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Preface


This story is set fifty years before Merchant and Magic, in a time when magic workers remained relatively common and strong.


1


Rivers or Streams?



"Ineed a new flour mill. One that I own. The old mill on my lands burned." Count Ealdred of Jerwood nodded to the map. "The old one sat on a spring and summer stream and ran only slowly if at all. I want a new one, here, on the river, where spring floods can fill any ponds or other things."

He tapped the drawing. "One that can grind at least ten Bushmaak short barrels of flour per hour. I have right to the river, and the local temple of Donwah has not said nae."

Harald Halfpaw closed one eye as he considered the map and the mill. "A mill, aye, my lord. There?" He also tapped the much-scraped bit of parchment. "Nae, my lord. That site won't do."

Count Ealdred reared back, scowling. Ruddy anger suffused his fair skin. "What do you mean? It's perfect. Steady flow, the bank is low but not too low, no boats go that far up the Gheel, and no man has claim to the water."

Harald shook his head and tapped the map again with his fourth finger. "The bank is low, and it will flood. From what you say, sir, the river overtops that area every spring and summer. Too much flood trash in the water, too. Too much water's as bad—worse even—than too little, my lord."

He looked up from the drawing. "You said that the old mill was off to the side, on that stream. If you want a good, solid mill, my lord, I'd go to a stream, or a bridge mill." Save that no man cared to bridge the river there, as the count well knew. The Gheel occasionally ate bridges, though not as badly as the Moahne. That river devoured the works of men the way laupen devoured cervi—as often and completely as it could.

"But mills need water, hard-flowing water." The noble folded his arms, pure stubbornness.

The millwright shrugged. "Aye, my lord. But not straight from the river save for bridge mills, and the Gheel in that place won't tolerate those. And the trees in the spring flood will rip out the millwheel and gears, flood the mill house." Not his problem yet, but why tempt Donwah and Radmar both?

"The mill you want needs a smaller stream, my lord, one with a steady flow that doesn't rise and fall and doesn't carry islands to the sea every few years." He'd never seen the Moahne at the sea, but all men knew the stories. The Gheel wasn't usually that bad, but it had its times.

A fast tapping behind them caught his attention, and he turned. Mak, one of the apprentices, leaned into the doorway. "Master Harald, your pardon but Ceol found a problem in the wood for the main shaft."

Korvaal have mercy. "Coming." He nodded to the count. "Your pardon, my lord." Harald hurried out after the boy, squinting a little in the brilliant morning sun. Rella's lamp shone in full glory this spring day. Harald stretched his legs and made his way to the carpenters' sheds. "Problem?" he called, stopping to bow to the little image of Korvaal beside the door.

A tired "Aye," came from the shadows. Harald edged around the end of the heavy eich shaft. Ceol tapped a spot on the wheel end of the roughed-out main shaft with a metal rod. "Hole. Probably someone tried to tap it for pitch, the idiots." Both masters made the Horns to ward off such stupidity. "We can plug it, but it needs to be watched."

Which could not be done if they mounted the water wheel on that end. Harald squinted, thinking as he studied the beam. "Can you switch ends?" They should be able to, perhaps, but he wasn't the wood master.

"Aye. We plug it, mark it, and plan for an early break." Ceol rubbed his forehead. "I knew things were going too smoothly. Radmar and Korvaal both took offense."

Harald made his patron's Wheel. "Aye." He leaned closer and looked at the hole. It wasn't too large, mayhap as big around as his second finger, but deep, all the way to the tree's heart. "Plug it as best ye can, and we'll trade ends if you think the other end will hold."

"It will, and using an iron gudgeon to hold the gears will help." Ceol spat into a pile of shavings. "Bad cess to the fools. Iron costs, but less than replacing the entire beam."

Harald nodded and folded his arms. He let his eyes half close as he saw in his mind the sleeve of metal on the end of the beam and how it would fit with the wooden gears to drive the wheels. Radmar had indeed turned His Wheel on them. "Plan on that, then, unless ye find other surprises."

One of the journeymen made the Horns and grumbled, "Probably dry rot spreading out from the hole, and a hidden sap pocket on the solid end."

"And then it'll split overnight just afore we can mount it." Harald also made the Horns, warding off ill fortune, then the Wheel. "Do what ye can, and I'll talk to the woodsmen about finding a spare, Korvaal have mercy."

He left the carpenters grumbling about fools who couldn't tell eich from needle leaf and stepped outside. He squinted at the brightness and waited. Vision returned. A colorful figure stood beside the roofed-over wood racks, and he went to see what the noble wanted, other than for the river and land to bend to his will, Donwah have mercy. One of the journeymen, Toglos, gestured toward the wood. "... White needle leaf, m'lord, water root tree, hard sweet wood and red needle leaf for the parts in water or grain boxes, wet needle leaf or alder too for barrel pipes where it goes under the temple road, if it's needed. Master Harald hopes it's not needed, but better ready than caught short." The lanky, fair-haired journeyman touched his forelock to Harald and returned to his earlier work.

"So much wood," Count Ealdred said, shaking his head as he surveyed the part stack. The rest of the stacks and racks hid around the corner, while the most valuable wood rested inside the workshops, where it could be locked away and counted. No sense in tempting someone, Scavenger-born or otherwise. The noble's brilliant blue shirt and dark red trews almost glowed in the spring sun. The silver on his vest and belt did glow, gleaming and flashing as he studied the wood.

Harald coughed, drawing the noble's attention. Ealdred turned and waved at the wood. "Why so many kinds? Eich, of course, but castana and white needle leaf? Wet needle leaf?"

"Eich for loads, m'lord, and where toughness and water strength are needed. Hard sweet wood and red needle leaf don't rot if they are in and out of water. Eich lasts in water, or out of it, but not both. Eich beams, bech for the gears and pins, never for wheels in water. Wet needle leaf under the water is good, shrinks more across than long, but not too much. Ironwood for tool handles, castana for small furnishings, and weepin' salla in season for matting and supporting the sides of the channels before the stone is in place, or behind eich." By now he knew each wood and metal like he knew Ceol, Jormund the water master, Master Wulfgar, and other fellow workers. "The gods made each for a purpose, m'lord."

Ealdred blinked several times, then shrugged. "I know Gember's ground, Marsdaam's way, and Yoorst's beasts. Wildwood or timber?" He shrugged once more. "My mill."

Harald gestured toward the building he currently used for indoor work, and the slender noble stalked that way. He lifted his booted feet almost like a water bird, one of the long-legged ones with the red flare on the head that no man ate unless he faced true starvation. At least the boots had been made for use, not show. Toglos reappeared and directed two apprentices toward some of the wood. Harald gestured his agreement and ducked inside.

As he did, he caught a hint of colored stripes in the corner of his eye and saw the door frame wobble. Radmar had turned His Wheel full round, alas. He'd get little more work done before nightfall, once he finished with the noble. He had an hour by candle or water. Harald blinked as if clearing his eyes, then joined the noble and his servants at the table with the map.

"So, my lord, you want a single-wheel mill, with a grind of ten Bushmaak short barrels per hour by sun, and storage in the mill building?" That would cost and cost dearly because of the need for special bin woods.

"Yes. At least ten short barrels per hour, and able to store five days' grain, wheat, barley, dinkel."

Harald frowned as he looked at his tally board and slid the counters. "Barley needs different stones than wheat and dinkel, my lord. That is, if it is malted already."

"Of course I know that." A snort of derision greeted his observation. "This is for barley flour, not brewing."

Harald slid more counters. "My lord, for the building, mill works, mill stones if they do not have to come up the Gheel alone, channels, and bins, eight gold kogge." As the noble stared, jaw agape, Harald added, "That is, my lord, if we can find eich and other common woods within four days of the site, on your land so that you do not have to pay for more materials than the mill stones and specialty woods. This does not include land if you must buy the site and the waterway from a temple or other owner." He glanced up and hid a satisfied smile.

Count Ealdred's face had lost all color, and his eyes showed little besides black pupil. He gasped like a man hit in the guts, then gulped. He gripped the heavy table with one hand, steadying himself. The servants stared, eyes wide. Four gold kogge would buy a small county on the edges of the settled land, or two full rigged and supplied trading ships along with the services of the crew, or a handful of fine houses in most cities. It might be sufficient to build a small stone keep, although that depended on the stone. One gold kog fed a family well for several years, unless there was dearth. "Marsdaam's Staff, that's—" He swallowed hard. "I see why new mills are not built so often."

"Nae, m'lord, but they last, and the stones last longer. Rent on a mill such as ye desire," the beads clicked quietly. "Twenty vlaat per year, perhaps more if the mill runs the full season, and harvest is good." That was if the lord only took the proper tenth. Harald glanced at the noble once more. He'd probably take more. He had that look. The glance made the room sway, and the colors came closer.

A deep breath, then, "Very well. Have your scribe draw up the contract, and I will sign it tomorrow and pay the base coin."

"No coin save for earnest coin and wood fees until I find a place and finish this mill, my lord," Harald corrected. "I cannot take coin for work not started, save to pay for seasoning wood."

The finely-clad shoulders sagged. "Done and done." He hesitated, then extended his hand. Harald pressed his palm. The noble's eyes went wide once more. "Birth or task?"

"Task. Stones slipped as we mounted them." He'd earned the name "Halfpaw" honestly. Radmar and the Scavenger had both taken their tenth on that project, but it stood solid still, twenty years later.

"Ah." With that Count Ealdred departed, three servants following behind. They wore clothes almost as good as their master's, and one pointedly brushed something off his sleeves as he went out the door. Harald ignored the rude face an apprentice made at the show, since the servants' backs were turned.

The red, blue, green, and gold stripes in his vision had begun to move back and forth, weaving their way toward the middle of his vision, and his stomach turned sour. Harald wrote everything out on a wax tablet for the notary, then waved to Toglos. "Rella's Dancers have appeared. I go to my room."

"Yes, sir." Toglos glanced at the contract. "To the notary in Gember's temple?"

"Yes." He needed to leave, now, while he could still see to walk, and before the pain grew too great. Harald pulled on a wide-brimmed hat to soften the glare of Rella's Lamp and hurried on his way.

He'd taken a chamber in a small farmhouse not far from the workshops. Just as he entered the courtyard, the first wave of stomach twist hit. He left the morning's bread and ale beside the dung heap. He pumped a little water, cringing at the jagged sound, and rinsed the place. He took the rest of the water to his rooms. He closed and barred the door, closed the shutters against the light, lowered the heavy black cloth he'd hung before the windows as well, and sat on the bed. He managed to get his boots off, then sagged back as queasy pain filled his head. The colorful dancers faded, leaving the sick headache behind.

