he exactly matches your push."

      The boy's eyes lit up. "Like when the potters work on a wheel!"  He put his hands palms-together in front of himself and pretended to draw clay up. "So the sides are straight and don't bulge in or out unless the potter wants them to."

      He was fast, very fast, Aedelbert observed. "Exactly. So, I want you to work the inside of the chimney."

      "Yes, sir!"

      Aedelbert moved with care, keeping his weight spread as he and the boy traded places. He watched as Ehric took a handful of clay, worked it a little with one hand, then smeared it next to where Aedelbert had been working.  Once he had a good layer that covered the stones completely, he took the smoothing tool. It looked like a plaster-worker's smoothing trowel or a carpenter's plane—a wooden board two hands in length as measured from wrist to tip of fingers, sanded and scraped smooth with a handle on the back—but curved just a little. That allowed them to ease the clay ahead of the tool and blend it into the edges more easily. Aedelbert had seen the thing used by someone repairing a chimney and had gone hungry for a week in order to buy one for himself. Ehric didn't press quite as hard as Aedelbert did, just judging by the amount of clay shifted to the side, but again, it was easier to start with a light touch and then learn.

      Aedelbert let him finish that round of plastering, then set two courses of stone. "Remember, we are tapering in," he cautioned. Caedda rolled his eyes, but then he'd not had to re-do a span of wall because someone forgot to taper with height. Ehric leaned into the chimney and studied what existed thus far, then set the two courses. He started in the middle and worked out, and Aedelbert waited. Indeed, the boy discovered that his taper did not match Caedda's work, and he had to re-do both rows. Aedelbert said nothing, and Caedda matched his silence. Instead, Caedda finished his rows, plastered them, and climbed down from the scaffold. He sauntered over to the fire burning near the first smelter, selected one of the sausages on sticks and came back, eating loudly. That's mean. Well done. Ehric's stomach growled but he kept working and didn't complain.

      The next day Caedda supervised Ehric as he set the final course of stone on the top of the smelter. These ran end to end rather than nose in, tail out. Then a layer of clay covered everything. Caedda had a bit of broken pot that happened to fit the stones, and showed Ehric how to use it to make a crown on top with the clay in order to turn water. "Some places put a roof over the smelters entire, but Master Winfrith doesn't want that here. So we put extra clay around the top and don't taper as much as we might otherwise."

      "Aye," a voice called from the base of the scaffold. "There's miasmas from smelting lead and copper together and no point in trapping those in with workmen. Rocks in the Gift weep vitriole, so we know they have miasma bubbles in them. Heat the rock and out comes the bad air." Winfrith put his hands on his hips. "No point in breathing miasmas if a man can avoid it. We'll build a small shed-roof to go over the top of the chimney if we need to, to keep it from cold-cracking in the rain."

      And that meant woodwork finer than Aedelbert cared to do. Good, not his problem then. He waved to Winfrith and returned to shaping the clay so that it matched the curve and surfaces on Caedda's side without crack or seam.

      "I'll fire this one tomorrow," Winfrith told them at sundown. "Take two days, no, three days so you get the Eighth Day. And if you know of a source for great hauler dung, tell them I want to buy it. From Garmouth, not the farmers. They'll charge the weight in gold."
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        * * *

      

      "Fire!" Aedelbert had his trousers on and boots on feet before he finished waking. "Fire!" The wooden rattles of the fire-watchers and the cries brought men running, many carrying buckets and pails or pots. Aedelbert and Caedda joined the stream of men and women racing toward the mills. Rella be praised we're close to water. "Fire near the beast market! All to the bucket line!" Two priests directed people where to form the line, and two of the bigger men climbed down onto the stepping stones in the mill-stream, filling leather buckets and handing them up. Other men and women hurried past with hook-ended poles to pull down the burning stuff before sparks could spread. No one asked questions. The buckets grew heavy as they travelled hand to hand, and breath needed to be saved for working.

      A red glow in the darkness told Aedelbert what he needed to know. This was no false warning. Fire burned and all had to help stop it, rich or poor, miner or farmer. "Glad we don't have thatch roofs anymore," an old woman wheezed, then took another bucket and passed it along the line. She wore a shawl and her shift and clogs, nothing more, and Aedelbert looked away as he passed the heavy pails and buckets. He had a good reason to sleep in his smalls. He'd been called out for fires too often not to. Thanks be the night stayed warm, and this was high summer, not mid-winter. Nothing stopped a mid-winter fire save for more fire, and people died from cold afterwards. Who had failed to bank their fire at the proper time? Or had someone been careless with a lamp or torch? Worry later, move buckets now.

      CreeeaakCRASH! A building fell in with a spray of embers and sparks. The men and women on the line groaned. Two fresh men replaced the ones in the stream and the buckets continued to pass. A boy peltered down the line, calling, "'Twas the old rain shelter caved in, fire's not spreadin', still need water." Bucket after bucket went up the line and bucket after bucket came down. Thanks be to Donwah of the Waters for the millstream. Thanks be that no wind moved in the night. Thanks be for rain not long before. Aedelbert recited thanks prayers in his mind, trying to ignore the pain in his hands. He should have grabbed his gloves. At least he had breeches on. Some men wore nothing but what they'd come into the world wearing.

      Black water trickled down the far side of the lane. "Priests and Master Colar say stop," the word came. Two soot-streaked men and an equally tired woman came down the line, hooked poles over their shoulders. "Fire's out, embers too. Rella and Donwah be praised, one old shelter burned and part of two houses. Pulled them down before it could spread."

      Everyone set about locating their own buckets, or drinking the water. A few poured it back into the millstream with prayers of thanks. Two girls and a boy offered buns from a basket. Aedelbert and Caedda both took two. They tasted like the rolls made at the Wheat Wreath. A wise man asked no questions, and they ate, then carried their buckets back to the house, hung them on the hooks on the ground floor, and staggered up to bed once more.

      The next morning, Aedelbert shook his head with dismay as he surveyed the damage. The old shelter in the beast market lay in ruins, only a few of the largest beams recognizable. Two men with axes cut the partially charred beams into smaller pieces and loaded them into hand-carts to take to the Scavenger's temple. They'd be given to those in need of firewood later in the year. The house owners worked to salvage what they could. One man had lost the entire wall and roof, and the other regarded the remains of an overhanging roof and portico. Their women and children removed furnishings and other household goods. "We'll rebuild," the man with the missing portico said. "Tile or slate if we can find them. Might make it deeper if the market master permits and let him rent it."

      Behind Aedelbert, a woman whispered, "Council's been tellin' Hardrad to cover with plaster like the rest of us or put on a different roof, but no, he wouldn' heed."

      A second woman murmured, "That's Hardrad for you. Skin a louse for leather, he would."

      "Aye. Poor Hildi, workin' so hard for such a man."

      Hildi would be the woman in a mended shawl trying to move too-heavy of a chest while her husband talked to someone. Aedelbert glanced left and right, then approached the lady. He lifted the other end of the chest, taking just enough of the weight that she could move it more easily to where she'd piled other furnishings. A child dragged a mass of bedding and a mattress seemed to move on its own. He lifted the dragging end of the mattress and saw small bare feet. Hardrad should quit flapping his tongue and start helping his family. Aedelbert felt nothing but contempt for the creature called Hardrad. He wasn't a man, not anymore. Aedelbert went into the remains of the house and lifted two chairs, carrying them out, then returning to help Hildi move a very heavy table. For a household so prosperous, the woman and children dressed like the poorest day workers. Anger rose in Aedelbert. Where were the neighbors and the men of the town who permitted this?

      "Hey, get away from my goods. What are you doing?" Hardrad rushed up and grabbed the end of the table from Aedelbert, or tried to.

      "I'm doing a proper man's job, since there are no grown men in the household," Aedelbert said, loud enough to be heard across the market square.

      Hardrad's hands clenched into fists. Aedelbert set the table down on the stones near the other household goods. Hildi pulled the children to her, cowering away from her husband. "How dare you! I'm the man of the household and you are stealin' my—"

      Two men in the tabards and hats of the town watch lowered halberds between the two men. "Shut it, Hardrad," the larger of the two stated in a loud voice. A number of people had gathered to watch, and some moved to stand between Hildi and the scene. "You couldn't be bothered to do your duty or to listen to the Council's warnings. Your lady wife is trying to save your gear so you can start rebuilding properly and all you can do is whine like a baby. Th' stone-master's right. If you can't work like a proper man, then get out of men's way and let them do what's needful."

      Aedelbert sensed motion and glanced behind him. A chain of men and women carried the rest of the house's contents out and added them to the stack. Other women were guiding Hildi and the children to a corner of the market where a priestess of Gember waited with a large basket. He turned back to see Hardrad's face turn red, then pale.

      "Unless you want the Scavenger's priests to declare this," the second guard waved his free hand toward the goods, "as the god's property, you'd best see about organizing it and moving it, then stabilize the house and call for carpenters and others."

      "Yes, sir." Hardrad's shoulders drooped and he hung his head. The people parted and Aedelbert left. More than enough town dwellers had started helping. The stone cutter found his way to the Golden Loaf and ordered a honey bread, plus whatever was in the pot, and smallbeer. Schaef and summer herbs in a dark-bread bowl filled his hollows, and the honey bread satisfied his craving for something sweet. The mildly bitter beer cut the honey and he felt well satisfied by the time he finished the meal. He set the tankard down, and a fresh one replaced it. "A mercy for a mercy," Mistress Godgifu stated firmly, then spun on her heel and returned to the counter. "No, no, not on the board, over there on the cooling shelf," she commanded a journeyman as he juggled a laden bread paddle.

      Master Paegan of The Ore Cart emerged from behind the door to the kitchen. "Now you know what I do," he told someone, then closed the door. He came and thumped onto the bench across from Aedelbert. "My son," he tipped his head toward the kitchen. "His mother threw him out for bakin' better than she does. He's got cooler hands for sweet breads."

      And no woman wanted to hear that her son baked better than she did. Aedelbert nodded and drank a little more of the beer. "Any news?"

      The innkeeper glowered at the wall behind Aedelbert. "Someone lit the old beast shelter on fire. Rella's priest and a preservation mage looked at it, and someone cast a counter-charm to weaken the anti-fire spells put on the old wood."

      Aedelbert felt his eyebrows rising until they bumped the band of his cap. "That's capital crime."

      "Would be if anyone died. Thanks be to all gods known and unknown, no one was hurt and no beasts sheltered overnight. Goodman Karol lost his drying porch, but he'd already been talkin' about re-roofing it in tile or stone. He's with th' market master and Colar of the Council gettin' permission to do just that. Hardrad," He lifted his cap and ran his hand through thin dark brown hair. "The louse finally quit beratin' his family and hired a wagon to move his gear into one of his warehouses before the Scavenger's priests declare it salvage. And he spoke to Master Actulf about shoring up the roof and wall, and starting to rebuild."

      Something sounded off to Aedelbert. "Would the priests really declare the household goods of the family as salvage for the god?" That didn't sound like the laws he was familiar with, but Garmouth was not Platmouth or Harnancourd.

      Paegan leaned forward and winked. "Aye, they would but then they'd give the true household property—leb-goods and her dower—back to Hildi and her children as a mercy gift. Hardrad would have to pay salvage tax on the rest to get it back. If he doesn't buy it back, then folks at the auction will bid low and give the goods straight to Hildi under dower and leb. Temple takes the money for mercy coin."

      "Ah, that fits other places, just different order of things." It wouldn't be the first time the temples or neighbors had upheld the law and then granted mercy to the innocent parties. "The fire, though..."

      The other man nodded, a cold anger in his eyes. "Town watch's talkin' to people, and looking at who came in but is not a legal guest or citizen. And the masons are hiring anything that can pull a stone saw."

      "Anything?"

      "Almost anything. Apparently schaef are too careless, and great-haulers keep wantin' more pay." Both men chuckled at the very idea.

      "Wonder which guild the great-haulers would pay membership to—stone workers or carters?"

      Paegan stood and laughed again. "Priests of Yoorst and Scavenger can sort that out."

      Aedelbert finished his smallbeer and mulled the question over as he went to the bath. What would you do with a great-hauler? They were born for Yoorst, that all men could see, but if one were born to the Scavenger? How would it handle tools and stand upright? No, he'd not be the one to ask the priests, but the question amused him.

      Talk among the men in the soaking tub centered on the fire. "Not sky fire, that we know," a man with notary's callouses stated.

      "Likely not a schaef with a grudge, either," one of the masons grunted.

      "Never seen a schaef could climb that high and don' want to see such," another man stated, slapping the water a little to emphasize his point.

      "Then stay away from Mistress Leoflaed's tinctures, because schaef in the trees are the most sensible of the things you'll see," the notary warned. "She makes 'em strong. They work, but they're strong."

      A tanner shook his head, then leaned it back against the edge of the tub once more. "My lady wife says steer clear of Leoflaed herself unless you have business with her. She's out for Wassa and not to marry. And she's been talkin' bout how the farmers have the right of it, and they have first right to the water from Iron Spring and Wimdere River."

      "Korvaal be my witness, Wassa had nothing to do with that case," the mason stated.

      "You know that, I know that, the gods know that, but she won't accept it. All Wassa did was stand for his brother when his brother filed a wild-woods claim and the priests and court upheld it." The tanner heaved a sigh. "She should be crying for justice for the judge who refused to accept the papers claimin' the castanea trees as wild wood."

      The notary nodded and closed his eyes, soaking in the heat from the water. "Her father should have had the record notarized and witnessed, but no, he couldn't be arsed, and the judge refused the testimony. Yes, she should have gotten proper payment for cultivated land, or been given the usufruct at least. No, Wassa had nothing to do with it aside from confirming that his brother was his brother and paying the notary until his brother could repay him." He sighed. "She needs to just drop it. I am so tired of hearing about those damn trees, Korvaal forgive me. She keeps tryin' to find legal recourse and the time's past and gone."

      "No one carries a grudge like a woman scorned," Aedelbert observed.

      "Women and Heinrik Aldread," the tanner snorted.

      "Point," Aedelbert replied. After another while he forced himself to get out of the warm water before he fell asleep and drowned.

      Caedda and Ehric met him at the corner of the beast market. "Good thing we were in the bucket line," Caedda told him. "The watch is making certain everyone with a resident permit is accounted for last night."

      "I heard. But everyone?"

      Ehric kept glancing over his shoulder, then nodded. "Yes, sirs. They asked my guardian for the names of all the guests and what their business was, where they were after fire-cover hours."

      A larger group or small herd of men and women hurried past, boots and clogs clattering on the cobbles of the market pavement. "They what?" a voice demanded.

      A man replied, "No idea, but I want to hear for myself."

      "Wonder if he's claiming the Gift?" The woman sounded scared.

      "If he does, he'll have the Scavenger Himself to deal with. Don't think even a noble wants that." The third man sounded more confident than Aedelbert would have been.

      The two stone cutters and their apprentice shared a shrug and followed along. "Might as well hear the original version for ourselves, so we can hear the embroidered versions later." Caedda's voice held a little laughter and Ehric smiled. But not as much as usual. Was he falling ill?

      The three joined the crowd gathered in the main market square between the Scavenger's Temple and the Council Hall. The younger boys clambered up onto the iron frame over the well and were pulled down by sensible adults. An overdressed man wearing a tabard heavy with thread-of-gold embroidery stood in front of the Council Hall, up on the third step. He carried a large roll of paper or parchment in his hands. Two men in farmers' clothes stood on the step below him and heavily-armed men in livery lurked in the shade of the covered porch. "The Aldread arms," Ehric said pointing with his thumb to the messenger.

      Whatever they were, Aedelbert couldn't make out the design for the gold and show. "Hear the words of Lord Heinrik of Aldread, protector of the Ore Mountains, Count of Garmouth, Wassala, Newfield, and Esterbrook, lord of the eastern reaches." Several men folded their arms and mutters about "What protector?" flowed around the stone cutters.

      "His lordship has been patient during the past fall and winter, knowing the hardships of cold and labor. However, the persistent inability of the people of Garmouth to understand the law, and their refusal to accept the truth of their position has pushed matters to their end." The messenger breathed, then called even louder, "Garmouth has no city right, has never had city right, and belongs in its entire to the Lords of Aldread. The Aldread lords provide all the defense needed by Garmouth and the mines around it.

      "The walls must be torn down and the materials turned over as a harm-payment to Lord Heinrik. Furthermore, because of the cost he has expended in defending the lands from intruders, three sevenths are to be paid to him. There is no emperor, and no point in paying the lord's monies to an imposter. Hear these—"

      Whatever came next disappeared under a furious roar of denial. "You lie," was probably the mildest retort. Several people waved hammers or laundry bats and suggested what Heinrik could do with said implements. The farmers and soldiers with the messenger drew closer to him, as if fearing an attack by a mob.

      Stithulf Cwenson, the bergmeister, stepped out of the crowd and raised his hands. Something closer to quiet returned. "Did Count Heinrik send proof of the Emperor's non-existence? Because that contradicts what other people of good repute and knowledge have stated for a year and more. And we have not had either his lordship or his honored sire come to provide justice or to defend us for two generations. By mining law, that negates ownership."

      The messenger tried to look down his nose at the bergmeister. He failed. "His most gracious lordship has provided both within living memory as records will show. That is, if anyone here can read." Stithulf raised his hand again, forestalling another roar. "Remove the walls, pay your taxes, show proper deference to your lord, and cease fouling the waters, any waters. No water is to leave the mines, or to enter it."

      "I want to see him enforce that," Caedda chuckled so quietly that Aedelbert almost didn't hear it. Indeed, that would be entertaining to watch. A noble ordering rock not to piss or weep, and enforcing that command. Even the Scavenger's priests never tried that.

      "And if we do not comply with his lordship's requests?" The Bergmeister kept his tone civil and mild.

      "If you refuse to obey these commands, the walls will come down by force and all water will be diverted from Garmouth. His most noble lordship commands powers you cannot imagine and will use them if you defy his just and fair commands." The farmers with the messenger looked eager, almost predatory, and Aedelbert wondered who they thought would buy their crops if the city and mines were abandoned. It would not be the foresters and charcoal burners, or the beasts of the mountain and the air.

      The stone cutters worked their way out of the crowd. Aedelbert had seen crowds turn into mobs, and neither he nor Caedda cared to be anywhere near that. "So, what stories will fill the air by tomorrow?" Caedda asked.

      "Oh, probably that the farmers were training great haulers to attack on command, or something, and that the lord is a battle mage," Aedelbert snorted.

      Ehric gulped. "Battle mage? What's that, sir?"

      "There are stories that before and after the Great Cold, some men could use magic as a weapon. And there are stories that the men of the north have cats as large as a schaef because the rats are even larger." Aedelbert gave both the same weight of truth, that being none.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Ehric acted so distracted and nervous as they were preparing to return to the work site that Caedda stopped him. "What is going on?"

      "Nothing, sir."

      Caedda downed tools right there and folded his arms. "Nothing. The same nothing that has you tied up in more knots than a fishing net."