Twice more his guts heaved. His head pulsed with his heart before settling into steady pain as gut sickness faded. The healer priest had been blunt when his parents took him after his third spell. "Your son is fortunate. For many, Rella's Dancers bring throwing shakes, or god spells and madness. Pain and stomach sickness pass and he cannot hurt himself or others." But until they passed! Harald lay with his eyes closed and waited for the misery to end.

At last he fell asleep. When he woke, the pain had faded to match the memory of too-strong ale or spirits of cherry. He got up, drank the water, and used the tosspot. The healers all warned that Rella's Dancers dried a man's nature, and he'd court bladder rocks if he did not cool and moisten himself. He lifted the edge of the heavy cloth over the shutters. No light. Rella's Lamp had descended in the west. He removed the fabric and folded it away, then opened the shutter.

There was no point in trying to eat—that sometimes summoned sickness instead of strength. Instead he added a little wood to the fire and boiled water, then put a stick of dried meat into the pot. He could drink meat water or tea when solid food refused to stay. The healer said it had something to do with the dryness in most food and the drying from Rella's Dancers. Harald had nodded, paid for the herbs that sometimes eased the head pain, and departed. He knew water and wood, not natures.

The wheel shaft. Harald stirred the broth and scrubbed his face with his right hand. How could anyone mistake eich for needle leaf? Or had they thought to tap that northern tree that had sweet sap? He shook his head. He'd seen one, once, depicted in a temple book. The leaves looked nothing like eich. And who cut a plug or peg from a standing, live tree? He poured some of the meat-water into a mug, added more water to the pot, and shook his head once more. Radmar had turned His Wheel, and that was that. As Ceol said, they'd been due. They'd had no great difficulties on this mill yet. And better a problem found now and fixed than the wood stacks burning, or the waterwheel breaking as they mounted it. He sipped the meat water and rubbed his forehead. The pain had almost vanished, Rella be thanked.

The next day, his stomach had settled, even though his head still ached. Harald had the usual bread and ale, with a little sun-stem in the ale to ease the lingering sourness in his gut. After checking on the work site, he walked into the town to the temple of Gember. The day looked to be fair, with only a few schaef clouds overhead, grazing in Rella's pasture. Birds of good weather sang as a light breeze stirred the green-headed grain. A few kine blinked at him as he passed their pasture, then returned to more important things, like eating. A bit of dust rose from the road. They'd not had rain for almost an eight day. The farmers would start worrying soon. He smiled a little to himself. A farmer who didn't worry was dead, or so his father's brother had frequently declared. The low gate of the town came into view, and he eased to the side of the road, giving room to a three-bird hitch of great haulers pulling a wagon-load of firewood.

Once in the town, he made his way to the small market square and the temples. First, Harald stopped by the temple of Korvaal of the Woods and left his offering, then paid his respects at the chapel of Radmar of the Wheel. The largest temple, at the far end of the market square, belonged to the Lady of Grain. Gember's temple stood slightly taller than those of the other gods and boasted paintings on the walls that depicted planting and harvest. Harald ducked inside the carved and polished wooden doors, carefully removed his hat and bowed to the gold and brown figure who stood at the far end of the great chamber. "Hail Gember, Lady of Grain, who blesses the land. Hail Gember, Lady of Bread and Fruit, who holds the fields and orchards in Her care. Blessed are you, gentle Lady." He left a few coins in the box, then bowed once more and left the main sanctuary.

A smaller door on the south side of the temple also stood partly open. Harald eased in, then bowed to the painting of Gember on the wall before going up the corridor to the large room with the notary priests and mages in it. He saw priests of Marsdaam, Gember, Donwah, Korvaal, and Rella. All the temple notaries worked here, for reasons no one could quite recall when he'd asked. A score of mage lights made the room as bright as when Rella's Lamp stood two hands above the horizon. Harald stopped just inside the doorway and stepped to the side, making space for anyone else who might come in.

A red and brown clad notary of Marsdaam beckoned to him. Harald went to the man's desk. The notary gestured to the noble's map and the contract. "Harald Tolson, called Halfpaw?"

"Aye." Harald drew his seal out of the pouch on his belt and offered it. He also lifted his right hand. The notary studied the seal, nodded, and returned the seal. Harald asked, "May I read the contract?"

"Yes, yes, please." The notary turned the pages so that they faced him, and Harald read, speaking the words in his head. Letters did not come as easily as if he'd learned young. He glanced at the map, then reread part of the document.

"The mill will not be on the Gheel, sir. It will be on a side stream, as I told Lord Ealdred yester morn, and as I wrote in the draft of the contract."

A second notary, a priestess of Donwah, eased closer and glanced at the map. Harald inclined to the priestess of the Lady of Waters and moved clear. Flat lips below the blue half veil curved into a frown. "Indeed. No temple would permit a fixed mill on that part of the river, and a boat mill only with great caution. Change that, please," she gestured to the page.

"Ah." The first priest moved some other papers and looked at a note. "When Count Ealdred's man left the map with the acolyte yesterday, the servant told the acolyte that the mill would be on the main river. And so it should be in the contract." Both clergy frowned, and Harald eased farther back from the desk. "It will be changed."

"Good." Donwah's servant returned to her earlier task, and Marsdaam's priest used a sharp knife to scrape off the error, then write in the correct phrase on this copy, and on a second copy as well.

Heavy steps came up the corridor, and Harald moved well clear of the notary's table. Count Ealdred stopped in the doorway, looked left and right, then came to where Harald stood. Harald inclined toward him. "The contract, please," the noble said.

"May I see your seal, my lord?" The notary priest held out his hand. Ealdred blinked, the removed the seal from a hardened leather bag on his belt. Both had very fancy tooling and trim. The notary's eyes unfocused, and Harald saw a little glow around the seal as the mage "read" the brass and iron seal. "Thank you, my lord."

Ealdred read the contract, lips moving. Had he too learned his letters as a man, or did he prefer to read so? Harald considered the map, then leaned closer. There, on a small stream off to the side of the Gheel, he saw the sign for a mill. If the stream had been drawn to match the river, no wonder the noble had called it small. That must have been a flat wheel instead of an upright wheel, and those ground slowly indeed, when they ground at all.

Harald heard murmuring, and straightened up. A priest of Gember had joined the notary priest, and the two spoke quietly. Harald recognized the green-clad man as a law reader, and nodded. There must have been a question, or did the notary anticipate a question?

"This is what we agreed to," the noble said. He frowned as he lowered the contract and saw the law reader. "Is there a problem with the contract?"

The law reader shook his head. "Not the contract, my lord, Master Harald, but a concern was raised about the land in question. Have any of the temples in the area confirmed that the land is open?"

Count Ealdred blinked several times. "Ah, no, but the temple of Donwah said that no land claims existed on the Gheel. That is where I desire the mill, but Master Harald refuses."

"As did our sister of Donwah when she saw the map," the law speaker told him. Harald kept his face expressionless, and tapped his patron's Wheel on his belt.

The noble frowned, then caught himself. "My claim by title extends for three days' travel from Jerwood's market square, and I have lease right for another two-days travel to those lands not claimed by the gods."

"Thank you, my lord. The law requires that all land claims be cleared or settled before construction begins, and that the Imperial Court be notified as well, since the Great Northern Emperor has a one vlaat per year claim on all mills that grind more than a short-barrel per day." Gember's priest nodded to the contract. "No mill tax is owed until after the first year of running, because of the cost of building and the need to pay the laborers their hire."

Ealdred blinked several times. He looked to Harald, then back at the law-reader. "Ah, I was not aware of the tax." His sour expression reminded Harald of a man taking an especially foul-tasting purge. He spoke again, words as slow as a great hauler pulling a mud-stuck wagon. "Thank you for telling me."

"You are welcome. If you have never dealt with large mills, you would not know, and I did not see the tax in the contract." Gember's priest gestured to the pages. "Some contracts include it, others do not. Since this is for building, not running, it does not have to be mentioned."

Had he seen it in other contracts? Harald considered as the noble signed the document and gave his seal to the notary priest again. No—Yes, but not for several years, because he'd built mills for towns or temples, not individual owners. He tucked the news away for now, then got his own seal out of the pouch once more.

Once Count Ealdred finished and stepped out of the way, Harald offered his seal. The priest confirmed it once more, then returned it. Harald gripped the writing stick with awkward care in his remaining fingers. He signed his name as well as making his mark. The notary offered the ink-wet cloth, and Harald pressed his seal to the cloth, then to the contract. The ink glittered, and a soft glow bloomed on the page. He nodded. The mage offered a scrap of rag, and he wiped the seal before returning it to its place. The notary turned the contract to face himself. He opened a drawer and removed the temple seal. Harald looked at it and memorized the curved grain sheaves with a fruit tree in the center. "Seen and studied," he said.

Ealdred did the same. "Seen and studied."

The priest touched the temple seal to a different ink and sealed twice. The dark green shimmered then faded, and Harald tugged his forelock and bowed. If a notary mage, temple or otherwise, looked at the document, he would see the inks as well as the seals, and know them as true. The three men repeated the process on a second, shorter, document, this with wax seals. Again, each was a different color. "This remains here, in this chamber," the notary priest said of the shorter contract. "The other will be sent to the main temple of Marsdaam in Gheelford, and their law keepers there."

"Blessed be the Great Traveler and the Lady of Grain," Harald murmured. He put a silver ring and two Plaatport vlaat into the locked box beside the notary's desk.

"Blessed be the Great Traveler," Count Ealdred intoned as he too paid. "And a third copy, please, to the temple of Korvaal in Jerwood."

"Certainly. May Marsdaam of the roads smooth your ways and guide your path," the priest replied. "Go with the blessing of the Great Traveler and the Lady of Grain."

Harald bowed once more, then waited as the noble stalked out. The notaries' chamber was not the place to request the token earnest coin. The Lady frowned on doing business of that kind here in Her precincts.

Indeed, he found the noble waiting none too patiently outside when he emerged into the bright morning. "Here," Count Ealdred said, presenting him with a silver thin half-kog. The coin bore the seal of Rhonari. "First payment on the contract and wood money."

"I call fair dealing," Harald declared to all within hearing.

"Heard and witnessed," a passing farmer called.

A shop woman with an enormous basket of breads echoed, "Heard and witnessed."


2


Learning the Land and Finishing the Mill



"No more surprises yet, and the last roof pieces went in without more excitement than last time," Ceol reported when Harald returned. He'd stopped by The Empty Barrel and paid his workers' bill, plus a few vlaat more. He'd also visited The Silver Apple and bought several pfund of fruit loaves for the men. In between those he'd given the temple of Korvaal the day's news. A cask of ale would follow later, to wet the brush on the main frame.

"Good." Harald set the sack of bread on the table. Toglos had cleared it of all shavings, wax-boards, and other things as Harald came in. No man set bread on the floor if he had a table. Gember frowned on such disrespect. "Contract's signed, earnest is paid. One of the servants tried to change it back to th' main river. Donwah's priestess notary said th' Lady disapproves." He was not the only man to make Donwah's Wave, or the Horns, at the news.

Ceol narrowed his eyes and slapped his apron with the back of his hand. "One of the general laborers, a stone man, overheard th' count's servants saying that he also needs more water for his town, and that maybe the mill can go on that water." He snorted a little.

Harald shook his head. "Like in the mining city north and east? Only with imperial and Donwah's permission, and I know which one is more important." A flurry of head nods met his words, and the men and boys hurried back to their tasks. Harald checked on the large wax board with the list of day's tasks, then went to the mill site proper. The day had turned warm, and he felt water in the air, a little more than he had in the morning. The wind came from the west and north, a wet direction. Mayhap they'd get a little rain to settle the dust on the roads, and calm the farmers. "Nah. Rain to our knees then blood-biters thicker than great hauler feathers," he grumbled aloud as he made the Wheel.

The water channel had been finished first, because here all else depended on the water and the watercourse. The local temple of Donwah had allowed them to move half of a small stream, with a channel three strides across, and a little deeper. They'd lined it with creamy-tan stone, since stone was cheap here, compared to some places. The stone hardened with time, or so the stone cutters had assured him. "The daylight bakes the last moisture out, like bread in an oven," the man had declared.

The wheel pit had a drop of five strides, twice Harald's own height plus a few hand lengths. The mill's foundation, also stone, matched the top of the channel. A gate at the head of the channel, on the stream, closed off the channel during floods, or if the temple required it for other reasons. He'd wanted a full pond, channel, and pool, but both the temple and the town had declined, for different reasons. Harald had shrugged. Half a loaf, and there might be something about the stream Jormund hadn't observed that could cause trouble. It had happened in other places. They'd lined the wheel pit, then for a little way beyond the tailwater, with more stone. From there, mats woven of weepin' salla covered the sides all the way on to the stream, or would once the withy-weavers finished. One place not far from the small road had been marked for a public beast-watering site, but that was for the temples of Yoorst and Donwah to prepare, not the millwrights. As he passed, Harald glanced at the wheel pit to make certain no shavings or building tools had fallen in.

He stalked around the building site, staying well clear of the men and apprentices working. They'd tied the last two sections of the rafters together, pegging the joints and laying the first long boards across them to hold the shingles and steady the rafters. A green branch of needle-leaf graced the point of the end rafter, a reminder to all of Korvaal's gifts. Now the men worked to move the second long board across the far side of the roof crest. From there it would be boards and shingling, then closing the rest of the walls and plastering them, and finishing the interior, and moving in the stones, and mounting the wheel and other machinery, and...

"Half done with two-thirds to go," Ceol chuckled from beside him. "And there's a cart here with a cask of ale in it." He tipped his hat back from his forehead and grinned.

Harald grinned as well. He put his fingers between his teeth and whistled twice, then once more. Everyone finished his task and set his tools aside as two apprentices tugged the cart into view. Toglos followed with the bread bag. Half a dozen apprentices and carpenters, and two iron workers, came along behind. The men all carried leather tankards.

Hard breathing came from the back of the group, and the workers parted, inclining a little as one of the priests of Korvaal trotted up. "Sorry." The small man in brown and green robes and trews wheezed, then caught his breath. "A possible adjudication needed attention." The gathered men waited, some studying the building or the farm to the south of the mill site. A schaef protested from behind the thorn-leaf hedge, and another schaef replied.

"Thank you." The priest raised his hands, and the men knelt. "Lord of the Woodlands and Orchards, we give You thanks for your gifts of timber, nuts, and fruit. Thank You for wood."

"Thank You for wood," the workmen echoed.

"Korvaal of the Woodlands, thank You for eich and alm, for bech and salla," he recited.

"Thank You for wood."

"When the ice returned to the north after Sneelah of the Snows lifted Her hand, You called grass to the meadows and trees to the forest. When Valdher of the Wilds lifted Her veil, You blessed us with Your wood.

"Thanks be for wood," the men replied.

"Great Lord of the Forests, bless this work and these workers. Stay the hands of fire and rot, and preserve both the work and the workers."

A soft rustle among the workmen, then they chorused, "Blessed be Korvaal."

"Blessed be Korvaal of the Forest. May this work prosper, and may you enjoy His bounty and mercy."

"Blessed be Korvaal, Lord of Wood!"

The priest lowered his hands. Ceol and Harald got to their feet and tapped the keg. Two apprentice builders took a bun, caught a few drops of ale, and raced up the scaffolding. The younger boy poured the ale on the green branch. The older wedged the bun onto the point of the rafter. Both boys raised their hands, showing the work accomplished. The men cheered, then lined up for ale and bread.

The priest also took a bun and a half-mug of ale. "Ah, what a day." He sipped, then nodded to Harald. "Much higher up, before the joining, the stream moved two generations back, and an orchard might have been on the other side. Goodman Rotegar's orchard."

Harald closed his eyes for a moment, and shook his head a little. "I do not envy the notaries or law speakers, Master Varlo."

"No. A possible new heir claims that he has proof of descent." The priest raised one thin eyebrow, then took a bite of fruit bun.

"I hope all is resolved quietly." That seemed the safest reply. Even he knew about Old Man Rotegar's inability to keep his trews on. A quarter of town gossip seemed to center on the old man, his estate, and claims of heirship. The mess had temporarily reduced the number of men straying from their wives with women other than those employed by Mistress Bomilla, according to another quarter of the gossip.

"From your lips to the ears of all gods," Master Varlo averred. He turned a little and studied the building and channel. "It begins to look like a mill."

Harald nodded, as did Ceol and a few others. "Aye, sir. We're half done with most to go. The stone dresser has started his work, as has the blacksmith. We will finish when we should, Korvaal, Donwah, Rella, and my Lord Scavenger willing." He made Radmar's sign. It was unwise to invoke the Lord of Turning until work began on the millwheel.

One the day following the next Eighth Day, Harald handed a letter to one of the teamsters with a trade caravan going north and west. "For Master Jormund Gundarson, at the Black Kine in Salflus," the man repeated. He tucked the letter into a pouch for such things and took the travel coin. "That's the inn that has the message boxes?"

"Aye." Harald half smiled. "Jormund's as good at keeping inn himself as great haulers are at flying and singing."

Chuckles and nods from the other teamsters followed his words. "Like my cousin, then," the beast healer said. "He'd shake the casks and tap the bedding, like as not."

Not quite, but Harald nodded in turn and smiled. "Aye. Quiet roads, calm beasts, and may Marsdaam bless your trade."

"May Radmar turn His Wheel always in your favor."

Harald made his way to The Empty Barrel. He hefted his purse with one hand, then eased in the half open door. "If you're with the watch, we're closed," a smoke-roughened woman's voice called from the semi-darkness.

"Nah. I have money," Harald called back.

"That's different, then." Mistress Goda limped a little as she eased around two tables and came to where he stood. Half of her face smiled as she recognized him. "If you're lookin' for a missin' 'prentice, I already swept under the benches."

He chuckled and handed her ten vlaat in town silver. "If you find one, he's not mine."

She counted the coins and rings, then nodded. "Fair dealin'. Radmar's Wheel in your favor."

"Gember bless and prosper you."

He'd barely taken three steps toward the far gate when a nasal voice declared, "Master Harald, a word." Several passersby sped their steps, and a ragged individual in a patched cloak scuttled into the alley as one of the town watch marched up to him. Harald patted his belt pouches, as he always did after seeing Sal the Rat.

"Yes, sir?" Ulfa was the only Scavenger-born watchman Harald had ever crossed paths with, and once more he wondered how the man had ended up in such an odd trade. He shrugged to himself yet again. The gods had their ways, and men had theirs.

Ulfa glanced around, then leaned on his catch pole. "Where were you yester afternoon and evenin'?"

"I swear by Radmar's Wheel, I was at the mill site, working, then at Skelly's farm where I have a room. I spoke with a passing trader about delivery of the mill stones, two hands by sun before dark." He relaxed.

Ulfa's shoulders also shed some tension. "Thank ye, Master Harald. The head of the watch asked us to ask you." The wiry man frowned mightily, his entire face sagging. "Kal Yarfeld is sayin' that he saw you speakin' with his wife, Juma, yesterday."

Harald caught himself before he growled. "Nae. Ain't seen her since the last market day, when I bought two pfund-weight dried great hauler meat sticks from her stall. She declared fair dealin' but we didn't touch palms. The fair-haired journeyman blacksmith and a market boy, the tall, skinny one, heard and witnessed the trade." Mistress Juma's husband would beat her if any man touched palms with her, no matter how many witnesses to the trade, according to market rumor. Given how she twitched away from everyone around her, and the way she glanced over her shoulder with every other breath, Harald believed the rumor.

"Thank ye, Master Harald," Ulfa said, loud enough to be heard by several passing matrons and apprentices. He put one pointer finger beside his nose and winked, "I'll remind the chief of the watch that some people do work for their livin'."

"Instead of takin' our tax silver and sleepin' all day?" a brightly-bedecked woman asked. Her skirt stopped just below her calf, and her blouse stopped just above her ample chest. Ulfa leered at her. She made a rude sign back and went on her way. Ulfa pretended to be disappointed.

On his way back to the mill site, Harald found a small stream cobble. He picked it up, tossed the chilly rock from hand to hand, then threw it at a stone wall as hard as he could. Thunk! A few chips of stone flew from the wall. He made certain that he'd not truly damaged the enclosure, then continued on his way, temper settled.
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The summer passed swiftly, and the mill took shape. "Korvaal my witness, I wish somethin' would happen," Ceol declared one evening as he and Harald walked back from meeting with the town council about the mill. "I fear the next turn of the Wheel."

"You and all wise men," Harald said, then made the Wheel. His patron delighted in surprises, usually unhappy ones. "We'll probably have a big storm just before harvest, with a flood, and the wagons with the grindstones will bog up to the beds, and we'll find knee-deep flowing water in the mill house."

"And a dead schaef will float into the wheel and foul it." Ceol made the Horns.

And Kal Yarfeld would appear at the work site and demand satisfaction for his honor. Why had the jealous fool decided that he, Harald, was trying to seduce Juma? He stayed as far from that part of town as possible, had since the first time Kal threatened him, just after Gember's spring feast. "He needs to roll in snow," Harald muttered.

"Who? The mayor?"

"Him too. Does he think eich trees roll themselves to the work site and peel off their own bark and branches?" Harald snorted, then lowered his voice a little. "Kal Yarfeld."