      "Um, well, sirs, ah," the boy gulped hard, head down, shoulders hunched. "Um, this way." Aedelbert liked this less and less and he almost refused. Caedda shook his head and mouthed something, then followed the boy. They wound their way through a less-than-prosperous group of houses and one of those taverns that a wise man avoided. At last Ehric tapped three times on the top of a low door, then twice on the left side. The men folded their arms, waiting. An answering tap sounded, then they heard a door bar sliding. The half-cracked wooden boards slid to the side and the boy eased in. The men followed.

      "Trwiss!"

      "Hush, Bonna," a girl hissed back in the darkness.

      Bonna? The great-hauler that the farmer's daughter had used. Oh no, she'd stolen the bird from her father and had run away. Mildthryd had been her name. Aedelbert almost groaned aloud. What had Ehric gotten himself—and them—into? If he'd dishonored her...

      "Master Aedelbert, Master Caedda, I can explain," Ehric began.

      "I asked him to hide Bonna and me," the girl interrupted. Aedelbert could just see her where she sat beside the bird, holding the great hauler down in a nest-like pile of straw. "Father, that is, father said he was going to kill Bonna and beat me again for not being a boy. He said it was my fault that the his crop isn't growing well and that I'm not a proper woman and if I was I'd have been a boy and brought money in even though Bonna and I work as hard as we can and please don't tell anyone I'll work for my keep I promise." She gasped for breath. "I promise I will work for my keep."

      Scavenger have mercy, what now? Aedelbert rubbed his forehead.

      "Sirs, I saw her father beating her, a public beating," Ehric said. "He just walked up to her and began strapping her, then hit her with his open hand. That's not right." He stood between the men and the girl, feet shoulder-width apart, fists clenched, a determined look in his eyes. "It's not right."

      "Were there other witnesses to the beating?" Caedda sounded calmer than Aedelbert felt.

      The boy nodded. "Priestess of Gember told her father to stop. He almost threatened her too, raised his fist, then stopped before anyone could step in."

      "He said he has father right and he can do what he wants, when he wants." Mildthryd gulped again. "Does the law allow that, sirs?"

      "No." Aedelbert did not know much law, but that he knew. "A father may discipline his children, but not a public beating without very good cause." Now that his eyes had grown used to the darkness, he observed that Mildthryd looked even leaner than she had in the fall, and her clothes sported more patches. "Child, has your father fed and clothed you to the honor of the family?"

      "No, sir. He tries, I think, but no." She whispered. "He won't remarry, says there's no woman with enough property to be worth it."

      "Do you have any brothers?" Caedda asked.

      "Three, sir, but they all left as soon as they could take hire, and I don't know where they are."

      That told Aedelbert far more than he wanted to know.

      Caedda's face hardened. Ehric backed up a half-step, hands coming up as if he held a staff. "No, Ehric, I'm not going to attack you or demand that Mildthryd return to her sire. But she can't stay here for much longer without falling ill or someone finding her."  He gave Aedelbert a significant look. "That shed beside Mistress Godgifu's ovens. The one we rent to hold tools and a rented great-hauler and cart."

      They hadn't but apparently they were about to. Mildthryd brushed her hair back from her face and he saw a horrible bruise and cuts on her forearm. Aedelbert wanted to hit her sire. "I'll move some tools and there'll be room. If you can keep Bonna quiet."

      The girl nodded hard.

      Aedelbert understood frustration, but no man had a right to hurt his women, not unless they attacked him first. And he highly doubted that Mildthryd had come at her sire with a knife or fists.

      What a complicated job this smelter contract had become!

      Mildthryd looked from Caedda to Aedelbert and back, then ducked her head and whispered, "Ah, and my father says the farmers and soldiers are going to humble Garmouth once and for all. Do I have to stay in the city? I don't think I will be safe."

      Oh dung and rat droppings. Now what?
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      "Master Winfrith needs great-hauler dung, aye?" Ehric said, vibrating with an idea. That or he needed to empty his bowels.

      "Aye. What does that have to—" Aedelbert saw where Ehric signaled. "Right. No renting the shed. The great-hauler and handler come up to the smelter site and work, and provide great-hauler dung for the brasque."

      "How do we get said great-hauler and handler out of the walls, pray tell?" Caedda inquired.

      Aedelbert grinned and raised one eyebrow. "How do all Scavenger Born do things?"

      Not long after, a boy and great-hauler, and the three stone cutters, walked out of the eastern gate by the Scavenger's chapel and started the long trek up to the smelters. Aedelbert looked around for watchers, and saw none—No, wait, a woman in the shadows. She ducked away and he caught a glimpse of her buckets and shoulder yoke and relaxed. Just someone out late for water, probably cleaning things and had to fetch more.

      The great-hauler wore her harness but pulled no load yet. Aedelbert studied the harness as they walked. It had once been an excellent piece of equipment, perhaps when Mildthryd's sire's sire purchased it. The girl had patched it as often as she patched her clothes. She carried the clothes and another set of women's things in a bundle tucked into an old miner's back-basket. "Has the bird ever pulled a drag?" Caedda asked.

      Mildthryd blinked several times, stepped over some rocks, and said, "Yes. A stone-boat once and we've dragged wood and other things not worth wear on the cart."

      Where had those rocks come from? More littered the road up to Blue Cliff and Aedelbert stopped, shielded his eyes with his free hand and peered up at the cliff. Something... More pieces of small stone littered the toe of the slope, and holes—or were they just shadows—pocked one layer of the wall. "I don't like the look of that, above the white. Move faster."

      The others sped their steps. The Scavenger had revealed His Gift after a series of storms, sweeping away part of the mountain and baring the end of the veins. He'd taken three farms and who knew how many beasts as a partial payment. Aedelbert did not care to be part of the toll for another mine if he could help it. Besides, basic sense told a man that if something were falling other than rain and snow, standing and gawping up at it led to nothing good. "I don't care to be this season's horrible warning."

      "No, sir," Ehric averred. "Anyone who stops to stare up when stones are comin' down's probably got less sense than a great-hauler. No offense," he told the bird beside him.

      They paused at the grinders beside the entry to Blue Cliff and warned the men and two women sorting and grinding the raw ore about the debris on the road. An old woman looked up from separating good ore from waste rock and sighed loudly. "We're overdue for a drop. Been too quiet. M'lord Scavenger's not touched the stones for over a year."

      "You take a new apprentice?" one of the supervisors inquired, eyeing Bonna and Mildthryd.

      "No, sir. Turold hired the lad and bird, Turold and Winfrith both. Two of the smelters need great hauler-dung during the firing." Aedelbert held up both hands. "No, I don't know why. But it costs less to bring the bird and handler up to the smelters than to haul loads of dung."

      The one-armed man smiled with one side of his mouth and shook his head a little. "Metal men are strange. Never met a smelter or smith who wasn't a little," he touched his thumb to the side of his head, fingers folded, "ye ken?"

      "Agreed, sir, agreed."

      The four humans plus bird reached the smelter site just before dark. Mildthryd disappeared around some rocks, then returned, settled Bonna, and fell asleep beside the bird, almost dropping on top of the great-hauler.

      Caedda intercepted Winfrith and Turold before they could say anything. "The 'boy's' a girl, been beaten and neglected by her sire, mother's dead, brothers all hired away from the farm and never returned. The bird is hers, she's used to working. The bird can pull a drag."

      "You have proof?" Turold sounded—Aedelbert couldn't quite read the other man's voice.

      Ehric made the sign for god-oath with his left hand. "I swear by the Scavenger's Rat that Mildthryd suffered a public beating with at least four witnesses, including a priestess of Gember. The girl bears the marks of that and other beatings, and her father has not cared for her to the honor of the family. May the Dark God hear my word and strike me if I swear falsely."

      A new shape appeared from beside Turold's shelter, a dark hooded form like a shadow in shadow. Aedelbert started to drop to his knees. The figure raised one hand, stopping his obeisance. "I am a priest of the Scavenger, Master Aedelbert, not the lord of mines Himself." More than a hint of laughter came with the male voice from the hood. "Young man, I have heard your oath and witness it. I will speak with the girl when she wakens. No point in terrifying her now and having a panicked child and great-hauler both running through the woods in the dark."

      "Other news tomorrow. You get some rest," Winfrith ordered. Aedelbert had no compunction about obeying that command!

      By the time he could move easily the next morning, and Caedda's hands agreed to cooperate, Mildthryd had fed Bonna and tidied up her leavings, gotten a fire started and water heating with tea, and was cooking something she'd caught in a snare she set when she woke. "If I didn't kill enough crop-robbers, Father fussed," she explained, ducking a little. As they ate, she tidied the shelter and set about making a broom. If she wasn't so young, Aedelbert might have considered inquiring further into her skills and dowry. She'd been right about promising to work for her keep.

      "So, you now have fresh great-hauler dung, less cartage," Caedda informed Winfrith.

      "Good. The first smelter will work with tuyeres, the third shouldn't need them. The test run has gone well with the second smelter." Winfrith stared down the long slope to the valley below, watching the trees move in the wind perhaps. "We do the initial full run of the second smelter in two days, once we have enough dung to make a crucible."

      Once more unto the trench-digging, Aedelbert groaned. His back and shoulders whispered unkind things about the inventor of the mattock and whoever put rocks in dirt. Rocks belonged with rocks, and dirt with dirt, not intermingled. At least it wasn't as bad as picking rocks out of fields, he reminded himself a while later as he looked at the results of the morning's labor. He could see results, even if the results were a long hole. Fields grew more rocks as you watched, which was why farms had rock walls around the fields. He drank from his water skin and stretched back, shoulders, and hands, then resumed working. After noon, he and Caedda traded jobs and he marked the smelter site again, deepening Caedda's initial marks and confirming measures and locations. It would be bigger than the other two, and with that in mind Aedelbert took a moment to go to the rock pile and find a stone long enough to bridge the trench. He set it where the trench would enter the chimney, marking the place. Caedda looked up from digging and grinned, showing lots of teeth. Then he heaved up and down, the mattock blade chewing into the soil.

      "Good Bonna. No, not that way." The men both looked over to see Mildthryd shaking her finger at the great-hauler as the bird wove back and forth, pulling a load. Two pieces of roughly even and straight wood hooked to her harness, and two more made a triangle with a pile of brush for a platform of sorts. Stone, wood, and the miner's back-basket rested on the platform. The girl had changed back into proper clothes, even though the blouse looked to be more patch than blouse. "Good Bonna."

      Trrrwsss. The great-hauler ducked her head, then resumed walking.

      The men shrugged and resumed work. The smelter men seemed confused by the girl's presence, but Turold and the priest had let it be known that she was under the care of the Scavenger's Temple. That should keep trouble down to manageable levels, perhaps. And if she kept working as hard as she'd begun, well, she might have offers of marriage even without a dower portion. She'd pushed her sleeves back and all could see the bruises and scars. Aedelbert wasn't the only man putting more effort into his labors lest he march down to the lowlands and teach the girl's sire what an undeserved beating felt like. Ehric certainly appreciated Bonna's willingness to move stone for him as well as for the smelters, judging by his smile and springing step.

      And such thinking did not put coins in a man's purse. Aedelbert returned to his task, sorting through the stones Ehric had brought and finding the best ones for the foundation courses. Caedda would finish the trench before nightfall, and once he got the stones arranged, Aedelbert needed to start work on the pit. Winfrith wanted this one shallower but dipping toward the trench so the men would have an easier time pulling out slag. "Nothing but slag from this one, nothing left that we can use unless it is for paving. Slag, some ore, and some prills in the crucible for black copper."

      Red copper, black copper, Aedelbert didn't know all the different flavors metals could come in. Copper and iron and bronze with tin or that other thing, the one that also poisoned people, gold and silver he knew well, lead too. Some of the others that the miners muttered about, well, that was their business. Learning the different kinds of rock and how a man might use them kept him busy enough. He hefted his mattock and attacked the area for the pit. It still seemed to him that fire should be under the ore, like a smith's fires, rather than on and around it. Especially after one of the lead smelter men had said that fire copper-hot would burn lead. Aedelbert had shaken his head in disbelief. How could anything burn away a metal?

      "Lead's different," Aedelbert overheard Winfrith explaining later to Mildthryd when she asked during a rest pause. "Lead's a sort of icy metal, more water in its nature than earth, so it melts easily like ice, then boils away with the smoke. Some say you could distill lead the way a healer distills oils from plants, but no man has done it yet that I know." He snorted and folded his arms as he studied the second smelter. "If you have more copper than lead in the ore, you can burn off the lead if you don't need it. Or you heat the ore and catch the lead with a low fire, then re-heat the ore and matte and shiny-slag and capture the copper as well. And some places you find copper pure, but those are as rare as a skinny baker and about as trustworthy."

      The next morning a priest blessed both completed smelters. The workmen had already run two batches of lead-copper ore through the first smelter and loaded a third "charge," as they called it, layering ore, charcoal, ore, red earth, and charcoal, then some wood and lighting it. They also had a small fire at the end of the snout. "That's to keep the draw moving and the body warm. If it stays warm, takes less fuel and time to finish a charge," Winfrith told Ehric. "Like cooking things in the baker's oven between loaf and roll batches."

      "Ah, that makes sense, sir." The boy brought more sorted rocks down to the third smelter as Aedelbert and Caedda measured and re-arranged some of the foundation stones. "I'd avoid Master Turold's cabin, sirs," he whispered. "Miss Mildthryd's cleaning." The doom-laden word made Aedelbert shudder. He remembered when his mother and older sisters would clean. He'd rather shift manure from the inn-yard to the fields by hand, would rather work in a wet mine than be around a woman when she was minded to clean.

      As before, the girl collapsed into sleep as soon as she settled her great-hauler. The men shook their heads, and Aedelbert wished half the men he knew worked as hard as she did. "Her sire's a fool," Turold grumbled at last. "She'd make any farm prosper."

      "Makes a body wonder what else is wrong with the man." The smelter supervisor stared past the fire into the darkness. "If he" he mimicked drinking, "a little too often."

      "Or smokes rope. Some men in the far south will burn rope and breathe the smoke, saying it makes them feel less pain and worry." Turold scowled. At least, that's how his face moved. "Never permitted near the mines, and if a man was caught doin' it, he was read out."

      Mildthryd had not flinched from Turold. That's what Aedelbert had been wondering about. She'd blinked, but she'd not reacted like most people. Huh. Perhaps her father was even uglier. Or perhaps she was one of those who could see past faces. Some teamsters were like that, trusting their beasts to judge people. If he'd been beaten as badly without cause as she had, he'd lean on a great-hauler's judgment before other people's opinions. Aedelbert added the idea to his store and retreated to his bed. Digging made him more tired than almost anything else.

      The stone cutters had dug out the foundation and set one and a half courses of stone when they heard raised voices from near the second smelter. "I don't care who did it," Winfrith declared. "I care that someone didn't pay attention and let it happen. This is why you have the door blocker. Now start pulling the slag and looking for prills, because that's where half the copper and more is."

      "Oops," Caedda mouthed before looking back down at the foundation stones and reaching for a new one.

      Someone just lost their pay, or so Aedelbert guessed. Not his problem, so he continued setting stones. They didn't need an arched block over the pit this time, so they could set a flat, even slab. Ehric had begin softening some of the clay already. It had ripened in the summer heat and needed more water.

      Winfrith stomped over to them later that afternoon. "Good news is we have almost enough dung. Bad news is they got careless and broke the smelter. Need you to repair it."

      Aedelbert straightened up and blinked. "Broke the smelter, sir?"

      "Close enough." The older man exhaled loudly and glowered at the horizon, shaggy eyebrows jutting out, eyes narrowed. "Overheated it and didn't think to slow the wind flow, so the clay's damaged. We're cooling it now, and you'll need to re-do the lining."

      And the stones might be overheated behind the clay if it cracked badly enough. Aedelbert did not groan, but he came close. He had narrower shoulders than Caedda, so he'd be the one in the snout. He didn't trust Ehric to know enough to do a proper job.

      "Pity we can't put clay on Bonna's head and have her smear it around," Caedda joked later, after Winfrith left. "The bird's neck's long enough to reach."

      Aedelbert's eyes narrowed and he stared at the smelter's snout. He's got a point. Not the great-hauler, but if I could make the right tool, like the one we use in chimneys... "Not Bonna's head, but something like it, a knob on a stick, but flat enough to hold the clay."

      That evening, before the light faded too far, he sorted through the various wood piles and found something that looked workable. He took it back to the fire and shaved the end of the knobby lump with his knife, flattening it a little. Then he held out his arm and pretended to be applying clay to something. It just might work. If the new tool did, it would save him stuffing himself that far into the snout of the smelter. He did not want to break more of the clay off the interior by accident.

      The smelter cooled enough overnight to allow Aedelbert to squeeze inside safely. The stones still radiated a little heat, but not enough to dry the clay prematurely. He pushed a flat piece of scrap wood heaped with clay in ahead of him. Ehric and one of the smelter men had reassembled the scaffolding the day before, and Mildthryd stood on it, lowering a lamp on a rope down into the chimney for a little more light. Aedelbert used his tool to get a little clay, then smeared it in the rough area. It stuck. Emboldened, he added a little more and a little more, then smoothed them with the round side of the knob. Nothing fell off, so he continued patching, then rubbed the edges of the new clay into the older work. What stone he could see in the lamplight didn't look overheated, and nothing crumbled as he rubbed the fresh clay onto it.

      The patch appeared to blend in well, so he wiggled himself out of the smelter snout, dragging the tool and the clay. Caedda and Ehric had started working on the third smelter already. "Well?" Winfrith inquired.

      "It's done, sir. I'd let it set for a day before heating it again, so the fresh clay has time to even up with the clay around it." He wasn't sure if heating it too fast would affect how well it held to the stone, but he didn't want to take a chance.

      "Very well. That will give us time to make crucibles, now that we have dung."

      The Scavenger's priest walked up to them and the men bowed. "So, are you going to add frit to the crucible or no?"

      Frit? Aedelbert scratched under his nose. It had begun itching the instant he wiggled into the snout. And he had ash ground into his leather apron. Ugh.

      Winfrith rocked back and forth, left foot to right, and then coughed. "Ah, honored Father, I've ground up those clay shards and will try them."

      "Good. If it works for pottery crucibles, it will work for this." The voice from the shadows of the hood sounded far more confident than Winfrith acted. And wasn't that odd advice from a priest? Aedelbert shrugged, bowed again, and went to resume work on the third smelter.

      "The frit tempers the charcoal and dung, gives it more time to heat before burning," the priest told the men the next morning as Winfrith shaped the mixture into cups without handles. "Test crucibles always have frit worked back in, be it glass or pottery." Aedelbert heard laughter in the man's voice. "Why do you think taverners keep the broken mugs, besides using them for measuring scoops? Potters and smiths will buy them to grind for frit."

      Winfrith held up the first example. "No lid because that's for charcoal and some matte. The good charcoal, not the light stuff you use for starting the fire."

      Turold inspected the crucible and then got out of the men's way as the other smelter men started copying Winfrith's sample. "Don' let the charcoalers hear ye'. They gave me two ears full and a firkin for later about krameich as compared to weide for charcoal. Won' ask that again."

      Winfrith grinned. "I don' tell a miner how to dig, and you don' tell charcoal burners about wood. Unless you need to remind them not to burn the stools after they've coppiced the trees."