Ceol stopped long enough to cast the Horns back toward town. "Aye to that. If a millstone drops onto him in the middle of the market square at noon, half the town won't be at all surprised, and the other half will give thanks."

Harald shivered despite the warm, sticky evening. For a man to attract that sort of attention from the gods, especially from the Scavenger ...

"Different topic. Jormund found a site on Count Ealdred's lands for a mill."

Ceol blinked a few times. "So soon?"

"Not that soon. I sent word an eight day after I signed the contract."

"Ah. Does Ealdred know?"

Harald shook his head, then stopped and stared at a new hole in the road. "Huh." He stepped around it.

"That shouldn't be there," Ceol observed as he too picked a path past the gap. "That looks dug, not sunk in."

They both made the Horns at the hole.

Two days later, cold, steady rain began, just enough to make every bone ache and slow work, but not sufficient to accomplish anything useful. The next day, Rella's Dancers appeared in Harald's vision at the very moment the carpenters prepared to mount the millwheel. He spent the next two days and nights sick and weeping with pain. It was Eighth Day eve before he could return to work. "The Wheel turned," Ceol said. He sported bandages on both hands. "Rope burn. Pulley cracked while we were liftin' the millwheel. Burned through my gloves and the skin both."

"It turned indeed." Harald studied the task list, then blinked. "The gears?"

A deep sigh. "The wood hadn't been seasoned long enough and swelled in the wet. Only one ruined but that's the imperial gear." The master carpenter sounded more resigned than angry. "But it was off one tooth as made, so perhaps the gain balances the loss."

"Huh." Harald shrugged and left the men to their work. He could turn his hand to a carpenter's trade, but not easily or well. All millwrights had to be able to do at least senior apprentice grade work in all the trades save stone cutting and blacksmithing. He could even grade flour, but not easily, and only wheat. A little breeze touched the back of his neck, chilling him. Thanks be that tomorrow was the Eighth Day, and all could rest. They'd passed the steps that could not be delayed, and without the gears and millstones, it was better to work on smaller tasks. They'd need to turn water into the millrace soon, Donwah and Radmar willing. He made Donwah's Wave.

The next day, heavy clouds masked Rella's Lamp as Harald walked to town. The air tasted drier despite the dark sky. He and Ceol walked in silence, trailed by a few journeymen. The apprentices visited a temple of Korvaal or Donwah's out-wall chapel, at the request of the watch. "The men aren't happy with the watch," Ceol observed.

"Is anyone? Besides the vintner," he added. "Hole's worse." It had grown to take up most of the center of the road.

"It is, and no. Half town says they came down too strong, and t' other half says they should 'ave stopped it 'afore it started." The tall carpenter looked up at the sky. "I incline toward the second half."

"Aye." They kept their boys on a short lead rope for that reason. "Don' wan' another Innisvale." He made the Horns toward the east.

Ceol did likewise, then spat. "Nae. One's enough for a lifetime."

All the men eased to the side of the road as a three-bird team hurried past pulling a night-soil cart. No man cared to have that splash him, no matter how much the farmers and tanners praised the stuff. Harald moved his walking staff to his left hand and shook the right a little. He'd gripped the charcoal stick too hard the day before as he sketched out the clear way on the floor of the mill, and the fingers still protested. But better to have his hand cramp than to lose a man or miller to injury from crowding the grindstones with storage and other things. Wulfgar would arrive in two or three days, the stones not long after, Scavenger and Marsdaam willing.

As they crossed through the second town gate, someone waved from a group of watchmen. Harald slowed his steps as Ulfa bustled over. "None of mine were in it," Harald began, hands raised and empty, staff leaning on his shoulder.

"Nae, 'tis not that, Master Harald, least wise not yet." Ulfa glanced back at his fellows, and lowered his voice, "Kal's makin' more noise, claimin' you're not doin' good work as well as that you're chasin' his wife. 'E's been cautioned by the temples and us both. Keep clear o' th' beast market, aye?"

"Aye." Harald rolled his eyes. Loud enough to be heard by the watching townsfolk, he declared, "An' at's why ey's not here, not 'till council gives leave. All mine are outside the walls this day, and will stay there."

"Don' raise yer' hand again' me, Master Harald. I'm just th' messenger, not the council."

A stocky man wearing the stains of a tanner on his hands and lower arms snorted, "For which we give thanks to all the gods, Ulfa. Ye'd make all beer free to the watch and add taxes on tavern fights."

Harald hurried out of the way, shaking his head as he dodged a puddle in the street. At least the wet had settled the dust in town without turning everything to deep mud. He'd seen stone-paved streets once, and boggled at the cost and labor. The Five Free Cities in the north claimed to have half their streets and all their markets paved. They also claimed that fish leaped higher than the mast of a small ship, and that some fish grew larger than the biggest deep-water sailing kog. He believed all equally, that being not at all. He took the long way to Radmar's chapel. The door stood open, so he removed his hat and stepped inside.

A few places, most on trade routes, had full temples to the Lord of the Wheel. Here he found only a small chapel with three priests, as was common. Very few were born to Radmar or took Him as a patron, fewer even than those of the Scavenger. "Hail Radmar, Lord of Change, Lord of the Wheel," he murmured, bowing to the figure at the end of the room. The cloaked god stood beside His Wheel, one hand resting on the rim as He turned it. The spokes had been carved to show people and beasts, rising and falling. Over a brown shirt and trews, Radmar wore a cream and black cloak decorated with wheels, flowers, fruit, grain, and snowflakes, showing that He controlled the changes of the year and pattern of the seasons. All things in due time, for good and for ill, as the Lord of the Wheel determined.

"Blessed be Radmar, Lord of Change," a brown and black-clad woman replied. Harald bowed to the priestess as she came toward him. "Do you seek to honor our Lord, or to petition for ease and surcease?"

"To honor my co-patron, ma'am, and give thanks. I accept the turning of the Wheel." He lived by wheels, did he not?

She smiled. "All wise men do, Harald called Halfpaw." Her voice deepened, and she said, "Be blessed in your work, and may the Lord of Changes protect you."

Had he more hair, it would have stood on end. Harald bowed lower. "Thanks be to the Lord of the Wheel, and may it be as you have said." When he stood, he was alone in the chapel. He went to his knees and gave thanks, then stood, bowed once more, and left a larger offering in the box for such things.

Next he went to Donwah's temple. The air inside smelled damp, as always, and he fancied he could hear a faint trickle of water. The goddess looked down at her worshipers from behind a veil. No man could know truly what lay in the depths of the deep. "Hail Donwah Lady of Waters," Harald murmured as he bowed. "Blessed is she, Lady of the Waves. Thanks, great Lady, for water and wave, thanks for power to turn the mills, thanks for life and health." He knelt, then stood and departed after leaving his gift. Something in the temple's air made him restless, for lack of a better word, and he preferred not to attend worship here.

Two of the Gember-born bakers had set up small stalls before the goddess' temple. Harald bought some meat-filled buns, and one fruit-filled, along with a loaf of bread with cheese inside. For once no one joked about the meat in the sausage buns. Gember frowned on such accusations on Her grounds, even in jest. Especially this close to harvest, no man dared risk Her disfavor.

Harald considered stopping by The Empty Barrel, then shook his head. He'd have to go past the beast market. No. Instead he turned back the way he had come, after getting a drink of water from the gift well at Donwah's temple. It had been given by the tanners at least four generations back, according to the little sign and town lore. He caught a whiff of earth coal on the wind, then a sting of rotten wine. Someone'd be having a word with the vintner and the cooper both, like as not. He walked steadily, just one of many coming and going on the dry morning.

A commotion boiled up from an alley off to his left, and he stopped and ducked into a doorway as a journeyman sprinted past. "Hey! Watch yerself," an angry matron called.

" 'E is, Goodwife," a man hollered back. "Goodman Yarfeld saw him in the beast market and threatened him with a beatin'."

"I wouldn' wait either," a farmer declared from beside a one-bird cart. "Yarfeld's goin' t' threaten the wrong man some day, mark my words, an' the watch won' hurry to help."

Trrrrrhssss, the bird called as it bobbed its head, as if agreeing.

Harald wasted no time leaving town. He did not care to be anywhere near Kal Yarfeld when Radmar turned His Wheel to justice.

As he reached the farm gate, a harsh voice grunted, "'Bout time ye came."


3


Stones and Wheels



Harald bowed to the grey clad man. Then he stood and extended his right hand. Master Wulfgar took it and they half embraced. "I was paying my respects on the Eighth Day and avoiding another man's trouble." Harald spoke clearly, shaping the words with care as Wulfgar watched his lips.

A grunt greeted his words. "Who's yer wood smith?"

"Ceol. His wife's from a family," he waved to the south and west. "Break bread with me?"

"Aye." Wulfgar followed him into Goodman Skelly's farmyard. They touched their forelocks to the statues of Gember and Yoorst. Harald opened the door to his room, and Wulfgar wiped his boots, then went in. Harald closed and barred the door behind them. As he did, Wulfgar shed his cloak and hung it on an empty peg. He removed a leather tankard from his back sack. Harald set the bread on the small table, then poured fresh cider for both of them as Wulfgar watched. As always, the stone cutter lifted his tankard and tipped a little of the drink onto the stone hearth and murmured under his breath. Harald waited. Rushing turned the stone cutter into a stone himself, unmoving, silent, and hard.

Wulfgar sat on the stool, so Harald leaned against the wall as they ate. "Stones are two days behind me," Wulfgar stated after two bites of the cheese-filled bread. "Radmar and m’Lord Scavenger willin'." He made the Horns. Harald did as well.

"Good to hear. Everything's ready for you when they arrive. Do you want to look today, or in the mornin'?" The sausage bun had a good weight to it. Someone had given full value on the meat weight.

"Mornin'. Want to read th' land first, look at th' stream. Full year?"

"Aye. Summer peak, but we get none of it." The temple had ordered that the mill lower the intake gate during the summer flood and only take the usual amount of water. Harald continued, "Half the flow the full year, should be good for all but midwinter." Between the ice and the lower flow, winter mills were rare this far north. He'd seen two, and one of those drew from a stream warmed underground by the Scavenger's ovens.

Wulfgar drank from his tankard. "Lift th' wheel or close th' gate?"

"Close th' gate. No pond, temples forbade it." He still wasn't sure why, but asking would probably answer nothing. He preferred not to know the gods' reasons.

A grunt, then Wulfgar had a sausage bun. They'd need proper supper later, but this served. The stone cutter leaned back a little and pushed a few grey hairs back from his forehead. "Temple says no, it's no. I rough cut the stones. I want to see the local wheat afore I do more dressin'. Just wheat?"

"Aye. And a little dinkel. The malting mill's only twenty years?" He looked up at the ceiling as he tried to remember. "Twenty years old. Someone didn't keep the gears greased, an' it was a dusty summer." The gears got too hot as they rubbed, and they had smoldered, then caught grain dust on fire. That was the end of the mill. He'd built two mills after the same thing happened in different places. The eich beams and other big wood tended to resist flame, but once the grain caught ...

A snort and Wulfgar nodded. If he said twenty words in a working day, it meant he had a new apprentice, or someone was about to get a clout to the ear. Stone work and mill work had taken part of his hearing, and the master didn't chat. Some found him hard to work with because of that, and for other reasons. He'd been born to Radmar, for the Scavenger, a restless and heavy pairing.

"I'll see th' mill tomorrow, then visit th' temple. Any trouble yet?"

Harald folded his arms after drinking more cider. "Not for us. 'Prentice fight didn' quite turn riot but I'm keepin' em' outside the walls 'til the watch settles down. Ceol's mindin' his batch, smith likewise." Should he mention Kal? Probably should. "Butcher an' schaef raiser Kal Yarfeld thinks I've got an eye on his wife. If ye buy from her, don' touch palms, ye ken?" He raised his eyebrows.

Dark grey eyes narrowed, and Wulfgar's face folded into a deep frown. "I ken. Ye think—?"

"Aye. Me 'n half th' town." It was one thing to keep order in the family, but no man had the right to terrify his womenfolk.

For a heartbeat, the stone cutter resembled one of the creatures the miners said lurked in the deep galleries; the ones that punished the disrespectful and unwary. The moment passed. "Stay here tonight?"

"Aye."
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The next morning, after both men had taken care of their needs, Harald showed Wulfgar the mill site. Mak and the other apprentices stared a little, then found things to do when Ceol and the journeymen glared. As always, Wulfgar ignored the apprentices. He'd trained a few, but how many Harald never could recall. It wasn't his business. They started with the millwheel and shaft for the wheel and the imperial gear. Wulfgar inspected the stones of the millrace, nose almost touching the joints. Then he straightened up and nodded. They passed his judgment. Harald felt a little weight off his shoulders, then made the Horns under the cover of his cloak. One of the main beams would probably break and drop something on their heads instead. Wulfgar stomped out of the dry channel and around the building. Harald followed.

The interior no longer looked like a barn. Mage lights provided light beyond what came in through the window openings and the doors. They'd divided the space into two levels. The top held the grain bins and storage for tools, plus a little resting space, and the pulleys and lifting gear for the stones. Under the warm scent of eich Harald caught the sharper smell of sendal and water root. They'd lined the bins with planks of water root to keep out more vermin, in case a preservation mage or beast mage could not renew the charms on the bins quickly enough. Hard sendal served for the bin lids, backed by white needle leaf. The main floor took the weight of the millstones, gears, and ground flour. It didn't have storage for the flour beyond one day's milling. Harald had shrugged at the request. The town had its reasons.

Black charcoal on the floor marked the space needed for moving the mill stones and mounting them. The door that gave access to the main shaft and imperial gear stood open, and the men skirted it with care. Wulfgar crouched and peered in. Harald took a mage lamp from the wall and lowered it into the space.

The main shaft connected the millwheel in the stream to the imperial gear. The sleeve of the iron gudgeon strengthened that end of the shaft and kept the imperial gear from rubbing wood if something sagged. It also protected the end of the shaft from rubbing too hard on the oak mount. They'd mounted the flawed gear for now, to balance the weight of the millwheel. A heavy eich drum gear sat on the floor beside the opening. It would connect the imperial gear with the gears for the wheels, speeding the rotation of the stones. "Speed still same?" Wulfgar asked.

"Aye. Eighty stone to twelve wood." One turn of the water wheel spun the stones six and two-thirds times. It was a good start for wheat and dinkel flours, and the wheels could be adjusted by the miller, within reason. It was only a three-stone mill, and one of those could be lifted out if that fine of a grind wasn't wanted.

"Good. Gears and shaft?"

Harald led the way back to the carpenters' domain. He and Wulfgar eased past men working on the big end doors and found the gears, spare gears, and stone shaft. These were of bech, durable, hard, and preferred for gears. The shaft was castana to withstand twisting. Wulfgar ran his hands over the roughed out shaft, frowning. Harald half held his breath. The stone cutter rapped the wood with his knuckles up and down the length, other hand resting on the top of the shaft. "Good."

Harald exhaled. Ceol did as well. Castana wasn't needle leaf to have pitch-filled voids hidden in the trunk and larger limbs, but they'd been surprised before. Like the hole in the main shaft.

Wulfgar studied the gears, lifting them and confirming the fit of the teeth. "Bech?"

"Aye." Ceol, now standing beside Harald, folded his arms. "Fit tested with a load."

"Huh." The stone cutter sighted along one gear, then rested it on the worktable and tried to rock it. "Huh." It didn't move. "Good." He turned to Harald. "Temple."

Harald nodded. "Aye. Avoid Coldwater Lane. Account's at The Empty Barrel."

"Huh." With that, Wulfgar stomped out of the carpenter's work area. He moved stiffly, as if he had stones for limbs, until he didn't. Four years back, a shaft had cracked while being mounted, and Wulfgar had swung it, and the stone, out of danger before the rest of the men had started to shift their feet.

Ceol unfolded his arms. "Still talkative," he observed, one finger beside his nose.

"Heard a story once 'at he met a law speaker who charged a quarter ring per word, an' Wulfgar decided 'at a silver per word was better trade." Harald shrugged. "Stones get here tomorrow or next day, Marsdaam and Radmar willin'."

"I'm warned. We should have the new gear done by then. When's water due?"

Behind them, they heard a muted thump. "Hey, what's that for?" a boy whined. "I wasn' doin' naught!"

THUMP.

"Ow!"

"An' ye were supposed to be movin' those shavings and cleanin' around the bench, ‘stead of starin' at a craft master." Toglos shoved the broom at the apprentice.

Harald ignored the commotion and said, "After Donwah's fall feast, so ..." He closed one eye and squinted with the other. "Three eight days from the next Eighth. Sooner's better, but the gate must open then."

The carpenter pursed his lips but didn't whistle. "We can do it, but it might be close."

"Aye. We'll likely get a log raft goin' downstream, then high water from storms, then nothin', an' one of the stones will need to be reworked entire." He made the Horns, as did several of the journeymen and apprentices.

Ceol gloomed at him. "An' that's if nothing big goes wrong."

Two days later, all work stopped at midmorning as a pair of bright-colored wagons, each with a seven-bird hitch, rolled up to the mill site. "Marsdaam my witness, a man'd think we was carryin' lead, not stone," the teamster declared. Pale mud stained his boots to the ankle. "S' wet down south, rains to th' east," he informed Harald. "But we're here."

"You're here, Yoorst and Marsdaam be praised." They'd gotten resting wood prepared, so the stones would not sit on the bare ground as they waited for final trimming and cutting prior to being installed. The new imperial gear had fit almost too well, leading to mutters about the floor crashing down on their heads, or mice moving in before the miller did. Harald had made a trip into town and left a donation at Radmar's chapel, as well as paying the bill at The Empty Barrel. He'd also bought new grain of both kinds for Wulfgar to use. The stone cutter had probably tested a little at Gember's temple already, but it helped to have some on site as well.

"Where to?" the scrawny teamster asked, looking around as his associate backed the birds toward the wood on the ground.

"Where he's going," Harald said. Wulfgar had appeared from inside the mill. With deft, practiced gestures, the bigger teamster secured the birds and the wagon, then folded back the canvas over the stones. He carried two, the thinner ones. They'd move those first, or at least they usually did. "Are the weight spells still in place?"

"Aye."

Scavenger be praised, they could move the stones with fewer men. Mak trotted up, slowing as he caught sight of the great haulers. "Go get six men, strong ones. Do not run," Harald ordered.

Mak touched his forelock and spun around, walking very quickly away from the wagons. One of the near-side birds saw him and hissed anyway. The teamster tugged her rope. "Southern blood," he grumbled. "Deep winded but hot natured."

Twrrhsss. She snapped at something in the air.

"Told ye." The man sounded patient and resigned.

Wulfgar and the bigger teamster had folded the bed cover well clear of the stones, and untied the web of ropes holding them steady. Spells on the ropes had helped keep them from fraying, or so Harald had been told once. Harald left the first wagon and went over to help. "I'll hold the birds," the teamster said.

"Thank ye." By the time Harald and Wulfgar had removed the ropes and coiled them as the teamster asked, Mak and the others arrived.

"Three on a side, two in pushin'," Wulfgar commanded. Two of the apprentices scrambled carefully into the wagon and braced where they could push with their legs against the cradle. "Not too hard or fast. I say when." The men got ready. Harald and Ceol had told them what to expect. "Now."

Scrrrape. The stone closest to the end shifted, and two of the men reached in and gripped the wooden cradle around the dark grey stone wheel.

"Now."

Scraaeeeeeep, and it moved farther. Enough of the cradle extended from the end of the wagon to let the men start taking some of the weight. Harald stayed well clear, up by the head of the lead bird on the hitch, in case he needed to help grab her.

"Keep it moving if you can. End of the restin' wood." Wulfgar gave the men a breath to get ready. "Now, now, now."

Scraaape, grunts and hisses, and the six men carried the stone and cradle to the end of the wood. "Down, down, down, good." Wulfgar shifted one bit of wood so the man's fingers would be clear.

The second small stone moved almost as smoothly. Everyone stopped and rested as the teamster moved the wagon and his birds out of the way. The wagon with the thicker stone moved ahead, then backed into place. Two of the birds fussed. "Yoorst my witness, you'll be sausage before the day's out," their owner grumbled.

A third bird hissed, dark blue crest feathers going almost flat. The grey and brown gelding fluttered one wing. The workmen kept well clear as the teamster locked the wagon's wheels, then checked his birds. One buffeted his head with her wing, or tried to. He gave her a clout to the neck.

"Right. I'm blindfoldin' all of 'em. You and you, hold 'em as I work."

Once each bird wore a tan leather mask over his eyes, it settled and stood quietly. The lead bird sat, followed by one of the wheel birds. The others followed, and the wagon tipped forward a little. Harald looked to Wulfgar. He shrugged, then moved to where he could see the teamster's face.

"Got water?" the teamster asked as he untied the ropes on the stone and began to fold back the canvas over it.

"Aye."

The man nodded. "Once this is done, wet th' bed and we'll push that way. Preservation spell on th' wood'll help."