      Mildthryd unloaded a basket of fresh dung up-slope of where the men worked. "Sir, are there any coppiced trees up here?"

      Turold and one of the smelter men both shook their heads. "Not for at least three generations. Dunstan's sire's sire said his sire was warned not to harvest wood from this area by priest of Korvaal and priestess of Valdher, and the gods made it clear. After two generations unclaimed, the wood returns to wild, at least by law." Turold scratched under his hat, settled it back down on what little hair remained on his head. "You find fruit trees, you have gather right, usufruct as the notary says. Find a castana grove and you'd be wise to keep quiet around the miners until you speak with the priests of Korvaal."

      Caedda and Aedelbert both nodded their agreement.

      The girl made a face, nose squnching down, eyes half-closed, lips pursed. Then her eyes flew open. "Oh, those are the trees Father called bread-trees, because the nuts can make flour if you take care of them properly and give the trees proper honors. And you can coppice them for small timber, but you can't have nuts from small timber. The neighbor has a stand, and father grumbled because their nuts bore so well and our did so poorly." She ducked.

      "Like as not you won't find any up here," Aedelbert assured her. "All the castana groves I've seen have deep soil and face south for shelter in winter. Castana don't fare well in this" he waved one hand, "sort of wildwood."

      "Thank you, sir." She sounded a little disappointed. Caedda too drooped a little. He'd been known to eat his weight in fresh roasted castana when he could, and Aedelbert thought him more than a touch daft. They had too much fire in their natures, especially hot from the roaster—dried a man out inside and slowed movement.

      "I'd ask one of the charcoal burners if you see what looks coppiced or pollarded. They might have done it as a claim or marker," Turold told the girl. "You need wood for something?"

      "No sir, withies. I spent time with mother's sister and she taught me a little withy weaving, just mats and some simple baskets, nothing fancy." As she spoke, the men's eyes lit up, and Aedelbert decided that she'd just become a very valuable worker indeed. And that he'd best get back to his work before someone sent him into the woods to find little branches and withies for her to work. The way things had been that eight-day, a tree would likely fall on him for the affront of being touched with a stone-cutting ax rather than a proper hatchet.

      The stone-cutters had the third smelter half-finished when the priest departed. He blessed the work as it was. "I or one of my brothers will return to bless the finished work, but things move that need our attention below." Did he mean in the city and flatland, or the mines? Or elsewhere. One did not inquire if one were wise—god business was best left to the gods. Aedelbert and Caedda had enough to deal with as it was.

      One of the charcoal burners brought a load in just before noon, as Aedelbert studied three stones and wondered what had gone wrong. He felt cracks where none should be. Caedda too hefted one of the flat oblongs, frowning. "It's as if they heated and broke inside, but that couldn't have happened."

      Aedelbert tipped his head toward the much diminished rock pile. The two men left the smelter and climbed up the little slope, then around the stacks of charcoal and wood to where their clay and stones had been stored. Ehric left off gathering the next load of stones and straightened up. "Sirs?"

      "Some of the stones broke inside," Caedda handed him one of the offending objects. Ehric's eyes lost focus for a moment. He made a face and handed the stone back. Caedda continued, "We need to see if more have this problem, and why. I don't want to be quarrying more this late in the contract."

      "No sir! There are some here that felt," Ehric lowered his voice, "sick, if that can be, sirs."

      Aedelbert picked up one of the "sick" blocks and studied it with normal eyes and rock eyes. He turned the flat side this way and that, squinting a little in the noon sun. There. The faintest of little cracks marred the surface, not where it ought to be in the gritty texture but across the grain of the stone. How had he so badly misread the slab?

      Caedda squatted down on his hunkers and leaned a little this way and that, then stood again and walked around the pile to where it backed into the hillside, under the weather-battered remains of the brush cover. He beckoned the others over. "You've been taking stones from this side, aye?"

      "Yes, sir," Ehric gestured. "I'm trying to pull from all sides even."

      Caedda pointed with one boot-shod toe. Aedelbert leaned forward, saw the faint traces of frozen and melted water and covered his eyes with one hand. "Oh, rats and rusty tools," he groaned. They'd have to work through every stone block from that side of the stack and check them for cracks, as well as the ones already at the work site. "Radmar turned the Wheel on us."

      "That or it's our wage for not checking the stack over winter." Caedda sounded resigned, and his shoulders rose, then sank as he took a deep breath and let it back out. "Not your fault, Ehric. But now that you know what to look for, we have to sort through all the stones and take out the ones with inside cracks." The boy turned as green as if he'd eaten mouse-fouled meat and Caedda added, "We can still use them, just not where they will be heated and cooled too often."

      That they managed by dark, but all three had horrible headaches from squinting at the rocks, looking for cracks, and sorting those too badly damaged from the good and mostly-good ones. Turold did not appear much better when he thumped down beside the fire that night, poking it with a stick before drinking whatever was in his water skin. "Tal brought news from Garmouth."

      "They found whoever set fire to the old shelter in the beast market?" one of the smelter men asked.

      "No, not yet, or if so they're not sayin'. No, seems a farmer claims a great-hauler was stolen, a prize lead female, full trained. He's demandin' the bird, the thief, and recompense because without the bird he can't get the team to plow for weeds and lost his crop." Turold spat. "Bird disappeared two eight-days back."

      The others looked at each other and most of the men shrugged. After a bit Caedda said, "Not seen a trained, mature female on the loose recently, not unless someone already put her into a team and she's pullin' for different lands, so to say." He sniffed, then ate more of whatever supper was. "How bad were the weeds before, to take the field in two eight-days?"

      "And how badly trained were the others that they can't pull a weed-plow without a lead? Never seen a three-bird hitch for weeds." The skinny smelter apprentice sneezed off to the side. "Pardon. Single bird's enough to pull a weed plow. Even I know that."

      "If that weren't enough, another rumor has it that the miners stole a farmer's boy to work in the mine, or to feed to zwurge." Turold rubbed his forehead with both hands. "What is in the damn water down there, besides rock piss and whatever's in Iron Spring? The Aldread lord sayin' he's a battle mage, the fire in the market, missin' great-haulers and now that folly," he kept rubbing even as he shook his head. "Stick with ale and small beer when you take the Eighth Day is all I can figure."

      "No worries there, Turold. We all know what fish and chervi do in water." The old joke generated laughter, but Aedelbert heard wariness under it. What was in the water indeed? Or was it in the air from the south, the insanity from Liambruu spreading on the summer winds?

      He still hadn't decided when he, Ehric, and Caedda returned to Garmouth for the Eighth Day and two more rest days. They reported to Wassa, claimed their pay, and wallowed in baths. "Those springs up slope are cold," Ehric grumbled as he sank into the soaking tub. "No wonder the schaef herders can drink milk all summer and still have fresh for soft cheese."

      Caedda stuck his tongue out as if being choked. Aedelbert rolled his eyes. How Caedda could refuse to eat one of the best things about early summer still escaped his partner. Schaef cheese with early herbs, spread on fresh bread from the first wheat of spring, mmm, his mouth watered at the memories. Some men had no sense of good food, really.

      A beast mage joined them in the tub. "You seen a stray mature female great-hauler?"

      "No, no stray female great-haulers, not yet," Aedelbert replied.

      The beast mage nodded. "If the man would offer more than a half copper, he might get some answers. Bird probably found someone to feed her and left the district." He sighed and relaxed in the water. "Not my problem."

      The next morning, Caedda shook Aedelbert awake. "We're called to the Council hall as law-speaker and witness."
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      "We what?" Aedelbert blinked several times. Caedda adjusted the fit of his best jerkin and brushed his trousers. "We are wanted at the City Council meeting?"

      "Yes. Me because of knowing a little of imperial law from being raised in Harnancourd's lands, and you to vouch for me." Caedda sounded less than pleased as he combed his hair. "You'd think someone here would know imperial city law, or have the proper books."

      Aedelbert changed his work shirt and jacket for a better linen shirt and brown jerkin, then the brown jacket that mostly matched. "I wonder if they thought they did, and discovered that all they have are books on mining law."

      "Probably."

      And if they hadn't been a free city for long, or were not officially a free city, then they would not have bothered with obtaining copies of the laws. Aedelbert tried to remember what the laws were. He didn't recall. He split one of the remaining small bread loaves with Caedda, chewing as he thought. If someone lived in a free city for a year without requesting aid, he could be a resident and not be claimed by a lord, but he wasn't a citizen. The free cities were particular about becoming a citizen with full rights and duties, including charity right. That much he could recall, because everyone learned it as they learned to read and write. But how Platport or Rhonari had become free cities... Not his concern.

      "The Five Free Cities have always been free since their founding, so they don't count," Caedda sighed. "I wonder if that's what the council had assumed, that everyone was like that."

      "Probably. Assuming never ends well."

      They stepped into the Wheat Sheaf and got a tankard each of small ale, then filled their waterskins before going to the council building. Aedelbert suspected they'd be there a while, and men talking always made the room warm. The building glowed orange in the morning sun, and he wondered if he'd ever get used to that shade of color. It came from diverting mine water and letting it settle, then mixing the results with distilled needle-tree sap and oil. The ferocious orange likely never would grow easy to look at, but he appreciated the thrift and how the blend stopped rain and wind. The first floor rested in part on columns to allow for a sheltered entry and market area. The council building stood opposite the temples of Gember and Korvaal. When a man in the market faced the council building with his back to those temples, the Scavenger's place and a little chapel to Valdher sat on the left and a beast market and Yoorst's temple extended to the right. Radmar and others had smaller places of worship away from the market square, and Maarsdam's temple had been built into the merchants' confraternity inn. Other stores and two residences squeezed in between the temples and market and council building. Most of them remained creamy grey or white with paintings on their plaster, not eye-searing orange.

      The two men entered the iron-bound wooden doors and a messenger boy led them up to the council room proper. They found spots in the guest benches and sat. Someone had painted scenes on the walls, and Aedelbert decided that the man had not been too bad, although he never seemed to draw hands properly. They either clenched and looked like tan rocks with lumps, or flopped like a dead great-hauler's foot, in both cases too large for the body they attached to. The painter had known how to depict the land, however, and that had probably been what he'd been hired to do. The mines and mountains looked exactly as they did outside the city wall. Small rats stood or crouched in the corners of the paintings, reminding everyone who had given the city its wealth.

      No, not city, Aedelbert corrected. Town, not city because it did not truly have city right. He turned his attention to the men and women in the room. Some sat at a long table, and they all had strips of crimson and silver cloth draped over their shoulders, the ends loosely tied. Those must be the council members, he decided, and used the cloth since they did not have the money for chains of office the way some cities did. The two women sat at opposite ends of the table. One was obviously a window and wore the grey shawl and iron necklace of a widow under her sash of office. The younger woman drummed the fingers of one hand on the table and waved off a messenger boy with a fast, hard flick of her other hand. She wore a necklace with beads of gold and green saka, and had what seemed to be a craft master's ring on one thumb.  The men sitting between them ranged from ancient to moderately young, and Aedelbert recognized two craft masters. A tall, well-proportioned man seated in the middle of the table stood, looked left and right, and tapped a small wooden copy of a miner's hammer on a sounding block. "I, Colar Landesman, call this meeting to order."

      Everyone stood and the widow read a petition to the Scavenger and other gods for wisdom and patience. The latter probably more than the former, if the council were anything like others Aedelbert had heard about, or trade confraternity governing boards.

      "This meeting has been called to discuss the requirements for Garmouth changing from a town under the lords of Aldread to an Imperial Free City," Colar announced after the invocation and moment of quiet. Most people nodded, and those with bench privilege sat. Two women eased out the back of the room, and the taller of the pair hissed, "I told you it wasn't a tax meeting, lackwit." Aedelbert felt Caedda chuckling silently beside him. There was always one who didn't listen.

      The widow raised a hand. "I requested the presence of Caedda Quedl to act as law-speaker on imperial law, given our lack of current knowledge." She glowered at the man beside her from under thin eyebrows. He had not obtained the books? Or was this a long-standing problem? "He is from Harnancourd and has experience with the laws governing the free cities of the empire."

      Caedda stood and bowed.

      Colar acknowledged him. "Does any man vouch for you?"

      Aedelbert stood. "I am Aedelbert Starken, born to the Scavenger in Two Springs of Platsmouth. I have worked with Caedda Quedl for three years and vouch for him."

      "Thank you, Master Aedelbert."

      Aedelbert sat, and Caedda moved so he could be seen and heard more easily by the notary recording the meeting. The paneling in the room helped, but the room had a number of odd nooks and draperies that muffled things, or did in every other meeting hall Adedlbert had visited.

      Master Actulf raised his hand and Colar passed the little wooden hammer to him. "Caedda Quedl, as acting law-speaker, what is required for a city to become free?"

      "If the city has been founded and protected by the lord, with justice served and proper worship paid in the temples, the city must buy itself free. Unless the lord is the last of his line with no heirs or assigns, in which case freedom comes with the extinction of the noble line. That being, if the township does not petition another lord to come take over, as has happened in the past." Caedda paused to let the others absorb what he'd said.

      "Lord Heinrik has two sons and two daughters," Colar stated. The notary scribe added that to the notes, then looked to Caedda and gestured for him to continue.

      "If the city provides great service to the emperor during a time of dire need, and the noble does not object, the emperor may grant the city its freedom as a reward." Caedda looked up at the ceiling for a moment. "This was last done for Moahnabrig in the hundred years following the end of the Great Cold."

      Not an option now, in other words. What sort of service had it been? Had the rights to the bridge come at the same time, or been negotiated later? Aedelbert had never heard, not that it mattered to him since he didn't work that far to the south.

      "How much would it cost to buy ourselves free of the lords of Aldread?" The speaker's hands looked like those of a potter, stained with clay and glazes. The man leaned forward and gestured to a priest of Korvaal.

      The priest shook his head. "Men and ladies of the council, our records show that no purchase price is needed because Garmouth has never been valued."

      It was now, Aedelbert snapped, then caught himself. He wasn't the only one, judging by the expressions on the other people in the room and the hurried whispers.

      Caedda smiled. "Ah. That means that the town predates the claims of the lords. It can happen that a town was founded, then requested protection from someone and put itself under his overlordship. Milunis, I believe, was one such."

      The notary shuffled his papers like a mouse pawing through leaves for a nut or crumb. "Ah. Honored counselors, honored Father, guests, once and only once have the lords of Aldread been asked to protect the city. It was when the so-called free-bands still roamed during the time of Lord Jens the Broad, over ten generations ago, according to this list." He held up the page. "This is a copy of the record book of great events. Garmouth had been here for five generations before the Aldread family entered the region and were asked for assistance, according to this."

      Oh, that complicated matters, or did it? Aedelbert had no idea.

      Caedda narrowed one eye and pursed his lips as he thought. Colar looked to him. Once the commotion faded a little, Colar asked, "If we were without a lord at our founding, what is required to be a free city?"

      "Two generations living inside walls and governing themselves."

      "That's all?" Colar sounded shocked, and his eyes had opened wide. A number of others also startled and stared, then looked at their neighbors.

      Caedda nodded and folded his arms. "Two generations inside walls and self-governing. That means no one from outside, save the Emperor or his ambassador, provided justice or gave laws."

      The younger woman on the council raised her hand and was given the speaker's hammer. "Sir, what kind of walls?"

      "Just walls. Wood or stone, with gates, and that can be defended. They must be acknowledged as walls," Caedda leaned forward a little. "A dirt bank is not a wall. The city must be able to keep out people and animals, have proper gates and be able to bar them."

      Two of the counselors slumped in their seats as if with relief. Two others whispered back and forth behind their hands, one gesturing to a painting on the wall.

      Colar took the hammer again. "Sir, is stone more likely to have a supported claim?"

      That was a strange way to put it. Caedda nodded. "Yes, Master Colar. Obviously a city that can build in stone is prosperous enough to pay its taxes and has been left alone long enough to have the time to build with stone."

      "When was the last time the lords rendered justice? I don't recall ever," an old woman among the observers declared. "And I remember my father telling me how the Scavenger revealed the Gift, and one of my cousins on mother's side owned one of the farms buried in the earth slide."

      The priest of Korvaal covered his mouth with one hand for a moment. Then he said, "Widow Kemp has the right of it—"

      "As ever," someone hissed, raising chuckles. Aedelbert noticed that several people felt elbows in their ribs from their seatmates or neighbors, if he read the little twitches and winces correctly.

      "Ahem." The priest glared for a moment and the rustling stilled. "As I was saying, by the temple account books, sixty winters have passed since the last Lord Aldread came in person to render justice or to worship."

      Bergmeister Stithulf had been standing off to the side and nodded his agreement. "Aye that, Honored Father. Agents have come to collect taxes and the lord's seventh, and look at the records, but never a lord himself, and never to do justice."

      Aedelbert blinked a little at the news. What had been the justification for taking the money if the noble did not do his duty to provide justice at the very least? Since when did nobles need a reason to take money, a bitter little voice inside his head hissed. Aedelbert hid his irritation as best he could. Lord Heinrik would probably claim that since no one had attacked the city, it showed that he was protecting it and had kept people away. Which made about as much sense as a miner complaining that he never found silver when he never set foot inside a mine.

      Master Algar folded his arms and frowned. Then his expression cleared and he peered toward Colar, raising one half-eyebrow. Did any iron smith have full eyebrows, or was singeing them off a requirement for mastery? Not that Aedelbert planned to inquire, given the size of most iron smiths' arms and wrists. Colar saw the look and handed him the wooden hammer. "It sounds to me that Lord Heinrik has no grounds to claim anything of us so long as we do not encroach on his family lands. If the rumors are true about the Great Northern Emperor being in the south once more, I move that we send a petition to him, requesting acknowledgment of our freedom."

      A hubbub of voices drowned out any response from the rest of the council. The widow scowled, two of the men leaned toward each other and whispered, while the others sat back and waited for Colar to still the visitors and guests. He allowed the commotion to go on for a while then pounded a block of wood with the wooden hammer. The sound cut through the noise and everyone settled a little. Their expressions ranged from fear to delight to careful non-expressions. Aedelbert noted those two in case he ever had to do business with them or entered a wagering game.

      "Lord Heinrik will not, in all likelihood, quietly accept such a declaration," Colar reminded the room. "Master Caedda, what can he do in response, under imperial law?"

      Caedda rubbed beside his nose with one hand. "Sir, if I recall correctly, he can make a counter claim of justice and defense, but will have to prove in writing or with multiple witnesses that he and his family have acted as lords in truth." He inhaled, then exhaled. "I believe, but please do not trust my memory alone, sir, that he could use armed force to remove the walls and reinstate his claim, thus proving that Garmouth requires defending since the residents were unable to do so. He could also require a claim-release payment. I do not know how large that would be."

      "A lot," someone muttered, drawing sour faces. No one challenged the speaker. Well, when did a noble allow anyone to leave his lands without paying some sort of fee? Aedelbert couldn't think of any, even if it was only a small copper or a quarter day's labor. Some nobles do their proper duty, Aedelbert admitted. But not as many as should. The lords of Harnancourd being the prime bad example of mismanagement, at least according to Caedda and some others.

      "He'll say that he didn't give permission or issue a decree that we could build the walls, and so we are violating his orders," one of the councilors stated, his words slow and unhappy.

      "Imperial law overrides local law in matters such as this, sir," Caedda reminded everyone. "That said, Garmouth must prove that the lords of Aldread have not done justice or worshipped here, and that the city has been able to defend itself from behind walls for two generations and more. And be able to retain that freedom until word comes from the Emperor acknowledging the city's status as a free city."

      It sounded so simple. Simple and easy, however, did not always coincide. To dig a trench for draining rainwater from around a building was simple.

      Colar took the hammer once more. "All the more reason to rebuild the water gates and the walls." He looked left and right. "If there is no other business?"

      The door at the far end of the room opened, and a page bowed low to a woman in dark blue. She carried a staff, and Aedelbert saw that a lighter blue half-veil hid her upper face. He rose to his feet before thinking.

      "This is auspicious," the woman declared, her voice carrying to all parts of the room. The guests turned, stood, and many bowed, then scooted out of the way. Wood scraped wood as the benches parted to make a passageway for her. She strode forward and Aedelbert saw gold on the caps of her staff, and silver and a blue stone in her chain of office. He bowed as she passed him.

      "I am Alruna, priestess of Donwah, Lady of the Waters." Her words sent ripples through the room and the councilors bowed.

      "Welcome, honored Sister," Colar intoned. "Be welcome in the name of the people of Garmouth."

      "Thank you." She looked left and right. "I will open the temple for worship on the morrow."

      The ripple became a wave of motion and in one case dismay. Did the woman not want a priestess of Donwah in the city? Why not? Aedelbert could guess—she'd probably planned to ask for one of her daughters or a sister to be appointed acolyte until a priestess arrived.

      The council widow pinned the unhappy woman with a glare, as if warning her off. The other woman glared back and Aedelbert gritted his teeth. The priestess turned and pointed to the unhappy matron. "I was sent."

      The matron bowed and kept her face hidden by the folds of her headdress. Oh, he did not want to be in her shoes when she attended worship next, or visited the well or fountain for water. Ah! Having the priestess here meant that she would take over responsibility for the well, fountains, and possibly the moat. He'd have to remind Ehric and Caedda so they could pay the proper respects. They owed the Lady of Waters for the work She had done in the rocks.

      "Sent, Priestess Alruna?" A bit of a squeak ended the question, and the mouse in Colar's throat ran up and down as he swallowed.

      "Yes. Things are moving, things besides water. The Emperor has come to render justice. Justice to all claims." Something in her voice set Aedelbert on guard, and he wondered which claims she meant. Not just a market squabble, to be certain. "I open the temple tomorrow," Alruna repeated. She turned and swept out of the room. Aedelbert thought he heard the sound of water flowing as she departed. He must not have been the only one, because several people at the council table and among the witnesses shivered and made signs of blessing or warding. Not that trying to ward off a goddess as all-reaching as Donwah would be wise. Man could live without breads and grains, or so it was said, but not without water.

      A long silence filled the room after the priestess departed. Finally, Colar cleared his throat. Two people jumped. "Given the information from Master Caedda, and the most welcome re-opening of Donwah's temple, I move that we begin shifting supplies into the walls, supplies beyond the standard winter provisions. Discussion?"

      None of the councilors spoke.

      "All in favor?"

      Ten voices chorused, "Aye."

      "Opposed?"

      A bored, bland-faced man said, "Aye."

      "Mistress Brihac?"

      The craft mistress said, "I abstain due to conflicts with my confraternity."

      Colar did not appear surprised. "So noted. The motion passes." He hesitated, a little nervous as he looked to the door. "Is there any other business?"

      Silence. Silence. The man smiled and let his shoulders drop with relief, then tapped the wooden block three times with the wooden hammer. "The meeting is at an end. Go with the blessings of the gods."

      Neither stone cutter spoke until they'd gotten to The Ore Cart and both had tankards of dark beer in their hands. "I believe the matter of custody of Donwah's temple has been settled," Caedda said after a thoughtful sip. "Roasted too long."

      Aedelbert rolled the beer on his tongue. The dark, bitter under-flavor confirmed Caedda's observation. "In a rather decisive manner. Remind me not to ask 'why me?' in the future."

      "Either of us. Many questions are best left unanswered. Like 'What was her name, anyway?' " Caedda winked.

      "Desire versus ability," Aedelbert pointed to the tankard.

      Caedda drank. "Have you heard any more questions concerning the missing great-hauler?"

      Trust him to bring that problem back to the surface. "Not yet, but I wonder if we ever will. The owner's interest seemed, ah," he searched for the right word. "Less than intense, as if he had low expectations and less desire for the beast's return."

      "Hmm. Still..." Caedda stared past Aedelbert's shoulder, then shrugged, making their private hand-sign of warning. "It's hard to identify them once they've been cooked." A man in farmer's clothes stomped past, followed by a tray-laden apprentice brewer.

      Aedelbert chuckled. "I'd be scared to eat the bird if I could identify which one it was after it went into the pot."

      A run-away girl, the town preparing for a siege, the new priestess... The gossips would not lack for fodder for the next few days and nights.
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      Wassa caught them before they could get more than a few doors away from The Ore Cart. "Good. Change of plan." He took a deep breath. "No smelter work for now. Turold and Winfrith agree. We need walls before the third smelter."

      Aedelbert opened his mouth to refuse. Caedda stomped on his foot, hard enough to get through the heavy leather. "Are we getting paid? Because if not, we go back to the smelter."

      Before Wassa could answer, a piercing whistle made all three men flinch. "There they are! They stole the girl, and they're with that blight-blasted bastard of a land thief." The shrill voice could have cut stone as well as shattering glass and ruining ears.

      The trio turned toward the sound. What sort of fool whistled like that? Aedelbert heard Wassa's under-breath groan as Widow Leoflead bore down on them, all but dragging two of the town watch behind her. "I saw them with a child and a great-hauler. That had to be the girl."

      Caedda waited until the guards and their furious guide came closer. Then he declared, "If you are referring to the great-hauler and her handler, Goodwife, I hired them because Master Winfrith needed a source of great-hauler dung, and a bird to drag materials from storage sites to the smelter site."

      "The boy," the widow hissed, "wore clothes I saw being put in the need box at Yoorst's temple. They are hand-overs from Widow Chanu's son what died four eight-days back and the family declared them ill-bought. Person wearin' em walked like a girl. Only one girl with a great-hauler gone missin'!" She came so close that Caedda probably smelled what she'd had for supper the day before. "They stole her same way's he stole my trees."

      Was she touched in the head? Aedelbert had seen people so eaten by an idea or desire that it ate through their heads and they lived for nothing by that desire, like the farmer who kept trying to teach schaef to graze in trees like wild capri did. So long as they weren't a danger, most families kept that sort of poor soul within the family. Widow Leoflaed sounded enough like that farmer that Aedelbert really wondered.

      The watchmen listened to her, and to Caedda. Finally the one with the town-blade on his belt scuffed the street cobbles with one boot toe and said, "Master Caedda, will you and your associate please come to the Council Hall? If anyone has registered a missing relative, it will be known in the watch office there." His partner studied the roof eves above the three stone-workers' heads, doing his best to memorize the carvings. Neither man acted as if he wanted to be there, but Widow Leoflaed had citizen's right.

      Wassa made a small shooing motion with his right hand as he did his best to keep from attracting the widow's attention. If she whistled again, who knew what ill luck she'd pull down on them? The men and women passing through the street on business glanced at the scene with mild interest, but no one stopped. A few hurried their steps, and one women spun around so fast that her skirts snapped like a banner in the wind as she fled back the way she'd come. Aedelbert had seen the woman cornering people in the past, often about her trade rights and if they were trading into her right. No wise man cared to be pulled into that sort of dispute. Aedelbert copied the mine master's gesture where Caedda could see it. He wagged two fingers, meaning "seen."

      "We will certainly go with you to see if any missing person has been listed," Caedda told the watchman. "That way we can pass true news to the others, rather than some of the," he gave Leoflaed a pointed glare, "rumors that I've heard swirling around."

      "I saw them take the girl, lured her out of the walls and away from her father they did. They're no better than Wassa, may his bowels rot for stealin' my trees." Her hiss carried so much poison that Aedelbert wanted to rinse in the closest wash trough lest he take sick. The watchman with the pike tipped his head toward the main market square and the stone-cutters followed. Wassa disappeared into the closest doorway. Aedelbert thought him wise. At least everyone knew of the problem, and they likely ignored Leoflaed's charges.

      She hurried ahead and marched toward the Council Hall, head high, as if leading a procession. Behind them, Aedelbert heard the lead watchman mutter, "If she wasn't so good with herbs and tinctures, her trade would have withered years back." Who would want to do business with someone who spent all their time fighting? Not Aedelbert if he could help it. "Mind the buckets," he said louder. Someone had stripped the old plaster from off their front wall, dropping chunks of white all over the wooden boards in front of the business and house. The men stepped down into the street, mindful of the buckets of fresh plaster.

      The timbers sagged a little in the middle, under a window. "Wonder if someone added too much attic?" Caedda kept his voice down. "Or if the timber wasn't quite long enough to reach?"

      "Or someone got careless with the ax and didn't bother tellin' the buyer," Aedelbert reminded his partner. "Not that such ever happens."

      "Oh no, never." One of the watchmen coughed, hiding a laugh at Caedda's somber assurance. They continued on, past two more orange buildings, and into the main square. A few farmers and their wives dickered with craftsmen or sold produce and milk-foods. A large cheese wheel caught Aedelbert's eye and he blinked at the bright green color. Who colored cheese wax that shade? That was, he hoped it was wax. Bright green should only be plant foods, not dairy or meat. The woman with the cheese shook three times with a man in miller's clothes. He let go of her hand, slapped a coin or service token into her other palm, and lifted the cheese. He perched it on his shoulder and sauntered off, smiling as if he'd gotten the best of the dealings. For her part, the dairywife too smiled broadly, pleased by the payment. Aedelbert wondered who had shorted whom.

      He, Caedda, Widow Leoflaed, and the two guards climbed the steps, then turned left and ducked into the ground-level office where the watch kept their records. A notary mage at the front desk peered up at them from her papers. Before she could ask their business, Widow Leoflaed pointed her finger at the stone-cutters. "They lured a farmer's daughter up to the new smelters and stole a great-hauler. I saw them sneakin' out of the gate at dawn two eight-days back."

      Aedelbert held up one hand. "My partner and I hired a great-hauler and handler at Master Winfrith's request to provide manure and haulage up at the smelter."

      "The boy with the great-hauler was wearin' clothes from the Yoorst charity box and is a girl, one of the farmers' missin' daughters!"

      The notary's eyes unfocused a little, then snapped back and she raised one dark eyebrow. The plainly clad woman squinted and peered at the matron, then at Aedelbert. "Missing daughter?" She stood and peered at two large books, then pulled the second one from the shelf and set it on the table beside her pens and inks and paper. The notary peered again at Aedelbert, leaning over the table. He reached into the larger of his belt pouches and removed a seal-ring and offered it to her. She took it, eyes unfocusing once more. He saw a faint glow over the top of the ring, and she smiled, then returned it. "Master Aedelbert Starken, thank you." The notary turned pages in the book until she reached just past half-way through the tome.

      "Missing declarations," she read aloud, running one finger down the edge of the page. "Laundry, laundry, a pay purse," she looked up. "Henk, did anyone find that one?"

      The watchman with the town blade said, "Yes, ma'am, Artun did, gave it to Master Colar to return, which he did. Should have been recorded."

      She snorted. "No surprises who was on duty, most likely. Hmm," she read down the list. "Great-hauler male, great-hauler gelding, schaef, schaef with mark and fresh shearing, laundry, two meat pies," the notary pursed her lips. "Given who they stole the pies from, that should be punishment enough. Daughter, white of hair, wearing blue, that would be Mad Hannah since I see four dates listed. Poor child," she sighed. "Daughter, adult, wearing brown, hair shorn. Daughter, not wanted, still child, father renounces all claim and debts, but also lists great-hauler."

      Caedda and Aedelbert both leaned back. "A man disowns his own child, still a child?" Aedelbert really wanted to thump that sorry excuse for a sire.

      "Says so, not even claiming her clothing as custom allows." The notary rotated the book so the men could see the page. Widow Leoflaed leaned over to see as well. "Wants the beast more than the child, and even that's not much. A half copper's not even pot price for a mature female."

      "Aye, feather's are worth more than a half-copper," the senior watchman said from behind Aedelbert. "Wonder if the bird's got summat wrong that the farmer don' care to mention?"

      "One wonders." The notary turned the book back to herself once more, closed the cover, and sat, folding her hands and resting them on the table. "Do any of those describe the individual you claim to have seen, Goodwife Leoflaed?"

      "The last one, she's the one they lured up to the mine, with the bird! Arrest them for child-theft. Wassa thinks to spread his evil, but I will stop it this time."

      The notary mage covered her eyes with one hand. "Gentlemen, please escort Goodwife Leoflaed to her business. I will attend to this myself."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      The widow opened her mouth, then snapped it shut, sniffed, and stalked out with her head high. The watchmen followed.

      After they left, the notary murmured, "I owe him." She opened a small ink vial and picked up a pen, making notes on one of the pages. Louder, she said, "Master Aedelbert, have you by any chance seen a missing great-hauler?"

      "No, ma'am. Scavenger's rats hear my words, I hired a great-hauler and handler on contract, and the handler owns the bird." He made the sign for god oath as he spoke. "Hired at the request of Master Winfrith for as long as the smelter needs great-hauler dung."

      "Thank you, sir." Skritch skritch skritch. "It is so noted, should anyone raise further question." Aedelbert handed her his ring again, and Caedda did likewise. The notary mage inspected both, sealed the page with her seal and theirs, and offered them the pen. Both men signed the document attesting that Winfrith had hired a great-hauler, owned by the handler. Aedelbert felt not the slightest qualm, since he had spoken the pure truth. Not all of the truth, but the truth. "Since this is in response to a false charge, and for the public good, there is no fee or donation requested. We'll add it to Mistress Leoflaed's taxes for making a false public accusation. If anyone raises a question, direct them to this office, Masters."

      "Thank you, and may the gods grant you good fortune," Aedelbert replied.

      "Likewise."

      Two journeymen had come in behind the stone cutters, so Caedda and Aedelbert eased around them and scooted away from the building. Aedelbert squinted in the bright, late-summer sun. "Would that all problems could be solved so easily."

      "Agreed. Now, back to the Wassa problem." Caedda led the way over to the corner of the market, where general laborer gathered during the hiring fairs.  "I can work on the wall, as can Ehric. Can you?" He folded his arms, eyebrows up.

      Aedelbert thought hard. He did not want to even for double pay, but neither did he dare try to explain why he refused. And would Wassa cancel their contract if he did not agree? "I'd prefer not, but I can. I'll be useless at the end of the day."

      Caedda glanced left and right. "Ehric as well, I suspect. If anything, he worries me more. If he's already seeing into stone, what happens if he comes into his adult strength around the masons?"

      Shit. "We'll have to remind him to stay closed no matter how much he wants to read the stones with more than his eyes and hands." And be ready to get the boy off the work site the instant he looked as if his sight might break through. For once Aedelbert hoped that Ehric would be that odd boy who started strong then stopped developing. Half of mages seemed to be that way, but more women than men if what he'd heard was true. Scavenger be praised my sight came to me slowly. "And we'd better plan on buying more food," Aedelbert warned Caedda, loudly enough for the journeyman pretending not to be listening in. "He's growing again."

      "Oh he is indeed. He'll never fit in a mine at this rate. He's already turning those trousers into breeches." Caedda folded his arms. "There has to be a way to stop boys from growing."

      "If you find one, good sir, I'll buy the secret from ye," a passing goodwife called over her shoulder.

      Aedelbert chuckled. "Maybe we could do like the teamster who trained his great haulers to eat nowt bout wood chips."

      "And then he'd die just as we get him trained," Caedda finished the old saying. "The Golden Loaf is doing too well from us."

      The two stone-cutters turned toward the almost-finished wall and the masons' work area. "Do you want to eat end-of-the-season meat pies? I thought you'd learned better."

      Caedda shook all over. "That is pure evil, Master Aedelbert, pure evil. Next you'll remind me of those meat-filled hand-pies."

      "What meat? Cat's not meat."
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        * * *

      

      Dunstan and Master Ehoric Schneid scowled at each other, and Dunstan shifted his grip on his big hammer. Master Schneid scolded, "I told you this isn't fine work! Faster, man, if we are to get this wall done by snowfall."

      Dunstan shook the hammer at the master mason. "And I said that if you want the gate to close and open properly and still let water in and out, we've got to cut fine and careful. If you don't want the gate to work, then I'll hurry."

      Aedelbert shifted so that he stood with his back to the men and crouched once more. The hard, dark stone wanted to chip despite its fine, tight grain and even texture. He had to take his time, small blows and small bits of rock. At least the overnight rain had rinsed the blocks and eased the heat. The sun pounded his shoulders, baked his head under the hood, and reflected back from the stone. One or two of the apprentices had taken off their shirts and worked in nothing more than breeches. Aedelbert thought them fools. One nasty chip hitting chest or shoulder would put an end to it, as would a man-downing sunburn. Beside him, Ehric coughed, then resumed marking the next cut. They needed a channel for a timber to fit into the stone where the gate would attach. The carpenters had already shaped the timbers, thanks be, so they had the measure of the wood.

      "If they brain each other, do we get a rest day, sir?" Aedelbert almost didn't hear Ehric's words over the sounds of hammers and chisels and saws around them.

      "Just hope they don't ruin that block. I don't want to have to cut a replacement," Aedelbert warned. "Those curves..." For once Aedelbert sided with Dunstan, although not of his own free will. Master Scheneid would make any man side with the opposition just out of spite.

      "The rock don' like the curves," Ehric whispered. He straightened up for a moment, twisted left and right, then resumed marking the stone.

      "Do not look at the rock like that with the masons around us, please."

      Ehric ducked. "It just... the layers do not cut into curves, sir. The grain tears, like the carpenter was complainin' about that last timber, sir."

      Aedelbert relaxed. "That is true. Some stones do have a grain like wood, and the same problem. At least we don't have to wet the stone, raise the grain, plane it smooth, and then finish the block." A mason's apprentice passing behind him snickered.

      After some while, Ehric finished marking the channel and triple-checking the measure. "Sir, can you paint stone or varnish it?"

      Aedelbert had to think for a few blows of the hammer, then sat back and looked at his work. "Yes, but not most stone. Either the paint slides off, or it soaks into the surface the way water soaks into a millstone."

      "If you want color on a wall, you put a wooden wall in front of it," a journeyman mason announced as he passed the other direction. "Who'd paint a stone wall?"

      "Someone not wantin' water blown into the rock by storms, like they did with the town council's hall here," Boernrad told the younger man. "Are you finished with that piece?"

      Aedelbert heard a gulp and something stuttered that might have been, "Almost sir, I was just going to find a master to check my work."