Harald looked to Wulfgar. The stone cutter shrugged again. He hadn't heard of it either. Mak got the water bucket out of the mill and handed it to one of the junior apprentices. The teamster pointed. "Up in there, pour the water easy, just enough to wet and to run under the stone." The boy did as ordered, then handed down the bucket. "This weighs a third again more?" The teamster looked to Wulfgar.

"Aye. Same's before, be ready for the weight." The others braced and moved into position. "Now."

Scrrraaape. The stone and cradle moved farther than before despite the weight.

"Now."

Scrrrape. Almost a third of the stone cleared the end of the wagon bed, and men took good holds on the wood.

Wulfgar mouthed something, eyes closed, then called, "Now, now, now."

The stone glided out of the wagon. The men staggered, then steadied and carried it to the resting wood. "Easy, easy, eeeeasy, good." It touched down. The men moved their hands, and the bottom stone—the bed stone—settled with a little creak.

"Radmar and m’Lord Scavenger be praised," Wulfgar declared.

"Radmar be praised," the men replied, and Harald made the Wheel.

He'd planned for this, and a keg of ale waited back at the carpenters' work area by the time the teamsters got their birds seen to. Wulfgar inspected the stones as the others broached the keg. "Yoorst be praised, Gember be thanked," Ceol declared, raising his tankard.

"Gember be thanked, Yoorst be praised," came the reply. The others raised their mugs as well, then drank.

The lean teamster nodded and got a second tankard. "Marsdaam was kind, we only got into real mud once, and that only for two hands of sun. Road's not so bad's last time I was up this way."

The other man made the Horns toward the road. "Oh aye! Never want to see a wagon in an axle-deep hole again, Marsdaam my witness. Almost lost 'is load, the shift was more than th' preservation spells could stand."

Toglos blinked several times. "Preservation spells, sir?" he asked.

The man grinned, revealing a handful of missing teeth. "Aye! Once it's loaded, th' spells on t' ropes and on t' load help preserve the balance and keeps t' weight from shiftin'. Won' stop things from movin' in a big tip like that un', but keeps it from slowly creepin' one way or t'other."

Harald blinked in turn. "Never heard of usin' a spell that way. Huh."

"Don' know if other preservation mages do it, but ourn will. That, plus water resistin' spells on th' bed and cover, an' we're good for loads."

The leaner teamster nodded. "Aye. He'll only do two per wagon, so we got those. Made more sense than spells for keepin' mice out, or stoppin' rot in th' load."

Harald blinked. He'd heard of spells canceling themselves out, like a charm for keeping water off firewood breaking on an anti-fire spell. Maybe that was what the mage meant? "Huh. Interestin'." He drank more ale. Wulfgar thumped in and helped himself before the apprentice at the tap could do it. "Problem?"

"None."

Harald nodded to the teamsters. "We've got an account at The Empty Barrel, but The Three Birds has space for your beasts if you want that. There's also pens outside the walls." Those were for days with beast markets, for early arrivals, but could be hired by the night, especially if a man had a lot of schaef, kine, or birds. "Th' Temple of Yoorst provides guards."

The bigger man rubbed under his chin. "Outside might be better. Our birds are used to each other. They don' always do so well with stranger birds inside walls."

Harald had agreed to pay for two nights' lodging and feed, or three if the stones arrived on an Eighth Day. The priests of Yoorst had insisted on at least two, so the beasts could rest from drawing the load so far from water. Was there a god who didn't have a say in building the mill? Harald had more ale and chewed on a bit of dried great hauler meat. Perhaps Sneelah, the Lady of the North and of the Ice. Maybe.

Tink, tink, tink, sounded from the end of the mill the next morning. Scrape, metal on stone, then tink, tink. Harald glanced around the end of the building. Wulfgar squatted beside the stones, deepening the grooves that he'd already roughed out on the grinding sides. Something seemed to move from his hands to the stone and back each time the chisel struck the stone. The drive shaft lay off to the side, part-draped with canvas to keep off the dew or light rain. A small bucket sat closer, within arm's reach. Harald didn't loiter. Wulfgar knew his work, unlike Mak and some of the others. And the mayor, who had sent word that sooner would be better for finishing the work.

"... Two eight days, yes, sir, unless Radmar turns His Wheel." Harald made his patron's sign, under the edge of the table, where the mayor and other councilors couldn't see it.

"Why not sooner? You say that the interior furnishings are done and all that lacks is mounting the stones." The well-fed light mage acting as mayor drummed his fingers on the table, flashing two rings.

Harald opened his mouth, then closed it and bowed as the black-hooded priest sitting at the end of the table raised one black-gloved hand. "Master Harald, the stones must fit the grain?" The priest neither stated nor asked, exactly. Harald glanced past him to the painting on the wall, one that showed the founding of the town and the first four guilds. A priest of the Scavenger watched as men fitted stones into the town wall.

"Yes, sir. They are roughed for the known grain, but must be cut and fitted for what is grown here. Some wheat requires a coarser pattern than does other wheat, and dinkel does better with a finer tooth, or so I have been told." He spread his hands. "I am not a stone cutter and do not know all their mysteries. Master Wulfgar began his work at first light, sir."

"And each stone weighs?"

"The bed stone is twelve hundredweight gaalrund, sir, upper stones are nine and eight each." He did not smile as the mayor's eyes bulged with surprise and the priest gestured agreement. "They have spells on them for now, easing the weight when men move them. Those will fade once the stones have been mounted."

The head of the butcher's guild nodded. "Aye. Yoorst frowns on overloading beasts and men both."

"Yes, sir."

The other council members murmured behind their hands. The mayor scowled, then grumbled, "That explains the need for such large teams." He shifted in his seat, then said, "Very well. Sooner is better, but two eight days will serve. We have a miller hired, but he will not be here until after Gember's feast." Fat fingers drummed the table once more.

Harald turned to the priest. "Sir, we will be asking for a blessing on the stones before we mount them, since they are the gift of the Lord of the Hidden." They'd also ask for a priest of Korvaal and one of Radmar's as well.

The hood nodded. "Send word when you are ready, and someone will come."

"Thank you, sir, and we will."

Harald stopped at The Three Birds on his way out and paid the teamsters' bill. It was lower than he'd planned and he studied the tally. "This is for both men?"

Goodman Korman nodded. "Both, two nights. They stayed in the common room, didn't drink over much, and didn't break anything but wind." He winked, then sobered. "They didn't use the beast pens here, but made a gift to Yoorst's temple, and the temple had the pens open anyway for a group of schaef."

Radmar be praised. "Thank ye." Harald handed over the town coin and a silver ring. The smell of fresh baked white root filled the air. "And a white root in the jacket." He added a quarter coin.

"Fair dealin', and a white root." The tapster departed, then returned juggling the brown tuber. "'S hot yet."

"Good." Harald found a mitten in his bag and pulled it on, then hefted the root. It gave a little in his grip, and eased the ache in his crushed hand. "Marsdaam be with yer trade."

"Donwah bless ye."


4


The First Grind



Harald stayed well clear as the men lowered the bedding stone onto the drive shaft. Wulfgar and the blacksmith had almost come to blows over the cross-shaped iron "key" that held the bedding stone onto the castana shaft. Harald had separated the two but it had not been easy. Now he stood beside the Scavenger's voice as the men lowered the stone a finger-width at a time. Morning light streamed in through the open doors.

Wulfgar squatted lower and lower as the stone descended. He guided the men with hand signs instead of words. The pulley squeaked, men grunted, and the faintest scraping sound rose, perhaps, as the largest stone slid down the shaft.

"Stop." Wulfgar's voice cut through everything around them. "Good." He untied the ropes and waved the men away. Everyone got clear and waited. Nothing happened. "Next one."

The priest rested his hands on the stone and murmured. Wulfgar knelt and the others bowed, heads bare. When the priest finished, they lifted the stone and shuffled to where the ropes and pulley waited. Wulfgar tied everything, and the men lowered the cradle around the stone. The stone remained in the ropes. Wulfgar gestured, and the men got ready to pull on the rope.

"Has one ever fallen?" the priest murmured, low voiced, beside Harald.

Eyes still on the work, Harald murmured back, "Yes, sir. Dented the floor, broke the stone in three, and crushed a man's feet so badly he died. The stone cutter salvaged the stone and paid blood money. The first four grinds in the mill went to the man's family and his temple, then to the temples of Gember and m’Lord Scavenger." That had been more than fair, all agreed, especially after the priests of all gods blessed the mill as appropriate.

"Ah."

The second stone settled into place, and the third followed quickly. "How does, ah, it lifts, yes?" the priest asked.

"Yes, sir. Most milling here only calls for the main stones, but if someone brings heavier grain, the third stone can be used to refine the flour." It wasn't how most mills did it, but the contract had requested the arrangement, and so they'd done it this way. Once the town accepted the first grind, it was not his business.

The priest glided toward the mounted stones. The workmen moved out of his way, all save Wulfgar, who frowned as he measured the space between the first stone and the bedding stone. The priest stopped beside him and watched. The stone cutter measured once again, then straightened up. He bowed to the priest and gave the Scavenger's voice room. The priest rested one hand on the stone, then lifted his hand and glided back. He turned and left the mill, nodding to Harald as he passed. The men bowed as the priest departed.

Harald went outside and leaned against the heavy doorpost, eyes closed, head tipped back. "Thank You, Lord of the Hidden. Thank You, Lord of the Wheel," he whispered. The rays of Rella's Lamp brought light but less heat than before. The Lamp rose farther south each day, warning that summer's time waned. He smelled wood, and mown hay, and wet stone.

Wet stone? He opened his eyes and straightened as the sound of fast steps and panting reached him. "Master," gasp. "Master Harald, sir, water coming down the channel!" Toglos rested his hands on his thighs and wheezed, then straightened. "Not much, but there's a trickle."

He nearly cursed, but caught himself. Had the temple of Donwah declared the need to open the head gate? Harald ducked into the mill and almost collided with Wulfgar. "Water in the channel," he said. "Not my doing."

"Not good," the stone cutter growled. The two masters trotted around the building to where they could see the channel. A small stream flowed down the stones. It wouldn't turn the wheel, all gods be thanked. At least, not yet. "Why?"

Harald shrugged, then cupped his hands around his mouth. "Dane," he called to one of the journeymen carpenters. The man waved. "Get everyone out of the channel and downstream now! Water flows."

Even from here, he could see the man's eyes get big. Dane nodded, spun, and raced away from the mill. Workers in the downstream channel staked the last of the weepin' salla mats, and Harald snarled to himself.

"Please, Donwah, not enough to wet the wheel yet, please, Lady of Waters, please," Harald murmured as he strode up the channel. He climbed over the gate where the channel passed through a schaef hedge, then half-ran up to where the head gate stood. The water ran a hand-length deep over the stones. Two blue-clad figures and two big men stood at the gate. Harald skidded to a stop before he got too close. Had the Lady commanded the gate opened? He breathed hard, smelling water and mud and grass.