      Sure he was. Aedelbert turned his attention to the channel Ehric had just marked. He saw a little extra notation half-way down, an X with a dot over it, their sign for a bad spot in the rock. Had the boy—? Aedelbert squatted down and studied at the rock in the light. He removed his chip hood and looked again. The color darkened a little above and below the warning mark, not much but enough to warn that the rock changed somehow. That I'll take, and no, that journeyman was not looking for a master, he was loafing, or trying to watch Ehric and I. By the rat's tail, I'm tired of that. Just because he was not a master mason was no grounds for the apprentices and journeymen to think they had to keep an eye on Aedelbert's work.

      He wasn't the only one. That evening, as the light faded to the point they could no longer cut safely, he heard Caedda's voice over the others'. "I am a certified master stone cutter. You have seen my ring of mastery have you not?" A pause, then "Have you not?" Aedelbert and Ehric set their tools in their bags and hurried to the sound. A round lump in a journeyman's apron seemed to be whining, if the color filling Caedda's face were any warning. "Do you insist on supervising your master this way?"

      "N-n-no, of course not, but a stone cutter's not as skilled as a mason!"

      Caedda turned his head and looked Aedelbert in the eye. "That's grounds to down tools, boy." His words brought all other motion to a halt. "You insult me, my fellow masters, and my craft."

      Master Schneid jumped into the argument. He grabbed the journeyman's arm and almost ripped it out of the shoulder, pulling him backwards so hard. "You did what?"

      "Answer him," Caedda ordered.

      "I just said that a stone cutter's not as skilled as a mason so I needed to check that his work was as good as ourn, Master Schneid." The whining tone made Aedelbert clench his teeth. Beside him, Ehric spat into the dirt with disgust.

      The master clouted the journeyman's ear so hard the round man staggered and almost fell. "Stone cutters shape and cut, start with raw stone in the cliff and work from there. We do finer work, but they do more kinds of it, oaf. We're all stone workers, all under the Scavenger's hand, and a master's a master. I should take your apron for insulting the crafts like that."

      "I will take it. I misjudged his fitness for the honor, Master Schneid," a lean man with no hair said. "I will not err so in the future. Come, boy." The watchers all turned their backs, Aedelbert and Ehric with them, and returned to cleaning up their work and preparing for the morrow. Caedda caught up with the pair as they staggered onto an outdoor bench at The Ore Cart.

      None of them spoke. Caedda raised one bandaged hand and the serving girl hurried up with two large and one smaller tankard. "Master Andatson's gift," she told them, then bustled off. They drank. The master had paid for the good beer, thick and dark with a hint of smoke under the sweeter first flavor. She returned with a platter of meat slices, crisp slices of vegetable, and flat bread. "I'll take payment when you want refills."

      "Busy tonight," Aedelbert warned, leaning to the side so he could see into the main room. Master Paegan himself was serving tables and cleaning after men left. "Very busy."

      "One of the apprentices said that he overheard a miner saying that Wulfric hit pure silver as he widened a gallery," Ehric reported after a few mouthfuls. "He's buying a round for all Scavenger Born in town tonight as part of his thanks offering."

      Caedda's eyes opened until Aedelbert wondered if he could see through his partner's head and out the back. "Scavenger bless, that's quite a find. Glad he recognized it."

      "Aye, and that Master Wassa was up looking at Blue Cliff and could certify it right then and there. I heard the same from Boernrad," Aedelbert said.

      "They'll need that silver," Caedda half-whispered, half-sighed. "And I need more bread." He grabbed the small loaf before Ehric could. Two more remained on the platter, and Aedelbert snagged the larger of the two, along with another chunk of meat.

      The next morning they heard the sound of stone scraping stone before they reached the work-site. "And heave!" More scraping sounds. "Heave!"

      Dunstan hurried past. "Finishing the top of the water gate. Inner side's done, lowering gate into place before we move the top stones."

      Aedelbert and Ehric both groaned. They couldn't help it. "As fast as we can until we get to the bad spot," Aedelbert warned. They'd decided the night before to take turns working on the channel, since it was a straight cut. Except for the bad place. "The one not cutting sharpens and gets water."

      "Yes, sir."

      Aedelbert cut the first section. After almost a hand's width, he stopped. "You go to the top of the colored area, then I'll take over," he ordered.

      "Yes sir!" Neither wanted to deal with the odd place, but better Aedelbert than Ehric. The boy worked with care, going slower than his master had. That suited Aedelbert. What you did right would not have to be done twice. The dark stone cooperated, although frequent wetting and sharp chisels helped. Both Aedelbert and Caedda had commissioned new tools, as hard as they worked their current set. Thanks be the smiths in Garmouth were used to such work.

      As he watched Ehric, occasionally suggesting a different cut angle or grip, Aedelbert considered the water gate. The design seemed a little much. Instead of a single passage through the wall, the town had two gates per entry and exit. One in the main wall with an iron-wrapped wooden flow-gate, and then a small stone building outside the wall with a flow gate behind a solid gate. The solid gate would not stop the water entirely, but would keep adults and large things from coming in unless they could wiggle under it like minnows. Then they'd meet the iron and heavy wood flow-gate, which had teeth that touched the bottom of the channel. The moat did not have such things, of course, except for a flow-gate where the water entered the moat. Twice a year that opened and men cleaned out any trash. But four double water gates seemed excessive, two for the mill-stream and two for the other stream. If he were paying for the things, he'd have either a single gate in the wall, or a wooden structure behind the wall, not stone in front of it.

      "Something's strange," Ehric panted. He stepped away from the stone block and slid the hammer into his work belt, then removed his hood and shook the dust and chips out of it. "The rock," he caught himself. "It is not cutting the same, sir." The cut stopped just above the warning mark.

      "Hmm." Aedelbert pulled on his own hood, studied the channel, and set his chisel, then gave it a tap. Satisfied, he dealt a harder blow. The blade slid deep, almost too deep. "Ah." He cut the sides of the piece, and on a whim tried to pry it out. Poingk! The chunk popped clear, making both stone cutters duck. Ehric ran one finger from the side of the channel along the surface of the stone, following the discoloration. He looked a cautious question at Aedelbert.

      "I don't know, but this isn't my block." He would have rejected it as a single working piece, and instead used it as two. Perhaps the wooden beam would lock the piece so it wouldn't split if rain got in and froze, or if something hit it from the face. "I'll do this section, and then below, just in case."

      "Thank you, sir."

      The soft layer cut too easily, as if the stone were unripe in the center—like baking cheeses. They made far better progress on the channel than they'd planned, and lacked a hand-width of the bottom when the day ended. As he walked back to his and Caedda's room, Aedelbert mulled over the stone. How many of the wall blocks had that same flaw? Or was it a flaw in a wall block as opposed to a gate block, or just an odd spot? A man worked with what he had, when no better choice could be found, but... The stone bothered him, nagging a little.

      As the three resumed work the next day, Caedda stopped by, watching the last few cuts. "Good news. The stone is almost done, and the wood still good where the stone's not finished yet."

      "And the bad?" No more money to pay them, the silver find was a false find, Leoflaed had gotten Lord Heinrik to hand-fast her to Caedda by proxy, part of the wall had collapsed overnight, the price of beer was going up...

      "Garmouth's favorite noble sent a messenger yesterday evening. He arrived just before gate closing, read his warning, and then tried to leave by the unfinished section of wall."

      "Oh, sir, was that what my guardian meant? Something about a fool climbing the wooden wall?" Ehric sounded a little too pleased with himself.

      "Likely. No one else is so foolish as to try that." Caedda folded his arms. "Didn't make it, of course, which proves that the city can keep those inside in and the other way as well."

      That should prove to Lord Heinrik that the walls were real and solid. Although, given that he seemed denser than breadstone boulders... "I trust he left at dawn."

      "That he did, calling the gate guard all sorts of unkind things and suggesting that the man's parents both worked for a living, one on her back." Caedda smirked. "I don't think the guard appreciated the messenger's suggestion."

      That afternoon, Master Schneid called all the men together. "The council refused to obey Lord Heinrik. They say they have word from the Great Northern Emperor that he will come adjudicate the dispute." He held both hands up to prevent a roar of questions. "They also called in every man from the mines to take up defense. The messenger says that the lord has an army and is an eight-day's travel away."

      Aedelbert felt sick at his stomach. He wanted no part in this. He was not of the city. He picked at supper and ate only because his body demanded something, preferably an entire shaefhead of beer.

      He woke in the night to hear heavy rain pounding the roof and shutters, and something else, something deep and low that he felt more than heard. The heart of the storm was probably on the other side of the mountain, and he felt thunder.
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      Despite the fine mist filling the air next morning, Aedelbert and Caedda both smelled something bitter and earthy. Aedelbert squinted up at the clouds covering the sky, then looked at the chimneys of the buildings along the street from the southern gate's heavy, round towers to the main square. He saw smoke trickles but nothing too dark or too white. Smooth creamy plasterwork covered every building, except where the owners had paid to have the plaster tinted rose with schaef blood, or blue with ground tailings from Blue Cliff. Well, at least it appeared as a sort of blue when it lurked beside a pink neighbor.

      "Not smoke. Something else, not dust, either." Caedda walked a few steps farther before adding, "I don't like the stillness."

      "No." They didn't hear birds, nor people moving around, nor wind in the trees on the slopes above Garmouth. Aedelbert thought he could feel the hair on his neck and arms rising. "Something not good happened last night."

      "You felt it too?"

      "Thought it was thunder behind the ridge," he nodded toward the Gift.

      Caedda licked his lips, then cleared his throat a little. "I'm thinkin' not." He looked a touch greenish above his collar, and Aedelbert's own stomach trembled unhappily. Had the Scavenger taken back the Gift and the men in it?

      They left their tools with the masons and joined half the town cramming into the little market square before the Scavenger's chapel by the northeastern gate, the one leading to the mines. A man in miner's clothes stood beside one of the Scavenger's priests on the small platform with the rat statue on it. The priest tapped his staff three times on the stone and everyone fell silent. He turned toward the miner.

      The bearded man coughed, then called, "A cliff between here and the Gift dropped in the storm. The miners are safe and the mouth of the Gift remains open. The shift supervisor triggered a set-spell to let the Fathers know." The crowd shifted as half the men and women went to their knees in thanks. "But the miners cannot return to Garmouth until they clear the slide. Master Jens Saxklar believes it will be four days, perhaps less, perhaps more if the rains return. They have food and water, and all men are safe."

      A sigh rippled from the crowd. Aedelbert eeled his way out of the edge of the people and returned to where the masons were working. "A slide last night blocked the mine road but the miners are safe and the mine mouth remains open," he informed them. "Shift supervisor had a set spell and used it to inform the priests."

      "Would that he'd told the rest of us," a woman grumbled. The men bowed as Alruna, Donwah's Daughter, swept up from the street leading to the water gate. "But such spells demand much, even when used by those with some magic in their blood, and the Scavenger's priests would know which families needed to be informed." The priestess turned her free hand palm up and gestured for the men to stand. "Thank you for the honor, good sirs. I have blessed the water gate as it stands. When you are finished, I will bless it once more, so that all will know that it was built with the knowledge and approval of the Lady of Waters."

      That was a good thing. A very, very good thing, because if she didn't someone might protest. Aedelbert had seen a man demand that a bridge be removed because it had been constructed without consulting Donwah's Daughter. Since it had been a stone replacement for wood in the exact same location, no one had thought to ask for permission, they'd merely informed the temple of the improvements. Apparently that was not sufficient. Since the complaint was made by the man who operated a ferry just upstream of the bridge, the gossip and grumbling had told Aedelbert that he wasn't the only one to suspect that more than pure devotion to Donwah motivated the man's complaint. Aedelbert snorted a little. Lord Heinrik would be just the kind to do something like that, or some of the farmers downstream.

      Caedda returned a little later, but had no additional news. The masons and stone-cutters worked hard, the cooler air encouraging them. Fear of the approaching army likely played a part as well, Aedelbert knew. He allowed Ehric the honor of finishing the channel on the block, then called in Master Schneid to sign the work so they could get paid. "Are you ill, boy? You look pale?" The master mason turned to Aedelbert and raised his eyebrows, as if inquiring about the night before.

      "No, sir. I think I stood head-down for too long on the last cut, since we didn't want to rotate the block." Already Ehric's face had more color, and he drank more from his water skin.

      "That will do it." Schneid made his mark on the block and moved to the next completed work. The stone-cutters cleaned up and set about dressing their tools, inspecting them for chips and dull edges. No master let his tools go dull, that Aedelbert's own teacher had pounded into his skull with a stone-mallet. Nor did he depend on his apprentices and journeymen to do the task for him.

      Boernrad came over as the two finished sharpening chisels. "Master Aedelbert, you give your apprentice a great deal of responsibility."

      "Aye. The Scavenger blessed him with a natural eye for stone cutting, so once he learned the tools, Master Caedda and I started him on rock. Nothing fancy, and certainly not the touchy work yet." Aedelbert straightened up and stretched his back a little. "No point in wasting a third pair of hands when we only need rough work and plain cuts for a job. For finer work," Aedelbert folded his thumb under the fingers of the hand Beornrad couldn't see. "That he's not ready for yet. Another year or two, perhaps less, perhaps more if he grows much faster."

      The mason groaned a little and shook his head. "Don't remind me. I put on three hand-spans in as many eight-days, or so my mother swore. Couldn't set one foot in front of the other without trippin', let alone hit a chisel with a hammer and not get my head and hand as well." He patted Ehric on the shoulder. "But Dunstan didn't have that woe, so likely as not you won't."

      "Thank you, sir," Ehric said.
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        * * *

      

      Four nights later, Aedelbert found himself standing with the watch on the wall, Caedda with him. "That's what bothered me, sirs," one of the younger watchmen whispered, pointing with his belt-knife to a shape trying too hard to be a lump of brush. "Whoever that is hasn't moved from beside that heap of waste stone."

      "Waste stone?" Caedda whispered back as Aedelbert squinted, trying to see better in the darkness.

      "Some pieces left from making the wall, broken or otherwise no good. Masons haven't moved them yet, sir." The watchman scuffed his feet on the wood of the wall-walk. "Chief of the shift thought you might recognize the person, or what they're doin' since you travel more than town-men do."

      So what was the person doing? They were not the usual traveler making camp because they missed gate closing. Those people had an area already prepared for them. The more he watched, the less Aedelbert liked what he saw, even though the "lump" did nothing. Or did he?

      The lump shifted to the side, unfolding upwards and resolving into a man. He held something in both hands, a staff and what else? Was it rock, or an object with a set-spell on it? Something beneath Aedelbert twisted and he grabbed for the stone of the wall with both hands, trying to steady himself. He felt the wall below him growing warm, as if beside a fire. How could that be? No wood had been piled near the wall, and he smelled no smoke. The heat spread fast, too fast, and Aedelbert gasped. "Fire spell, directed at the wall."

      "He's sensitive to some kinds of heat and light spells," Caedda explained to the guard. "Sees them like a notary mage sees a seal-spell."

      A second figure now stood beside the heap of waste rock. He had a large bucket.

      What—No, oh no, they're not, they are! Aedelbert pointed to the bucket man.

      Caedda swore, then called, "Spell attack against the wall, trying to crack a weak place using fire and water."

      Aedelbert heard the guard calling for archers and slingers, Caedda saying something, but even louder he heard a rushing, roaring hissing in his ears as the bucket man ran forward and hurled the contents onto the hot stones. Aedelbert felt the rocks trying to shatter as cold fought hot, water battled fire. No! Not his work they weren't going to—Without thinking he reached into the stone, drawing heat out and away, soothing the cracks, easing the tensions and spreading them out and away to better places, dampening the stresses and healing the stones of the wall before they could shatter or even truly crack. He heard the whizz of slingers releasing rocks and bits of broken brick into the night, and a yelp from below him, then a shriek.

      "Heh, no one likes a boiling water rinse," one of the women said.

      Aedelbert turned around and sat. He closed his eyes and waited for the waves of nausea and pounding head to pass. Caedda rested one hand on his shoulder and eased some of his misery. "Spell failed," Aedelbert lied. "Felt it fail. Ick. Hope the mage's as sick as I am. Ugh." He rested his head between his knees and concentrated on not throwing up and not falling over, in that order.

      "He a mage?" Aedelbert didn't recognize the voice.

      Caedda scraped his boot on the wooden walkway plank. "No, sir. Mage-blood in the family, but not a mage himself. Just has the bad luck to sense some spells, especially fire spells."

      "They taste like rotten butter," Aedelbert told the person, his head still down. Think quick, ah! "Glow a little but I taste them as rotten butter smells. Stay away from light-mages if I can."

      "I never heard of that."

      The woman with the boiling water said, "I have. My uncle and one lady cousin have enough mage blood to sense spells but not to do anything with them beyond what the rest of us can. Uncle says he hears spells being cast."

      The world stopped heaving and swaying enough for Aedelbert to look up at armored shins and Caedda's shoes. Caedda offered him a hand and heaved him up to his feet. The wall rocked, then steadied. A senior guard peered at Aedelbert, then leaned back. "You're green as spring leaves. Go to your inn and stay there. I may want to question you tomorrow."

      "Yes, sir," Caedda said, putting one arm under Aedelbert's shoulder and helping him along the walk and down the steep steps. Behind them, he heard the watch explaining, "Master Caedda's known to me, and I thought he might know why someone was sitting in the dark by that pile of rocks, sir."

      The ground stopped moving by the time they passed the pump closest to their room. Even so Aedelbert would rather pound his head against the wall of a mine gallery in order break the rock to open a new passage before he did anything like that again.

      Caedda waited until after sunrise, and until Aedelbert had dressed and eaten something without it returning to haunt him. Then he snarled deep in his chest, so no one outside could overhear, "What in all the names of the Dark One's ten thousand rats did you do? I felt a shift and a drain, then the wall sighed and locked even more tightly into itself."

      "I think I healed the stone. The mage heated it, and the other man splashed it with really cold water, water almost ice cold. Like to know what he did for that. I felt the stone trying to shatter and I, um," he looked over at Caedda. "I spread the heat and eased the tensions, soothed the cracks and spread the cold as well so nothing shattered."

      "Scavenger be my witness, you did. There are no block lines on that part of the wall, area so," Caedda spread his hands, "by so."

      Aedelbert felt the world reeling again and he grabbed the door frame. "Daggy schaef tails."

      "No schaef tails. No lines. Stones look like one block. I dearly hope none of the masons has any rock-sense the way we do." Caedda sounded more resigned than angry. "Although with the fuss about letting mages get so close to the walls, and people wanting to know if it was fireballs or something else out of a story, I don't think anyone will notice. And miners from the Gift arrived at dawn."

      Caedda's final sentence didn't penetrate until after one of the Golden Loaf's sausage rolls had entered Aedelbert's stomach as they sat in the bakery's common room. "Miners from the Gift? What about the rock slide?"

      Since Caedda had a mouth full of warm cider and bread, Ehric answered for him. "The message was right, sir, but not exactly. The fall was up from the Gift, the main fall, with a smaller one below the Gift. Master Saxklar was at Blue Cliff but the spell didn't say that. So men from the Gift are here."

      "He's right, all but the maintainers needed to keep things open and safe," Caedda said. He poured more warm cider from the pot on the fire beside their end of the table. "Blue Cliff and the smelter are still cut off by the slide, and some from the Gift are working on that. They cleared the fall below the Gift last night, just after dark."

      A miner Aedelbert vaguely recognized from working in the Gift thumped down onto the bench beside Ehric. "That's right. And now we're here, and we heard about the spell against the walls last night." He bristled, face dark with anger, one hand clenched in a tight fist. Ehric scooted the platter of sausage rolls toward the miner, who took two. "No damn greedy bastard of a noble who can't bother himself to do real work like a man has any right to our money or to tell us if we can have walls or no. 'Specially no noble who skulks around in the dark like a thief." He bit the end off the sausage roll as if he were biting off Lord Heinrik Aldread's head. "Law says no magic used without warnin' and I know the law."

      Aedelbert had never heard that before, but he wasn't about to challenge a furious man with shoulders at least half again as large as his own. The man would probably pound him into the floor with as much effort as sinking a tent-post into mud. "Must be an old law," Aedelbert observed.

      "Likely is. Sounds like something from the time of the Great Cold and what came after," Caedda said. He drank the rest of his cider. Ehric waved to one of the apprentice bakers and the men made their marks for what they'd eaten and drank, then left. The managed to get as far as the beast market before swirling chaos enveloped them.

      "Did they really?" the woman sounded hopeful and worried both.

      "Saw it with my own eyes," a watchman averred. "The birds were runnin' full out when the gate opened, never slowed, raced flat through so fast they left their own dust tryin' to catch up to 'em. No way any man livin' can stop them afore they reach t' Emperor."

      Thump. The matron stomped the stones of the market with a heavy, clog-shod foot. "Good. Once t' Emperor sees our copper and lead, he'll know we are a free city and prosperous enough to defend ourselves." Thump.

      Aedelbert and Caedda shrugged, then threw themselves out of the way of a furious small mob. "Hang her!"

      A dozen of the City Watch tried to keep the people away from someone hidden behind a wall of armed men. "Easy there! We need a priestess of Korvaal or Donwah's Daughter before anyone does anything."

      "She's a traitor, always was," a thin woman shrieked, then spat toward the guard. Her husband grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back before something bad began. Worse, Aedelbert corrected himself. Something worse.

      A woman's voice shrilled from between the guards, "You deserve it! You allow injustice, won't listen to the truth, no wonder Lord Heinrik's had enough of you." The voice dropped to a hiss, a hiss that carried over the crowd, "I'll get my justice, you'll see. Wassa will hang for cheating me and I'll have my trees at last."

      "Her head's turned," Caedda murmured. "Gods have pity on her."

      A man heard the stone cutter and snapped, "Pity? The bastardess tried to open the water gate, after tryin' to strip the protection spells off'n it. Water's risin' from storms up th' mountain. Tried to drown us all, and you say pity?"

      "If her mind's turned, pity for those around her and for lettin' those trees ruin her life," Caedda growled back. "Not sayin' no justice, but that she was a good herbwife and the town'll miss her skills until a new one takes over."

      Aedelbert started to move, then froze. She stripped the spells off? No, surely... The fire in the beast-market. No, he scolded himself. She couldn't have done it. Just because he didn't care for her was no reason to be making accusations, even in his own mind. He knew where that led.

      A hunch-backed widow waved her stick at both men. "Aye to the last. She came from a hot-blooded family, too much fire in them for their own good. Fire finally burned to her brain. 'Ats why you cool hot people and warm cool ones. Priestess'll know if she's right enough to try or if she's for confinin' out of the way."

      "Likely the second, at least until the emperor sets Lord Heinrik to rights," Aedelbert said, trying to calm the waters.

      Caedda folded his arms, "And all she'd have done is brought the water up to mill-flow level. The gates are set so that the overflow joins the mine water in the moat. A full moat is good, yes?"

      "Yes. She's still a traitor," the angry man snapped.

      "No arguin' that," Caedda retorted, "just stopping anyone else who gets a stupid hair on their head and thinks they can rinse the streets by opening a water-gate."

      The widow tapped the stones with her walking stick. "Because sure as the sun rises and rats scavenge, someone will think it's a good idea. Like when Inam the Fool dug a well in his cellar so he'd not have to go so far for water, then added a privy pit at t' other end of t' cellar."

      Aedelbert thought for two heart beats, then covered his eyes, blinded by such stupidity. Caedda groaned, Ehric flinched, and the other man said, "Woman, did you have to remind me? Our house was two doors from his. Took four lime-washings of the walls and floor before the air sweetened. And Donwah's Daughter like to skinned him for stupidity as well as impiety."

      "Skin was about the only part of him that might have been useful," the widow sniffed. "Although anything in a bag or scabbard covered with his hide would probably fall apart, rotted by his foolishness." She hobbled off, aiming for one of the apprentices with trays of small breads and rolls. "You, boy! Yes, you. I'm not talking to the steps there."

      Aedelbert felt his right ear aching from the memory of just such a widow. She'd owned an apple orchard, and he and his brother had made the mistake of sneaking in through a hole in the hedge. Not only were the apples not ripe, but she'd been an acolyte of Korvaal and had a sharp eye and strong arm. Half deaf, yes, and hunch-backed, but she'd picked up a windfall and thrown it at him. She'd hit him in the head, then grabbed him as he stood there, stunned, and dragged him back to his parents by that same ear, taking the long way through the village.

      Caedda coughed, drawing Aedelbert's attention back to the present. They walked past groups of gossiping men and women, ducking a few gesticulating enthusiasts, then stopped not far from the site of the new shelter in the beast market. No trace remained of the old one, and both damaged buildings sported fresh repairs. The house wall would not be done for a while yet, but at least bricks and wood filled in the ground-floor wall. "Last night," Caedda started.

      Aedelbert waited.

      "First, your headache was contagious, so stop that." Caedda smiled a little, easing his words, even as he folded his arms. "Or at least share the good stuff so I'll have had the pleasure of the night before to go with the morning after. Second, did we see battle magic?" Aedelbert heard Ehric gulping at the thought.

      Aedelbert folded his arms as well and rubbed the lower half of his face with one hand. "I don't know. What exactly was battle magic?" His thoughts tangled, and he spoke them, trying to sort through the mental underbrush. "Was it spells used during a fight, or something else? A light mage could cast a really bright light and blind archers or something, but is that what the messenger meant? Or was battle magic something else that's been lost forever, all but the name?" He glanced down at the cobbles, collecting his thoughts, then up again. "Last night— It felt like regular magic, just aimed in a strange way, as if someone collected a lot of set-spells and triggered them all at once."

      Caedda's shoulders sagged. "That's what I thought I felt, like a light spell or a fire-start spell. Like someone had a dozen or so fire-start spells in a bowl and triggered all of them at once. In which case I hope he enjoyed the headache that followed."

      "If he enjoys that sort of thing, I can recommend some distillers he can talk to, rather than using magic and sharing the headache with the rest of us."

      One of the Scavenger's priests and a priestess of Gember stopped and turned toward the stone cutters. The men bowed, and the clergy came nearer. "You speak of the spells last night," the Scavenger's priest said.

      "Yes, honored Father." Aedelbert said, "I am sensitive to light spells and fire-start spells. What happened last night felt like a group of men all tripping pre-set fire-start spells." Aedelbert had no other way to describe it without sounding like a mage.

      "The same, Father, Sister. I'm also sensitive to some pre-sets, not as sensitive as Master Aedelbert." Caedda tipped his head toward Aedelbert. "We both have mages in our families." Ehric eased back, but was he being prudent or fearful? Standing beside one of the Scavenger's priests, even for a Scavenger Born, could be a little uncomfortable.

      The black hood turned toward Aedelbert. Someone studied him from behind the black mask under the hood, a glimpse of dark, glittering eyes, then the priest nodded. "That is what we," he gestured to the priestess beside him, "sensed as well. Not a true battle-spell, but normal magic misused."

      "As if that were not sufficient to cause problems," the priestess sighed. She lifted her pendant of office—gold wheat-sheaves around the brown and gold-striped central stone—and wagged it back and forth. "Every apprentice mage save for the notaries thinks she can be silly at least once. Usually once is sufficient to cure them, but it appears that at least one man never absorbed that lesson."

      "Or he found gold sufficient temptation to remove proper caution and respect." The hood shook back and forth. "Just as some Scavenger-born look at their patron as an excuse rather than a guide."

      The stone-cutters knew precisely what the priest referred to, and they both nodded. "Those of us not born for the Dark One are, ah," Aedelbert weighed his words, "often well acquainted with those who misunderstand the Dark One's nature."

      "I suspect you are." A hint of chuckle. "Just as my honored colleague has been forced to disabuse those who believe that the Lady of Grain does not require work."

      "If I hear one more person with a vision of being supported by the Temple for the rest of their lives, I will thump them with a bread paddle, then a flail," the slight woman growled. Aedelbert didn't doubt that she knew how to wield a flail when needed.

      "What you saw last night was magic misused by a man with pre-set spells in hand. Not battle magic, not god magic," the Scavenger's priest repeated, loudly enough for curious ears to hear. "No fireballs flying through the air, no flaming creatures hurling themselves against the wall, no storms of rocks pounding the wall."

      A child shrilled, "I wanna see fire balls!" He bounced up and down, "Wanna see fire balls!"

      "Hush, boy," the matron shushed the child and hurried him away. Aedelbert hid a grin behind his hand. Boys are boys.

      The priest raised one hand, "The Dark One grant you skill and wisdom to use your talents with discernment." The men bowed, and the two clergy continued on their way. Caedda sent Ehric off on an errand while the men continued to the smithy.

      Neither stone cutter spoke until they had almost reached Master Alger's shop. "That was an interesting blessing," Caedda said.

      "Rather more direct than most." Aedelbert did not like it when priests and priestesses were specific.

      "Easy there, boy," the smith's voice carried out the open doors. "You're keepin' the fire hot, not pushin' a ship from Platport to Chin'mai."

      "I wonder if the boy wants a job at the smelter," Caedda whispered.

      Aedelbert whispered back, "If he keeps overworking the bellows, he just might get one."

      "No, magic cannot 'fix' overheated iron, boy! Joach, you take the bellows. Boy, go fetch more charcoal." A gangly apprentice hurried past the two men, shoulders ducked, head so low it almost dragged the ground.

      "Smelter," Caedda mouthed.

      Aedelbert filed the idea away. First they needed to pay for their tools, then sort out how to hide their gifts if something else magical happened. He still didn't know why the watch had asked for them, and he probably needed to learn.

      "One hammer's not done yet." Master Alger wrinkled his nose. "Handle split. Someone passed black needle-leaf as eich. I sent the lot back and good are coming after mid-day." He snarled, "Passin' things for what they aren't—Rella and Radmar as my witnesses, nothing good ever comes of it."

      Cold shot down Aedelbert's spine and his mouth dried like water splashes on black rock in midsummer. The smith meant nothing more than the wood. Didn't he?

    

  



    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Red War, Blue War

          

        

      

    

    
      Another day passed before Wassa called a meeting of all miners, masons, and stone-workers present within the walls. They gathered in the miners' confraternity hall. He'd just called everyone to order when the side door banged open.

      "The Emperor's two days from here. Message sent to Donwah's Daughter," a boy gasped, then raced on with the news.

      Wassa glared after him. "So's the Aldread army, such as made it through the marsh."

      "The old marsh or the new one?" a wag called from the back of the group of miners and masons.

      "The wet one, ya smartass," Wassa retorted. "Seems Lord Heinrik himself found a large hole not far from the road, bout so deep," he held one hand just below his collar-bone. "At the end of the marsh."

      "Oops." Caedda smirked. "Guess we should have fenced it off instead of leavin' steps and a ramp."

      "Not yours," one of the miners corrected. "Brother of a farmer has a private clay pit for his pottery. Aldread don' listen to no man not a noble, it seems."

      Wassa thumped his fist down on the table beside him, pulling the men's attention back where it belonged. "Be that as it may, the water slowed Aldread's men but not for as long as we wanted. Men with slingers have gone into the woods to harass him, but he's going to attack us. One of the beast mages says he has a battering-log to break down the gates, and machines to throw rocks."

      "Throw rocks against a city dedicated to the Scavenger. That's brilliant," a voice from the middle of the group hissed.

      "Well, his parents are also his cousins," someone hissed back.

      Were they? That might explain a great deal, although not every noble married a first cousin. They weren't supposed to, no man was, but it didn't always stop the unwise.

      "Our job is to make certain the lord doesn't have men digging under the wall. Two men to each cellar closest to the wall, listening. We'll also have men on the wall with water-bowls, looking for shivers." Wassa looked around the group, making eye contact here and there, "and those on the wall, no complainin' about the bad light making the water tremble."

      "What about the wind?"

      Nervous laughter followed that sally.

      Wassa looked up at the ceiling, hands spread, imploring the Scavenger or anyone else for patience. "If you weren't so good with findin' ore veins, Wulfric, I'd marry you to my wife's cousin's daughter for that crack."

      "Oh no, anything but that! I yield." Wulfric feigned dropping to his knees in surrender.

      "The moat should keep Aldread from undercutting the walls. There's a reason it's so deep, besides needin' the dirt for the outer berm." Wassa folded his arms. "But this is Lord Heinrik Aldread we're talkin' about. If you see the water starting to tremble, and no good reason for it, send a messenger to Mistress Brithuida. She'll look and see if there's trouble." He held up a cautionary finger, "She can only look a few times a day, so be very, very certain you're not seeing footsteps, or wind, or a heavy wagon rolling close by."

      "How much water did get out of the river?" Caedda asked the man beside him.

      "Not so much as we wanted, but it went to the right places. Donwah's Daughter had some suggestions. She's not pleased that the farmers dug drainage-ways without looking to see if they were carrying foulness into the stream."

      "So the river water's not from the mine?"

      "It is. This is farther downstream." The miner shrugged, then gave a half-smile. "So the upstream farmers were soilin' the river for those downstream, which is again' th' law. They have use right only, and the water has to be as good comin' off their land as it is goin' in."

      Caedda nodded. "Makes sense, like millers not keepin' all then flow, and lettin' it run when they're not grindin'."

      Wassa repeated, "We have walls. We have gates. We have men watching the road to the mines and smelter, and some up at the smelter, in case Aldread thought he could send an army over the mountains the hard way."

      One of the other miners standing in the back with Caedda and Aedelbert called, "Master Wassa, do the chervi need more crossbow bolts?"

      Wassa folded his arms and glowered from under grey eyebrows. "If this is what happens when I let you out in the sunlight, I'm cancellin' Eighth Day from now on." He let his arms drop. "All the metal from the smelter has been sent to the Emperor, so there's nothing to be stolen from up there. The charcoalers and Turold have a few surprises ready, should anyone unwanted come to visit."

      "Probably not fireballs," one of the back row whispered.

      "Not Turold, no." The second man shuddered and made the horns. "My older brother was there. Said he's surprised Turold will even tolerate a horn-lantern after that."

      "There's a list of who is where, and when, by the door. Those who can, read for those who can't. No, Maartin, you may not take up a spot in Master Warshon's wine cellar, so don't ask. Masters Aedelbert and Caedda, a word before you go."

      What had they done, or not done? Or was it another work request? Not that, please. I'd rather work straight shifts in the mine before I work with the masons again. They waited for the others to stream or lumber out the door, then went to where Wassa stood beside a table.

      He handed them a legal document. "Master Turold wants you to witness his adoption of one girl named Mildthryd, declared orphan by the temples. She is born for Gember and to Yoorst."

      That explained a great deal about how easily the girl trained the great-hauler. Aedelbert took the document and held it so Caedda could read as well.

      The Priests of the Scavenger and Priestesses of Gember, along with a priest of Yoorst, attested to the girl's birth patrons and that she had been declared an orphan without kin in the region. Turold Wigmundson agreed to support her as daughter with all duties and rights, and she agreed to his guardianship until she reached the age of majority and after, if she had not been pledged in marriage. Turold made no claims on any portion that might eventually come to her, reserving those as a dower-portion. Turold had signed it, and Miss Mildthryd had made her mark before a priest of Korvaal, who counter-signed her mark. Aedelbert was not surprised to see that she'd drawn a rather good likeness of a great-hauler's head with... "A bow?" Girls!

      "Bonna. Makes perfect sense," Caedda chuckled. He took his ring from his belt pouch and showed it to Wassa. Aedelbert did likewise as he returned the document.

      "This way." The three went into a little office where the miners' notary kept his things. The notary mage inspected the rings, skimmed over the adoption statement, and poured a little black ink onto a flat plate. Caedda dipped the top of his seal into the ink, then sealed the page beside his name. Aedelbert did likewise, and both signed. The notary lifted the page, held it flat and stared across the surface. Something flashed and a stab of pain shot between Aedelbert's eyes. Oh, that hurts. What bruised so badly? Or did I overdo things that badly trying not to look into the stone? He hadn't truly used his gift for, he tried to recall. At least two eight-days and more before that night. Was it like a man's arm, it grew weaker the less he used it?

      "That does ease some things up at the smelter," Caedda observed after they left the tiny office.

      "Yes." He'd wondered how long the temple's protection would stand between Mildthryd, Turold, and rumors. Longer than he'd feared, and no one would challenge the adoption since Turold had renounced any financial benefit. Was her former sire's farm under water? If so, perhaps he might take it as a caution. Or not, depending on his nature. Some people did not deserve their children, and some children truly should not have been cursed with some parents. That boy from Platport...

      The stone cutters returned to the lists of duties and did not see their names. "Well, we're not citizens, we're guests under contract."

      Caedda looked as if he wanted to say something, but had changed his mind. Aedelbert would rather be up at the smelter site, working so they could finish and find more work. If Wassa had not coordinated things with Wilfrith to change their contract end date, Aedelbert would be having some words with the mine master. "Reminds me." Caedda began. "We need to get formal apprenticeship contracts signed by Wilfrith so there's no question about Ehric coming with us."

      "Point." Someone always fussed about traveling apprentices, and having both the initial contract and a proof-of-labor contract on hand eased a lot of town-council fears. "Have you ever heard of someone leaving indigent children or young people on a town through false apprenticeship?"

      Caedda thought about it as they went to the Golden Loaf. "No, but that doesn't mean that it didn't happen once, and get reported and exaggerated as the years passed."

      "Speaking of exaggerated," Aedelbert murmured well under his breath, tipping his head a little to the side toward an over-dressed man talking to one of the young women who worked at the laundry. He wore bright red hose, a red jerkin, white shirt with red embroidery, and black boots and belt. His cap blinded all who passed by, so yellow was the color. Even Rella of the Lights probably shielded Her eyes from the shade. The woman leaned away, looking left and right as she tried to ease away without abandoning the delivery basket perched on the corner of the wall around the well. The fop rested one hand on the basket's handle. Some things never changed, approaching army or no.

      "Hela, that's the exact shade," Caedda said in a loud voice. "Nasty stuff, too, not as bad as that unripe yellow rock from the stinking springs, but it will take off a man's skin if he's not careful. Hard to believe they make it from black vitriole."