One of the priests turned and raised her hand. "Peace, Master Harald. We raise the gate no farther. We must test that it still opens and closes."

Oh, he was glad that he had not cursed. Instead he breathed and bowed. His side ached. He did not run—that's what apprentices did. "Thank you, ma'am." He breathed some more. "Your messenger had not reached us yet, and I feared damage to the gate." Or worse, some fool trying to hurry the mill.

"The water reaches so far?" the second priest said. He too turned, frowning. "Should that be, that water reaches the mill already?"

Harald glanced at the stream. It ran high, not flood plain high but close. "Yes, sir. The walls below the water guide more into the channel. Men work in the channel below the mill, staking in the weepin' salla mats, and I was afraid of a full flow." If the millwheel had turned as they mounted the stones—!

The priestess gestured, and metal and wood scraped and groaned as the men at the head gate lowered the gate back into the gap. The flow of water faded to a trickle, then nothing. Well, now all knew that the gate worked, at least when lifted that far. "We will provide more notice, should we need to open the gate again," Donwah's priest said.

Harald inclined toward him. "Thank you. We hope to mill the first grain in two eight days. We will tell the temple before we open the gate, if you have not opened it."

"Good." The priest raised his hand and made Donwah's Wave. "May the Lady of the Waters bless your work."

Harald bowed. "All thanks and praise to the Lady of Waters." He touched his forelock, then turned and walked with less speed and far more dignity back to the mill site. No big trash had gotten into the channel, and he didn't see any signs of the water escaping the stones. Some would, Donwah and Gember claiming their toll, but everything seemed as it should be.

"Stones missin'?" Wulfgar demanded when Harald returned.

"None yet." He made the Horns and spat through them, then made the Wheel. "An' th' head gate works, least so far as the priests had it opened."

"Not so deep or it'll crack," Ceol warned the journeyman cutting channels in one of the new pulleys. He looked over at the other two masters and blinked. "Why'd they open the gate?"

Harald shrugged. "They said they needed to be sure it still worked. I don't know if that's in the contract with the Temple the city holds, or if someone's claimin' the gate's locked in the frame." It had happened, usually in the worst position possible—up in floods or down when the mill wheel needed wetting or the mill had caught fire.

Ceol looked up at the ceiling, as if he sought patience. "My wife heard a market rumor that the owner of the malt mill was threatenin' to lock our gate since we'll take his business."

Harald covered his eyes and Wulfgar growled. "Can't. Maltin's not flourin'. Fools." With that he stalked out to go do something, probably tend to his tools. He carried everything but the millstones with him from contract to contract.

By the end of the eight day, the inside of the mill looked like a mill in truth. Hoppers sat below the spouts where flour would come from between the stones, and a feed hopper sat above them, ready for the grain. The bins were finished. The pulley sets worked smoothly, and could help move sacks or barrels of grain up and down. Sturdy steps for the miller or his helpers led from the main floor to where the upper stones and feed hopper waited. The contract for mage lights for the lower floor had also been signed, and the holders for the mage lamps had all been mounted. No wise man cared to have flames around the grinding wheels. The only thing they needed to do was to test the brake on the stones that disconnected them from the imperial gear. He'd rather have the pond and a lower gate, but the temple said no and that was that.

Come the Eighth Day, the three masters walked to town. "Call for priests for the morrow," Wulfgar ordered. "Need to test."

Ceol stared at the stone cutter as Harald startled, then caught himself. "Will do," he said, making a hand gesture of agreement as well. They'd be ahead of contract, and he had not heard from Jormund yet. That ... Harald sighed to himself. He'd find a way. Perhaps he should just go north on his own without waiting for word, and speak with the temples before he officially arrived. It would not hurt anything, and might—

Yells of "Runaway!" and the sound of clattering and screeching wood rose from behind them. The trio jumped to the sides of the road, clearing the path for a crest-slicked female and a cart that bounced and bumped, shedding its load as the bird raced by. "Yoorst strike ye, bird!" a woman gasped as she ran, skirts hiked, chasing the great hauler. Two children and a young man in farm-worker's clothes followed, picking up parts of the load. Ceol looked to Harald. He nodded, and the masters hefted bundles of cloth and large but light baskets. One basket had split and mushrooms tried to spill onto the road. Wulfgar gathered them up with care and held the basket so it wouldn't drop more.

The great hauler wore herself out by the time they were within sight of the town gate. The men left the baskets and other goods in the cart and joined the men and women going in the gate. The watch glanced at them then waved them through. Harald turned right, intending to take a different route to the chapel of Radmar and the other temples. One of the watch standing just inside the wall caught his eye and pointed straight ahead with increasingly frantic gestures. He took the hint and went down Market Street. Was Yarfeld doing something that way? Harald glanced up but saw nothing more than the blue arc of Rella's Pasture overhead. Spilled beer, something meaty, a faint sting of earth coal and a less faint whiff of the tanner's shop stung his nose, followed by very bad dung smell. A great hauler had left something greenish and foul in the middle of the street.

"Even the night soil boy won't touch that," a tavern girl declared to a young man wearing the signs of a journeyman beast healer.

"Aye. He needs to give the bird a proper drench. Don' need a costive." The journeyman sounded frustrated. "Yoorst'll be havin' a word with him."

The girl made Marsdaam's Staff. "Yer lips to the gods ears."

"... An' I say bad cess to ye! Tryin' to pass shoddy off as quality." The young man standing in the doorway of a whitesmith's shop slapped the palm of one hand with the back of the other. Harald sped his steps. He had enough fights of his own without borrowing another man's.

The street opened and he turned right, went to the first turning, then cut back to the left. The houses here looked less fine, and only two had trade signs painted on them or hanging in front. Ordinary workers lived here, and those with a trade outside the walls like tanners and some of the butchers. A tinker sold mended pots and less fancy metal goods. Fewer people came and went, and Harald relaxed a little.

Harald stepped into the chapel and removed his hat, bowing as he did to the Lord of the Wheel. A man in teamster's clothing and one of the wagon carpenters stood in the dimness. A touch of incense filled the air, scenting the chapel with a bit of dusty, woody smell. It seemed to change as he breathed in and out, growing richer and a little spicy, then fading and dulling. He knelt and murmured his thanks. "Hail Radmar, Lord of Turnings, Lord of the Wheel. Thank You for mills and wagons, the potter's wheel and the turn of the year. Hail Radmar, Lord of Change, who sends all in its season and time. Blessed be Radmar, Lord of the Wheel."

A priest had appeared beside the altar. She raised her hands, making a hoop of her arms, palms out, and declared, "Blessed is the Lord of the Wheel. All honor to Him, and go in His peace and honor. May the Wheel turn to your favor, and nothing fall out of turn."

Harald and the other men bowed. "Blessed be Radmar," they chorused. He got to his feet, bowed once more, and departed. He also paid his respects to Donwah and Korvaal.

As he emerged from the temple of the Lord of the Forest, a familiar voice sniffed, "Prayin for self-barkin' eich again?"

Harald grinned. "More like to hear an answer to that than askin' for obedient schaef or sober apprentices." Several people around him laughed and nodded.

"Pure truth!" called a woman wearing the chain of a trade mistress and shepherding three boys away from the fruit bread seller between Korvaal's and Gember's temples.

A man Harald's own age extended his right hand. Harald took it and they gripped forearms. "'Bout time ye appeared," Harald said. "That rich widow ye was courtin' throw ye over?"

Jormund made a small, rude gesture at him and grinned. "Nah. Got tired of countin' my coin and decided to come see if ye'd found work or were just foolin'."

"The Empty Barrel's where we're keepin' accounts," Harald said, and they started walking that direction. "What news from the north?"

The square-built water finder rocked his hand back and forth. "Harvest might be good, but the rain and hail just after Rella's summer feast hurt some crops. The healers are worried because so much horehunde grew this summer, but others said that's to make up for what they used last winter." He shrugged and shifted his cloak a little under his rucksack. "I need new boots, or for th' roads t' stop growin' rocks. Those are supposed t' stay in th' fields." A farmer gave Jormund a hard look at the words. Jormund ignored it, as usual.

"Find a space," Mistress Goda ordered when they ducked into The Empty Barrel. "Ye want food?"

"Aye, and somethin' wet asides wash water," Harald called back. A table well away from the door stood empty, and the men claimed it. A boy set two tankards down and raced off. He hurried back with two pitchers. "Ale," Harald said.

Jormund shook his head and declared, "Coward. I'll take the beer."

They'd barely tasted their drinks when a serving girl set slabs of trencher bread on the table, then a bowl of something meaty, and sharp cheese with garlic. Jormund stabbed a piece of cheese and tried it. Harald tasted the ale, then asked, "How strong?"

"Not quite the Moahne in spring, stronger than the Gheel in late summer."

Harald nibbled a piece with care. Garlic and something else spiced the cheese. He spread a little on the flat bread that had also arrived. Much better. He got his spoon out of his pouch and tried the stew-like stuff. Very mellow, almost as if the cook had used heavy red wine in the broth. He ladled a helping onto the trencher and ate. Jormund did likewise. After they'd both taken the edge off their hunger, Harald said, "So, find anything that works?"

"Aye."

Harald nodded and waited.

"Side stream cuts through a hill, has a drop twice my height or so. No farms up or downstream. Not near the old mill." Jormund drank more beer.

"Good."

"Flows year 'round, looks like. Went up as far as high hills. Valdher's not fully lifted Her hand yet."

Harald's eyebrows rose. "Huh. Think Count Ealdred knows?"

Jormund shrugged. "Not our problem lessen he makes it our problem. M’Lord Scavenger and Lady Donwah are our worries, 'n Korvaal of th' Woods." He dragged a chunk of bread through the last of the stew in the bowl. Harald claimed the cheese.

"Aye that." Harald stared at the timber of the wall, seeing a stream instead. He took two bites of the trencher bread, then drank a little more, rolling the nutty-dark ale on his tongue. "Many trees yet?"

Jormund breathed out through pursed lips. "Aye, but ... Saw maybe a pollarded eich, maybe? Didn' get close or look for marks." He raised one jagged eyebrow and tipped his hand palm up.

"Huh." Pollarded meant graze claim and small-wood claim as well. "Wonder if Lord Ealdred's talked with 't priests yet? All of 'em."

A snort. "Quarter ring says no. 'E's a noble."

Ealdred was indeed, but was he a court noble or a working lord, one who did his duty true? Harald shrugged to himself. "I'll speak to the closest temples when we go up there."

"An' 'is town needs new water. Different source, so don' hit me wi' yer tankard."