      "From black? And here I thought nothing worse came from the mine but blue vitriole." Aedelbert shook all over. "I don't doubt you, but it's a wonder we have any tanners still living, given the nasty things they work with."

      "Aye. You wonder about someone who prefers aged piss and yellow spirit of vitriole to tanner bark and good clean water." The man with the yellow cap stared at them, taking his hand off the basket. The delivery woman grabbed up the basket and fled from the man, sounds of laughter beginning to escape from her.

      Task accomplished, Caedda and Aedelbert went to the Golden Loaf and paid their weekly bill. Or, they intended too. As they neared the open door, a woman yelled, "I cry defamation! Get out, now, before it's my clog up your arse."

      A skinny man in patched clothes backed out, holding a long, thin loaf of bread in front of him as if it were a shield. "And I say no good baker puts cat meat in their sausage rolls! You owe me damages."

      "What did the honored Father say about some using their patron as an excuse?" Aedelbert asked aloud.

      Caedda glared at the skinny man but held his peace. The beggar ducked and started to open his mouth, probably calling them to witness for him. Caedda scowled and both men showed the ends of their belt-knives, black wood engraved with a rat. The beggar ducked even lower and scuttled away.

      "Can't be any cat in the sausage roll, because cat's not a meat. This all men know," Caedda intoned.

      Should I run or just duck? Thanks be, Mistress Godgifu had her back to the door and was fussing at an apprentice. She'd not heard either of them.
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        * * *

      

      The gates closed that night not to reopen until the Emperor himself arrived. The moment the call for cover-your-fires sounded, Aedelbert began wondering if he could climb the wall from inside without being seen, and flee. None of the stories he'd heard or read about armies and cities sounded pleasant. Even without someone trying to attack a city, cities closed against flood or other trouble quickly bred miasmas and other woes. And how long would they be able to eat? More importantly, how long would he and Caedda be able to eat without getting paid?

      Thanks be to Gember that the mills and their large stocks of grain stood inside the walls. The millers had drawn in the last of the old grains and some of the early kinds, the winter wheat. Not many men grew winter wheat this far south, but a few did, and the millers had begun blending the old grain with the new. Aedelbert wondered too about sausage and other things, but surely the city would not be surrounded by water or armies for more than a few days. Surely? He kept thinking about the story his father's mother had told in winter, about the city east of the Five Free Cities that had been locked into its walls by ice and snow. When at last spring had crept in, the gates remained closed. A few brave men had found a way through a broken water-gate, and had opened the main gates. No one had survived the hunger, cold, and winter cough. His father's mother had sworn that the people never tried to go back into the city and left it as it stood, nothing but walls and bones. Granted, that had been in the time of the Great Cold, before the killing snows fully retreated to the north, but still...

      The walls. Aedelbert needed to leave. No one had asked him about the night on the wall, yet. he sharpened and cleaned his tools, trying not to think about the wall, about the way the rock had felt, the heat flowing where he imagined it going. No. It had been the Scavenger's work. Had to have been the Scavenger. Aedelbert had just seen it, nothing more. If the gods could turn an ambassador to ash for lying and breaking god-oath, then the Scavenger certainly would protect His stones from misused magic. That had to be what Aedelbert and Caedda had seen.

      Three nights after the gates of Garmouth closed, a commotion of raised voices and anger, along with a rush of people carrying torches, called the men from their apartment to the main market square. Aedelbert stayed back, tucked into a doorway and out of the flow of people hurrying to the square. He felt something in the back of his head, an itch or a weather burn, as when he was young and a great storm lurked just out of sight where Donwah's and Rella's lands touched. If a storm approached Garmouth, he hoped it would finish washing Lord Heinrik out of the city's hair.

      Colar stood on the steps of the Council Hall, a taller shadow that might have been the Scavenger's Daughter beside him. Donwah's Daughter stood on the other side of her colleague, a most unhappy expression on her face. Had she been roused from sleep? Or did something trouble the waters? The leader of the Council raised his hands and the yelling became talking, then died away to soft mutters. "Yes, Lord Heinrik's messenger threw a scroll over the wall. No, not with magic, but with a sling-shot. Yes, we knew it was a messenger so the watch and guard did not shoot him."

      "As much thread-of-gold as on the man's tabard, he couldn't be anything else," one of the watch added from behind Colar.

      "Unless he wore the emperor's tablecloth," a wag yelled.

      City people never showed proper respect for their betters, Aedelbert heard Count Richmund of Harnancourd sniffing in his memory. He'd been complaining loudly to a priestess about the lack of traders passing through the city, and how those few who did insisted on seeing a copy of the staple right for themselves. Aedelbert and Caedda had kept their heads down and their hands busy so the count wouldn't notice them working and interrupt. He'd been the type who thought that he knew a man's trade far better then did even the senior guild or confraternity master in the empire.

      "He commands us to open the gates, empty our storage buildings of grain, wine, beer, and other foodstuffs, and divert water from the moat back into the stream. We are also to stop the flow from the mines into the streams, and begin throwing down the stones on the top of the wall as a sign of our sincerity. All men of fighting age are to leave the city at once, so that Lord Heinrik may pass sentence for our disobedience and unconscionable disrespect for him and his family's sacrifices on our behalf."

      "Which were last performed before Burnt Tree mine opened," Donwah's Daughter added, hands cupped around her mouth. "That is before this temple to the Lady of Waters was finished, four generations ago and more."

      The itching grew worse, and Aedelbert couldn't stay still. He eased out of the doorway and scooted behind people until he found an alley that would take him to the smaller metals market. No one followed or noticed, and he rubbed the back of his head. It did not relieve the itch. He picked his way through the darkness, hoping that no one decided to empty an overfull nightsoil-pot or bladder as he passed.

      Something trotted across the street in front of him. Something smaller scuttled after the first creature. A rat? He hoped so, so long as it did not climb into his work bag and chew his tools. Men were not meant to walk in a city after fire-cover hour. At least in the mines he could hear the sound of the walls. No man built curbs and stop-stones in mines, either.

      A large man with a pole-lantern and sword stepped into the street after rattling a door, making certain that it remained locked. The night watchman turned, then stopped. "Who goes there?" he demanded, but quietly.

      "Master Aedelbert Starken, a paid guest of the city, returning to my rooms," Aedelbert called back, equally quietly.

      "Pass then," the watchman replied after peering at Aedelbert's face by the lantern light. He resumed his round after confirming that Aedelbert continued on his way down the street. At least, Aedelbert hoped that the watchman resumed his round. Explaining why he'd left the market... The itch moved from the back of his skull to the sides, growing in intensity.

      He found Caedda waiting for him as he felt his way along the wall to where the stairs to their apartment joined the tiny work-yard. "We're needed on the wall," Caedda breathed.

      "Why?"

      "Something's moving. One of Korvaal's priest-mages ordered me to find you and bring you with me." Caedda stood from where he perched on the wooden stair. He wore black, or dark brown. "Here. Your shirt's an arrow magnet as well as a dirt magnet." Caedda handed Aedelbert a jacket. "Priest gave it to me."

      The jacket fit. "I do not care for this, for any of this," Aedelbert whispered as he followed Caedda down the street. The itch grew even worse, threatening to bloom into a headache worthy of the morning after a journeyman's elevation to master. How had the priest known? "Ugh." he managed to dance sideways into a doorway and avoid the rest of the night soil in the street.

      "Someone's going to get a visit from the watch," Caedda observed, skirting more night soil. "Tanners will want it even if the farmers don't."

      Aedelbert risked glancing up toward the walls. Clouds hid the stars, but instead of black, he saw the bottoms of the clouds, red-black over the sky and brighter to the south and west. "The sky." He almost forgot his headache.

      "Army campfires. Don't know if they are Imperial or Aldread." Caedda concentrated on finding a way in the darkness.

      They reached a small block of houses close to the wall, and edged along until they found a covered passageway leading to the wall itself. Caedda tapped at the wooden gate, then scratched twice like a rat would. Two scratches answered, and a horrible squalling cut the dark quiet of night as rusty hinges protested. The pain in Aedelbert's ears almost dwarfed the itching in his head. "Tal's gonna feel my hand for that," a deep voice hissed. "Supposed to grease those." Caedda eased forward, and turned sideways. Aedelbert copied him and squeezed through a gate barely open enough for a rat to scoot through. "Cover your ears," the low voice ordered, and Aedelbert did. Screeaaaaaaawump. "Tal has latrine duty from now until the mountains wear flat, Korvaal be my witness. This way, duck, then climb."

      The roof sounded lower than some of the mining tunnels. Wood creaked and thudded underfoot as they climbed steep ladder-steps up onto a wooden platform. "Here's the stone-readers," the deep voice announced.

      "Good." Darkness spoke, even with torches here and there, and a mage lamp. "You sense magic?"

      Aedelbert guessed. "Yes, Honored Father. Fire spells and light spells."

      "Stay here. Tell the watch should you sense something drawing near." The hooded form gestured with a black-gloved hand and his staff, then faded into the shadows of night.
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        * * *

      

      Just before dawn, Aedelbert reared up, shaking. Something had hit the wall. Caedda stood as well and they pushed past the watch, racing down the walkway, ducking a few blows and curses as they ran. "By the south gate," Aedelbert called "Something's moving."

      "Aye." Caedda hesitated and called to the watch, "Movement at the south gate!" Then he raced and caught up with Aedelbert. They clattered down to the street, and sprinted through the darkness toward the gates.

      They slid to a halt in time to feel the ground shifting. Donwah's Daughter panted as she joined them. "He owes me, if the Lady leaves anything of him. I hate running." She shifted position, standing with her feet shoulder-width apart, staff held sideways in both hands. "Support me." Her voice grew richer and more flowing as she repeated, "Support me, stone under water."

      What was he supposed to do? Aedelbert braced against the wall, back to it, closed his eyes, and imagined hard stone, that tool-killing pale rock with darker flecks in it, under a stream, keeping the water out of the soil. The itchy ache grew worse, and worse. Pain flared like a torch in a mine and the wall shook, rocking.

      "No you don't, impious brat," the priestess intoned, her words pushing and rushing like flood waters.

      He felt the stone behind and under him shaking and wanted to run. Please, great Scavenger, help me find the cracks and the sound stone. Beside him, Caedda panted as if being chased. Aedelbert couldn't think for the pain, the itching, a buzzing like standing beside one of the great honey-fly hives that lurked in the oldest of forests and caverns. The not-sound grew louder and louder, filling the world.

      "Now!" The woman slammed the butt of her staff onto the stones and something ripped inside Aedelbert's head. He fought to hold himself, to keep from tearing.

      "Enough!" The Great Northern Emperor's words lashed out with physical force, slapping the men down. Aedelbert felt something ripped out of his very self, draining him more than a day's hard labor ever had. He groaned and staggered, then collapsed. Caedda caught him and lowered him to the ground before he fell, then sank down beside him.

      "Enough, we say." How did he know it was the Emperor? How did he hear that voice? Pain rippled again with each word. Aedelbert felt and heard the voice in his rock senses. The Emperor shone blue white like sun on snow or on smooth-polished white stone, painful bright under the noon sun at the day of summer's turning. Aedelbert closed his eyes, tried to, covered his ears, and prayed for darkness. Even Rella's great sky light shone dimmer than the Emperor's magic. "Enough," echoed again.

      Quiet. Not silence, but quiet. A bird sang. "Kill it," Aedelbert groaned. "Make it be quiet."

      "You catch it, you can kill it," Caedda murmured. "I'll help. But we saved the walls."

      Aedelbert opened his eyes a tiny bit. The priestess thumped onto the ground beside him, staff across her knees, head resting on her staff. "Yes, we did, Lady be praised." She inhaled, then exhaled, and inhaled again. "And the next time my cousin says that the god-touched lead easy, pampered lives, I'm going to thump her until her head hurts as badly as mine does."

      Oh good. He wasn't the only one with wishing someone would cut his head off so the rest of him wouldn't hurt so much. Aedelbert wanted to know what had happened, so he could stay away from it for the rest of his days.

      "Here they are!" The shout made Aedelbert's head ring. Beside him, Donwah's Daughter hissed something about drowning the speaker before his birth, a sentiment Aedelbert shared with hearty agreement. "They look half dead."

      Caedda groaned, "No, because I wouldn't hurt as much if I were half dead. Although I'll strangle him full dead if he doesn't shut up."

      "I'll help, if I live that long." Something had ripped Aedelbert's stone-sight. It ached the way he'd hurt after that rock fell on him and had broken his ribs and bruised his guts. Worse than a stab, it burned and the rest of him ached almost as much.

      A deeper, colder voice—cold as the inside of the mountains, as dark as a mine shaft at midnight on a night without stars—said, "We shall have a word with Mimir Borghindson. He has no right to draw from those who have not given consent and who do not belong to him or to our sister." Aedelbert managed to move enough to shift forward and onto his stomach. No man dared sit when the Scavenger Himself walked the earth.

      "True. And Garmouth now has no mages, and will have none for at least an eight-day." The woman's rich, quiet voice carried a touch of humor and a hint of wind rustling through ripe grain. "Perhaps we should let those feeling the lack of services present their case to His Most Imperial Majesty."

      Donwah's Daughter chuckled. "Aye. I look forward to seeing the emperor face down Goodwife Pakson." She leaned over and patted Aedelbert on the back. "Please sit. Becoming one with the cobbles is not needed any longer."

      "Better idea. You and you, help Master Aedelbert to his quarters, Master Caedda as well. Yes, you," the Scavenger's priest sounded irked, but only the priest. The god had gone. "I don't expect the stones of the wall to provide that sort of aid. You do not want to see the stones of the wall provide aid." His tone implied that rocks had moved once in just such a way. Aedelbert did not want to see stones moving in that fashion. All he wanted to see was nothing, the same thing he wanted to hear and to do.
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        * * *

      

      The Great Northern Emperor made Aedelbert ache just with his presence, and Aedelbert wondered again what the man had done to him. The Emperor was a man, he kept reminding himself, albeit a tall man with very fair hair and skin who wore strange blue and white clothes and had a cat that made the Scavenger's rat seem petite in comparison. The cat blinked green eyes at Aedelbert, then yawned. He had very large, sharp teeth. So did the Emperor.

      "There is nothing in any record to show that Garmouth has been aught but an independent city since its founding," the Great Northern Emperor stated.

      Lord Heinrik looked as if he wanted to protest, but did not dare. He shrank away from the emperor without meaning to, his shoulders hunched and head held low. He knelt—no, crouched—in the great market square. The emperor stood under the portico of the council hall. Instead of cloth-of-gold and other signs of rank, Lord Heinrik wore dull red and brown. The material looked very fine, finer than Aedelbert's best jacket, but not as gaudy as the noble's own herald's garb. He did carry a sword and wore a silver coronet on dark brown hair, but otherwise might have been a merchant or prosperous miner on Eighth Day.

      The Emperor gestured with a blue-gloved hand to a stack of books and papers on the ground beside him. "These are false. The seals are too new. I can smell the wax on the seals, and no notary signed them as witness."

      Caedda smiled a little, not quite a smirk but a very knowing look. "Not the first time someone's tried that trick," he whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

      "Garmouth is self-supporting." After a pause of two heart-beats, the Emperor continued, his voice carrying to all within the city's walls. "It's citizens have walls and can defend themselves. They show industry and prosperity, and have governed themselves for three generations. They are a free city in right and under imperial law."

      Lord Heinrik ducked, then straightened up. "But Most Imperial Majesty, the walls are new. The old ones were not proper defenses. And they still tolerate corruption of the waters!"

      The Emperor scowled. Aedelbert bit his tongue, fighting to hide pain as something touched his rock-sight, then faded away. "Walls are walls. Wooden walls and a moat are walls, and that changes none of the other conditions. We grant full free city status to Garmouth and her residents. In honor of her new status, we rename her Hirschar, 'Copper Town' in the oldest speech."

      A sigh floated up from the watching and listening crowd. There was something else in the name, something Aedelbert felt. He glanced at Caedda, who frowned a little and nodded. He sensed it too.

      The Emperor grew taller, colder, and the large cat swelled as well. Aedelbert squinted, then looked away. The white cat hurt his eyes, like sunlight on snow. "You, Heinrik Aldread, have abused magic and opened books that should have been left closed. For this we strip you of all revenue for this year and next, and remove Our favor for ten years. Be glad we do not do more."

      Lord Aldread's mouth opened and closed like a landed fish. The big white cat stood and stared at the man. The noble cringed away, mouth closed, and turned his gaze back down to the paving cobbles. Aedelbert risked looking to the cluster of priests standing off to the side. Several nodded, and none smiled. None were the senior members of their temples, he realized, other than Donwah's Daughter. She leaned on her staff of office, looking as tired as he still felt.

      "Hirschar, we disapprove of your failure to compensate the farmers for the corrupted waters." Councilor Colar looked as if he had been slapped, but Aedelbert was not the least surprised. Nothing came without cost, and the city and mines would have to make some payment. Radmar turned His Wheel for all. "One fourteenth of the mine earnings this year and next go to pay for the damages. The following year we expect to see an agreement between the mines, the city, and those farmers closest to the Gar, now called the Wimdere, for compensation and usage." Aedelbert glanced back at the Emperor, who held up one blue-gloved hand, palm out. "The Iron Stream ran foul before your founding, but proper care has not been taken. Your patron is not an excuse for stealing extra benefit and ignoring others' losses."

      No one looked happy, including the farmers clustered off to the side in the front of the observers. One of them opened his mouth, and then closed it when the woman beside him said something behind a large hand. She looked as if she could heft an entire great hauler carcass with one arm while beating laundry with the other. Her husband appeared equally sturdy. The man's face reddened a little, but he kept his peace. In fact, his expression almost matched Colar's frown. A good bargain left all satisfied and none completely pleased. That fit the faces of the men and women around him, Aedelbert decided.

      The gathered priests and priestesses gestured their agreement, although Donwah's Daughter and the priest of Korvaal glared at the emperor. Or were they just squinting into the sun? A man Aedelbert knew as a light mage also scowled. The emperor said a few more words, which Aedelbert ignored in favor of grabbing the wrist attached to the hand trying to lift his purse. He bent the hand backwards, digging his thumb into the spot between the bones until he heard a whimper of pain. Aedelbert turned, twisted the girl's arm up behind her back, then shoved her down and away from him. He planted his boot on her rump to encourage her departure. She almost fell, caught herself, and ducked a buffet from a weaver's wife.

      "Your patron is not an excuse," Aedelbert reminded the thief. Other people added their own quite comments, none flattering, and she scuttled away. Aedelbert turned back around in time to bow with the others as the emperor pivoted and stepped into the shadows of the council hall.

      The imperial court had taken over the building for the duration of the Emperor's stay. As much as his beasts and courtiers ate, the farmers should be delighted, as were the fine bakers and others. The tax remission for the next half-year in lieu of cash payment for their hospitality pleased most town citizens, although the mine revenue going to the farmers probably stung. Not Aedelbert's problem. Finishing the last smelter before the snow fell was his problem.

      "Master Aedelbert Starken," a woman in white and blue inclined her head toward him. "Master Caedda Quaedel."

      Aedelbert licked dry lips. "Yes, Mistress?"

      "I have been sent to ask you to come to a small, and short, mage convocation. His Most Imperial Majesty insists." Something in her voice and hard blue eyes warned against refusing. A large white cat stalked around until he stood behind Aedelbert, blocking his escape. The combination was most persuasive, even though the Emperor was in gross error if he thought Aedelbert was a mage. The woman pointed with one hand toward the council hall. "Now, please sirs."

      "You going to argue with the cat?" Caedda inquired, but very quietly.

      Aedelbert shook his head. The beast came almost to his mid-thigh, and he was not a short man. Ten claws and several large teeth outnumbered one long belt-knife.  The two stone-cutters followed their guide into the council hall. They went up the stairs and were ushered into the main meeting room.

      Someone had shifted the furnishings, removing benches and council table. Now a very large, blue and white chair dominated the room, as did the man seated in the chair. The green-eyed cat loomed beside the chair on a smaller, cushioned platform. He washed one paw, a paw as large as Aedelbert's own hand. The priests and some of the city's mages stood along the sides of the room, or along the back wall.

      Something felt wrong. Very wrong. Aedelbert's confidence faded and sweat dampened his hands. When no one else moved or spoke, Aedelbert and Caedda knelt to the man in the chair.

      "You may rise." They stood. Brilliant green eyes met Aedelbert's own and he felt something moving around him, shifting like a flow of air, or stone about to crack. His headache returned and nausea with it. The gaze shifted and the pain faded.

      "We have been informed, at great length and in some precise detail, that we erred in not considering the effects of Our work on un-vowed magic workers."

      What did he mean? Un-vowed magic workers? Mages who were not sworn to the gods as clergy? That made sense, but something told Aedelbert that he was missing the point.

      "Why are you not vowed?" The Emperor's voice carried no hint of emotion.

      Aedelbert blinked. "Ah, Most Imperial Majesty, I have not been called to serve a god other than through worship as all men are."

      "Likewise, Most Imperial Majesty." Caedda gestured a little with his right hand.

      One white-blonde eyebrow rose over the green eyes. "Mage vows. You are both magic workers and have not taken mage vows as is required of all magic workers not called to serve a god."

      But he wasn't a mage! Aedelbert protested silently, not certain how to safely explain without angering the emperor.

      Caedda coughed. Before Aedelbert could pull together a safe response, Caedda said, "Most Imperial Majesty, we are not mages. There is no mage known who reads rocks and stones for weaknesses, who carves them, builds with them. We have a knack for understanding rock, Most Imperial Majesty, but that is not magic. Is it?"

      The cat sneezed. "Hugan, cover your nose and maw when you sneeze, like a civilized beast," the emperor admonished the cat. "We've had this discussion before." The cat gave the man a look of pure feline disdain, sniffed, and curled up on the padded platform, back to the emperor. The emperor studied the underside of his hat and shook his head a little. Yoorst's priest smiled with the corner of his mouth.

      Then the Emperor's green eyes turned their attention back to Aedelbert. "You worked magic when you supported Donwah's Daughter and assisted Us," the Emperor pointed to his own chest, "in defeating Aldread's battle magic. The young pup had no idea what he could have wrought had we not deflected the energies he ripped from the land and returned them to the soil where they belonged." The Emperor frowned and ice filled the air. "Stripping the goodness and life from the farms for a decade would have been the least damage, along with ruining the city and the mines. Even We have no idea what sort of echoes might have rung from that folly."

      The Scavenger's Daughter inclined her head toward the Emperor. "If our oldest accounts are correct, Most Imperial Majesty, he would have brought down several hillsides, and possibly have warped the waters and the beasts of the field that drank from those waters. If the accounts are correct."

      "They may well be. Even Our accounts of such things merely state, 'and the effects twisted both land and beast,' but provide no other detail." The emperor sounded annoyed, and the chill faded from the air. "How so ever that is, Master Aedelbert and Master Caedda, you are both mages, with a new sort of magic. New to this time," he corrected, "not new to the world. Mages who work with water are known in the north."

      "Most Imperial Majesty, is there a confraternity that would have mages who work with stone as well as power?" Caedda's question matched Aedelbert's own unspoken thought.

      The tall figure smiled. "No, so you will found one. You already train a third, or will resume training. It need not have a set place of training, given how such trades work, but you must form a guild and confraternities. Otherwise, we will be forced to strip you of your magical abilities for the protection of others."

      That's not fair! Aedelbert wanted to protest, to challenge the warning. He was not a mage, didn't want to be a mage. Nothing good happened to mages, the little voice in his memory hissed.

      Caedda spoke before he could open his mouth. "Most Imperial Majesty, honored Fathers and Priestesses, what is required of guild mages? We," he pointed to Aedelbert, "are not acquainted with their secrets."

      The Emperor turned his right hand palm up. "You swear by your patron deity not to abuse your power, to use it within the confines of the law, and to punish anyone who abuses that power or breaks that law."

      The emperor's words failed to clarify matters, as far as Aedelbert could discern. And it left open things he preferred stayed firmly shut.

      "What His Most Imperial Majesty means is that you will have to familiarize yourselves with the laws governing mages. They are not numerous," the Scavenger's Daughter assured them. "In truth, although if you corner a mage they will obfuscate greatly, the rules are fewer than for the stone-cutters' confraternity. Far fewer than for miners."

      "That's because miners spend all their time going to and from the mine arguing rules and trying to devise ways around them," the emperor muttered. "Or so We have been told at painful length."

      Wassa, Colar, or Sithulf, Aedelbert wondered? Or a combination of all three? Or had Lord Heinrik collided with Sithulf? All possibilities. Caedda's little half-snort of laughter suggested that he had some ideas.

      Yes, the memory hissed again, and no rules saved your cousin, nothing protected your aunt from being driven into the sea for having magic skills and daring to marry without telling her man or his family about her flaw. Aedelbert saw it in his memory, felt his father's hands clenching down on his shoulders, bruising him, his father's rough snarl of fury, "Be glad you are only cursed once, not twice." His aunt had not begged for mercy. Her dead eyes had stared straight ahead as the men tied the body of the child, her tiny head smashed, to Aedelbert's aunt and then drove her into the surf to drown or swim at Donwah's pleasure.

      A sharp command brought child Aedelbert back to the present. "What see you, Master Starken?" The emperor's command cracked like breaking rock overhead.

      "My father's sister being drowned, her child killed, for being magic users, Most Imperial Majesty. No one knew or my aunt's magic practice, and when her daughter showed signs of having mage power as a toddling child—" Aedelbert swallowed hard, eyes focused on the smooth-worn planks of the council chamber's floor. "The babe's sire killed the little girl and read judgment against my father's sister. The village executed her, gave her to Donwah's mercy or wrath." Aedelbert felt his hands shaking and clenched them. "I beg you, Imperial Majesty, do not name me as a mage or magic user."

      Storm clouds filled the chamber, or so it felt, and pain flared in Aedelbert's skull, driving him to one knee. "Stop, Most Imperial Majesty," he faintly heard the Scavenger's Daughter order. "Either draw from those sworn to you alone, or do not draw. That is the bargain."

      The pain ceased, but the sense of a looming storm remained. "Where?"

      "No, please, Most Imperial Majesty. Those responsible have already died of age or accident. The village is beholden to Platport, but please, Most Imperial Majesty, of your mercy let the dead rest." Why was he asking such a thing, the memory snarled? Justice should be done, even now, tens of years later. Shut up, the pain throbbing in his head snarled back.

      A black-gloved hand, strong but not large, gripped his shoulder and the pain eased. The Scavenger's Daughter repeated her words, "The bargain, Most Imperial Majesty."

      "The bargain, Honored Daughter," the emperor's voice grumbled. He did not sound pleased, but the pain remained bearable. The hand lifted. "A lesser bargain, Master Aedelbert Starken. You found the confraternity and lead it, you and Master Caedda Quaedel. We make note of the crime but do not seek justice beyond what the gods have already passed."

      "Done and done," Aedelbert agreed. "Ah, Most Imperial majesty," he added quickly.

      "Done and done," Caedda echoed. He sounded as if his head ached too, and a glance around the room revealed more unhappy magic workers. And where was Ehric? Shouldn't the boy be here as well? Or was he still under age enough that he'd not been afflicted by the Emperor's actions?

      Beside him, the Scavenger's Daughter inclined her hood toward him. "Before you ask," she murmured, "yes, your apprentice is included, or will be once he recovers. He remains in bed, as sick now as you felt yester even'. The greater the store of unused ability, the greater the weakness." She sounded disgusted. "As someone should remember."

      Someone's large feline associate looked up from his snit with an expression suggesting that someone would be reminded of that fact. Or was he imagining things? Cats didn't scold people, they just howled, begged, and acted as arrogant as a miner with a full purse. Aedelbert decided that he preferred not to know. He had more than enough to worry about. How did you found a confraternity? Where did he find a copy of the rules? And most importantly, how were they going to get that smelter built while founding a guild at the same time.

      The emperor dismissed everyone but the clergy, and Caedda staggered a little down the steps. "I'm not cutting stone today," he announced, voice hoarse.

      "No." Aedelbert declared,  "We're getting something to eat, a beer or two, and sleeping. In that order. Then we are dragging Ehric up the mountain and finishing that smelter, or else we'll be sleeping rough all winter."

      Caedda snorted. "Not so bad. The masons finally paid."

      "Rough most of winter then." Aedelbert reminded his partner, "Ehric is growing again and shirts don't appear on trees."

      Mistress Godgifu saw them as they crossed her threshold and pointed to the table. "Sit. Now. Before you fall over and people say I mistook night-spice for sweet-leaf or over-brewed the beer." She planted her fists on her hips. Cowardice was the better part of survival, and Aedelbert slunk to the table. The seat of his trousers had barely touched wood when a basket of hot buns, a slab of cheese, and their mugs appeared. Caedda set to work on the cheese, then tossed a bun from hand to hand.

      "Fresh?"

      "No, I'm taking up a new skill. What do you think?"

      Aedelbert took a bun and almost dropped it. "Fresh."
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        * * *

      

      They laid the last stone on the third smelter the day before the first snow sifted and danced down from the clouds. "...No you are not," they heard Turold stating. "Not for two winters more. That's my final word, and those boys can put that in their tool-kits and live with it."

      "Yes, Father," a relieved-sounding Mildthryd replied.

      Caedda and Ehric steadied the scaffolding as Aedelbert climbed down. "What now?" Aedelbert asked. He raised his voice and called, "And if anyone fires the smelter before three sunrises pass, we are not doing the repairs gratis, Scavenger mark my words."

      "Heard and witnessed," his associates, and two passing smelter men, replied.

      "Both Dunstan and Boernrad have been asking about Mildthryd's dower and if she is available for marriage yet." Caedda shook his head, frowning. "She's at least two years from the age of marriage."

      Scavenger have mercy, that meant she'd been no more than twelve when he'd hired her and her great-hauler to move the clay! Aedelbert blinked and recovered before he said words about her birth sire that ought not be spoken around proper women. She looked like a honorable man's daughter now, her skirts and jacket no longer patched beyond recognition, and with proper boots or clogs on her feet. Mildthryd stood straight, too, and had not scuttled or ducked away from anyone the entire time they'd been finishing the third smelter.

      Ehric nodded, then bounced a little. "Oh, and one of the teamsters told Turold that he'd heard from Mistress Godgifu that a priest of Valdher would be returning to the mountains. At least, that's what he thought he heard her say."

      "Interesting," Aedelbert replied. Caedda's eyebrows rose but he kept his thoughts to himself as they started dismantling the scaffolding. It would be safer to take it down and store it before the men tested the smelter. If they needed it again, they'd have it, and it wouldn't catch fire if the chimney failed or sparks escaped. After that? Aedelbert didn't think that far. If they had to repair the chimney in snow because of someone else's impatience or poor planning, the guilty party'd pay him double at least, rats as his witnesses.

      Three days later, as they walked down the mountain, Caedda cleared his throat. "Have you looked at the books yet?"

      Aedelbert had been dreading the question. "Just enough to be certain I could read them." He'd hoped that he'd find them to be in temple script, but alas, simple letters and common shapes covered the pages. "The priest suggested waiting until we could concentrate on the books." The two blue-bound volumes made his fingers feel cold when he touched them. The smaller, black-covered book liked his hands better.

      Caedda ducked under a drooping branch. "That's new," he said, stopping. "Ehric, do you have the—Thank you." The boy handed him the smaller tool roll from his bag. Caedda opened it and removed a thin-bladed knife. Aedelbert lifted the end of the branch and Caedda followed it to the trunk. "Broken three-quarters through. In fact, ah," he wiggled the butt of the branch. "Push up a little more." Aedelbert complied. Creakrip. Caedda helped steady the branch. "Over to the side here," Caedda nodded. Ehric joined the effort and they moved the broken branch clear of the track.

      As Caedda replaced the knife in its roll and returned to roll to Ehric, Aedelbert found a bit of dried fruit in his tool bag. He left it at the base of the tree, although for Korvaal, the zwurge, or the tree he couldn't say.

      "Ah, um," Ehric began, glancing from Caedda to Aedelbert. "Do I need to read the books?"

      "Eventually," Caedda said. "Not tomorrow. The day after tomorrow we sign the formal apprentice contract. Tomorrow is Eighth-Day, and we rest."

      And after that? Aedelbert had heard some rumors about work to the south, a new stone bridge over one of the rivers that fed the Moahne. He needed to talk to a trader, see if the story was anything more than a story.

      Caedda's voice penetrated his speculations. "There's a late-season trade caravan leaving a few days after that. We need to be on our way, and the road's safer in a group, even if the Emperor is back."

      "Yes sir!" Ehric's relief made Aedelbert smile. "Some of the traders said that road thieves don't ask about patrons, they just rob and run."

      That was something else they'd have to teach him, Aedelbert groaned inside. Not all places welcomed Scavenger Born.

      But that came later. Now he wanted a bath, a good beer, and sleep. Man, mage, or Emperor, no one could work without food and rest.

      "Aedelbert?" Caedda had stopped and was staring up the track. Aedelbert turned and gulped. A large rat, as long from nose to tail as Caedda stood tall and as black as night without stars, nibbled the dried fruit. It gave Aedelbert a sideways look and flicked its tail at him, then resumed eating.

      Aedelbert swallowed again, just to get water into his mouth. "Let's leave him to his meal, shall we?" He bowed toward the rat and eased down the track, not relaxing until several bends later.

      He'd start on the books after services tomorrow.
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      Author's Note

      

      The genesis of this story was a two hour tour of the Rammelsberg Mine near Goslar, Germany. The mine has been worked since at least the late AD 900s CE, and copper from the ore body was used a thousand years and more before that. That visit led me into the world of early medieval mining techniques and technology, starting with a technical monograph about three of the smelters that served the Rammelsberg.

      I have used and abused a few terms such as "adit." "Virtiole" [vit-ree-OH-luh] is the German term for vitriol, the family of chemicals found in the mine's ores and waste that were used in tanning and etching. Vitriols range from toxic to very toxic, but were an important byproduct of the metal processing done in the past.

      Rather than miner's furlong, the term Hoover uses to translate Agricola's measure, I used the Saxon "lachter" for the same distance. Miners had a very specialized technical vocabulary even in the early Middle Ages, and still do. In some cases I found it easier to use the Saxon terms in order to prevent reader confusion.

      "Slag" is the English word that takes in a dozen more precise German terms for the products of the first and second processings of ore. Medieval metal workers would re-smelt some ores three or four times to remove different minerals, and while the results were "slag" in the sense of waste material, the men of the time did not see them as pure waste.

      Some women did work in metal processing, notably sorting ore from gangue and in grinding the ores. They did not mine or work the smelters, at least not according to the sources I have access to.

      Literacy among skilled trades and businessmen tended to be higher than in the population at large. It has been estimated that roughly twenty percent of the men involved in mining and the building trades in Saxony during the High Middle Ages could read and at least sign their name, if not write proficiently.

      

      Sources for this book:

      Agricola, Georgius. De Re Metallica Hoover and Hoover Trans. (Mansfield Centre, CT: Martino Publishing 2014 reprint of New York: Dover Publications, 1950; 1912, 1556). This is the best edition in English, because it includes the illustrations. Although Renaissance, some things had not changed that much, including mining law in Saxony.

      Asmus, Bastian. Medieval Copper Smelting in the Harz Mountains, Germany. (Bochum: Duetsches Bergbau-Museum Bochum, 2012) This is a technical dissertation about the archaeological finds and chemistry of the three smelters that served the Rammelsberg in the 1100s. The meat of the book is in English, but the German abstract and summery are very useful as well. I don't know if this book is available outside Germany. Most of the volumes in the series of academic papers are in German, and prices range from thirty to over fifty Euros per volume.

      Hoffman, Richard. An Environmental History of Medieval Europe. Cambridge University Press, 2014. E-book. An excellent case-study-based overview of the changing physical environment of Medieval Europe, including a discussion of disputes between farmers and miners over water use, timber use, and water quality.

      Rehder, J. E. The Mastery and Uses of Fire in Antiquity. (Montreal: McGill and Queen's University Press, 2000) A very technical description of the different stages of fire use from open-hearth glass making and pottery baking through basic iron working, charcoal manufacture, and fuel analyses. Good diagrams.

      Squatriti, Paolo. Landscape and Change in Early Medieval Italy: Chestnuts, Economy, and Culture. Cambridge University press, 2017. E-book. An intriguing monograph about the role of chestnuts in society and how they changed from being nearly a "trash tree" to becoming a highly-valued commodity.

      Tylecote, R. F. A History of Metallurgy 2nd Edition. (CRC Publications, 2002, 1976) A wonderful, accessible, well written book about prehistoric and early historic metal working. Alas, used copies begin at over $700 US for the paperback, so I recommend Inter-Library Loan. This really needs to be reprinted again. Some things are a little dated, but the technical information is fantastic. Read this, then Rehder, then Agricola.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      The author gratefully thanks her blog-readers who offered technical comments on early chapters of this book.

      

      The Inter-Library-Loan staff of the Southwest Branch Library once more rose to the occasion and found obscure academic tomes in dusty archives.

      

      A hearty thanks also go to the beta readers, including M.T., J.L.C., and J.H. for their observations, critiques, and catches.

      

      All failures and errors remain sole property of the author!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Alma T. C. Boykin lives on the shortgrass plains of North America, in a topographic setting as far from that of this book as one can imagine. An academic historian and pilot by training, she has discovered that she is unable to keep history from seeping into her fiction. When not working, writing, or singing, she waits tail-and-paw on a cranky calico cat.

      

      For more information about the author and her other works, please visit her blog, Cat Rotator’s Quarterly: www.almatcboykin.wordpress.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Alma T. C. Boykin

          

        

      

    

    
      Merchant and Magic Tycho Rhonarida just wants to do his business and get home safely. The gods have other plans.

      The Scavenger’s Gift Those not born for the Scavenger should think carefully before entering His lands.

      Merchant and Empire Tycho finds himself traveling with the Great Northern Emperor. Sometimes not having a gift is the greatest gift possible.

    

  

cover.jpeg
Merchant and Empire
Book Five