"And waste both ale and tankard? I'm mad, not daft." The passing barmaid got the hint, refilled his mug, and lightly thumped Jormund for him.

Mistress Goda, standing near the hearth, turned and brandished a large wooden spoon at them. "Ye waste my food an' drink, it's out the door with ye," she declared. The men around her ducked, out of habit more than fear like as not. Harald gnawed on the trencher bread. The heavy flavor of the bread blended with the heavy stew, filling any space left in him. He'd not need supper.

The wood on the bench creaked in complaint as one of the coopers thudded down beside Harald. "Stay outta' Coldwater Lane."

Both men groaned. "What now?" Jormund asked.

"Big row, an' Mistress Juma claimed refuge with Yoorst's priests. Sal the Rat attested to—" He glanced over his shoulder, then lowered his voice. "Burns and blood."

Growls rose from all within hearing. The cooper nodded. "Swore afore three priests, one a law speaker, hand in the Rat's jaws."

"That's that." Harald drained his tankard and set it down on the table, along with a quarter silver. "We're warned. A mug on me, an' yer gods be wi' ye." No wonder the watch didn't want him near the trouble.

"Radmar's Wheel in yer favor, an' thanks."

Once out in the noon sun, Jormund said, "East and north?"

"Soon as I finish here, aye. Another two eight days, Radmar and Donwah willin'." Both men made the Wheel.

"Good." Jormund shrugged his pack back onto his back. "I'll go with ye. I might have seen a town stream that can't take a mill."

"May Donwah grant it."
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Water trickled, then splashed down onto the millwheel. Wood and metal groaned as the half-wet wood started to turn. More groans and the sound of scraping came from within the mill proper. They'd greased the gears, but they always complained even so. Mak leaned out the small window above the water wheel and waved—all seemed well. The journeyman carpenter watching the imperial gear and drum gears from below hurried out of the pit access, wet to the knees, and followed Harald and the priestess of Donwah. Toglos stayed, watching the water wheel and that part of the main shaft. He had a whistle to blow if something went wrong.

Harald and the priestess went inside the mill. Ceol and the other workmen stayed well clear as priests of Korvaal, Gember, Rella, and the Scavenger watched Wulfgar. At his gestures, Mak poured a stream of wheat into the bin atop the grinding wheels. The tapered sides of the wooden box guided grain into the top of the first stone. For now, it matched the movement of the second stone, so the grain dropped straight through.

The sound changed, and Harald held his breath. As Wulfgar moved around, everyone saw brownish-white appearing between the bed stone and the grinding stone, the first flour. It could not be eaten without a great deal of sifting, so it went to the Scavenger. Indeed, the black-cloaked and masked priest stepped forward, a bag in black-gloved hands. Wulfgar guided the flour into the sack. Gember's priestess followed, taking the next sacksful. Wulfgar reached into the box that held the flour and tested it between thumb and forefinger. He frowned, perhaps, and moved something. The grinding noise changed a little, or did it? The stone cutter checked the flour once more and plunged both hands into the bin, then held them up and smiled. All within the mill cheered.

Harald waited until Wulfgar had ground the dinkel as well, then joined the others as they feasted out in the clear air. Jormund handed him a tankard and a chunk of bread smeared with spiced great hauler sausage. Harald ate, then tasted the beer. "Ah!" Strong and touched with something, perhaps a bit of apple? The scout winked. Apple, spirits of apple. Harald finished the rest of the bread before drinking more. He didn't dare overindulge until the mill had run a night and a day without surprises. "Now, if the town will accept the grind," he grumbled.

Ceol had heard him. The carpenter leaned back and said, "They won't. They'll grumble, and we'll have to redo half the storage bins and a pulley will crack the first time their miller touches the rope, and he's probably the off-blanket son of the mayor anyway and not a true miller." He made the Horns.

Jormund and Harald both made the Wheel in reply. "Probably. And then a new water claim will come up and throw everything off," Harald sighed. That had happened in Yartal, back when he was a journeyman. Donwah and Radmar be thanked that the noble had accepted the mill before the farmer appeared at the temple with witnesses and a sheet of parchment. Harald and his master had left Yartal and not looked back.

Two days later, Harald and Jormund borrowed part of the carpenters' workshop and compared notes about a possible site for Lord Ealdred's mill. The local town council had sent members to watch the flour being run and to test the results. Harald preferred not to be there. Wulfgar knew better than he did what to do.

"Still don't watch the acceptance grind?" Jormund asked.

"Nae. What I don't hear I won't challenge or lose my temper over." He studied the charcoal on old parchment sketch. "You said that the farmer says the water flow drops after harvest?"

"Good reason to stay away, and yes. It becomes a winter burn just after harvest. That won't work, unless you have more than one pond, or draw two streams."

"No temple will allow that." Jormund nodded agreement, and Harald tapped a different stream. "This the one with the drop and year-round flow?"

"Aye. Easy 'nough to run a trail from there to th' town." He patted a different part of the drawing. "Far enough to be left alone, not so far as to be a problem. Town woods between."

Harald stood straight and stared at the wall. People would be using the woods, so they could see if trouble like fire started and call for help faster than if the miller sent someone to town. The distance would discourage people from loitering at the mill and getting in the way. "Sounds good, if the temples agree an' if there's no other claims."

Jormund straightened as well, then paced the room twice. "I don't like the pollard, if that's what I saw. Korvaal be kind, mayhap it was just mistel." He made the Wheel.

"Master Harald," Mak called from outside the door. Jormund flashed a smirking grin as Harald pinched his nose, then grabbed his hat and stepped outside. The councilors stood with a priestess of Gember. Wulfgar lurked off to the side, scowling. The councilors seemed deep in a heated and unhappy discussion. Harald eased around them and approached the green and tan clad priestess, Mak trailing behind.

"Honored Speaker for the Lady of Grain," Harald said.

"I have tested the flour and find it good, both wheat and dinkel," she declared in a loud voice. The councilors turned toward her and the butcher started to speak. His fellows shushed him as the priestess continued, "All is to contract, and the Lady of the Harvest affirms this." She thumped the ground with her staff.

The money lender frowned, but said, "We accept the grain. Here is the final payment on the contract." The words came slowly, as if drawn from a distaff to a drop spindle. He held out a sack.

Harald took the heavy sack. "I accept payment. The mill is yours." He'd go to town tomorrow or the next day and leave word with the notaries.

"Seen and witnessed," Jormund called.

The priestess replied, "Seen and witnessed."

Just as Rella's Lamp drew close to the western horizon, Her Dancers appeared in Harald's vision. Jormund and Wulfgar helped him stagger to his room and fall onto the bed. He would go to town the day following. "Guard our pay," he whispered before pain drove words away.


5


New Waters



"Iwas due," Harald muttered as he adjusted the pack with his tools, clothes, and papers in it. He and Jormund walked among the lead wagons of the late season trade caravan. Toglos, Mak, and a few others followed behind, walking closer to the end of the line of wagons and teams. They'd travel with the caravan as far as Gheelford, then turn upstream. As he left the temple after confirming completion of the contract, he'd been called to Yoorst's temple as a witness for a judgment.

Jormund snorted, then ducked a wing buffet. "Fool of a gelding," he muttered. "Sounds like Mistress Yarfeld deserved everything the court gave her, with interest."

"Aye, and it shouldn't have taken her being hurt so bad afore' justice came." But then he'd never understood women or men who accepted more than was proper. "Hope the lesson stays with him." The man had been put under caution, and if he raised his hand against another person without being attacked first, he'd be sent outside the walls, never to return.

"Your words to the gods' ears," Jormund declared.

Trrrweee came from Harald's other side, and the bird nodded once. Both men shivered a little despite the bright sun. Neither spoke for some time.

That evening, as Harald supervised Toglos and the apprentices getting water and firewood for the main fire, Master Wengo Vlaaterbeda muttered his way over and studied Harald and Jormund. "You work with wheels."

"Waterwheels, Master Wengo, and mill stones, not wagon wheels," Harald reminded him. "I can turn my hand to rough carpentry, but not repairing wagon wheels or a potter's wheel."

"Come look at this." The lean old man made a quick swirl of his hand, turned, and marched off.

Jormund wrinkled his nose. "Go with him, sir. I'll keep watch here."

Harald shrugged and followed the caravan master back to where some of the heavier wagons had pulled up into a ring, off the side of the road in a place cleared for wagons. Four men replaced a wheel on one wagon. They'd already slipped the spare onto the axle and were working to fit the iron end cap back onto the wood. Harald nodded to them and walked to where Wengo stood, arms folded, square face folded as well. He scowled at a broken wagon wheel lying off to the side. "Know ye aught of that?"

Harald squatted down and studied the thing. The iron tire around the rim had come loose because one of the heavy spokes had broken. He leaned closer, peering in the fast-dimming light. The broken spoke looked paler than did the others, but that might just be because someone had wiped a bit of the dust off. He swiped the next spoke with one finger. No, it truly was paler. He squinted at the wood. The faintest of lines ran from the break down the stump still wedged into the hub. He sniffed the wood. It smelled of dust, and time, and resin.

Harald moved back, then stood. One knee popped like a coal in a fire, and he winced at the ping of pain. "Aye, sir. Wood's cracked inside, probably from before it was shaped. Needle leaf, white or yellow, would be my guess. Should have been esche, doesn't have big knots or resin pockets, sir."

A different, deeper voice growled, "Needle leaf? Korvaal hear my words, may an eich fall on that thief. I paid for good esche; shag-nut and eich. You sure it's needle leaf?" The teamster-owner stood a head taller than Harald and Master Wengo. His face flushed with anger.

Harald crouched again and drew his eating knife. He tapped the broken spoke, then used the tip of the blade to pry out a bit of wood with resin on the end. He handed the fragment to the teamster. "Esche doesn't have resin like that, Korvaal my witness."

The teamster sniffed the wood and squeezed the resin between his fingernails. "Korvaal and Radmar both smite his ass. That's not esche nor shag nut."

Master Wengo tilted up the front of his hat and rubbed his forehead, leaving a streak of dust. "We'd been traveling too easily, and Radmar turned His wheel. Thank you, Master Harald." A new respect colored his words. He nodded a dismissal. Harald touched his forehead and slouched back toward the sound of Jormund's voice.

"... Because Master Harald told ye to. When ye've passed to mastery ye can argue with the contract holder. Good wood don' whine." Jormund stood with his back to Harald, fists on hips, glaring at Mak. The boy sprawled in the dirt beside the fire. Jormund had been careful. Or had Mak tripped? The way the boy rushed all the time, it was a possibility. The other apprentices hurried clear as Toglos staggered up with a shoulder yoke and two very large and heavy buckets. Mak rolled to his feet and helped lift the closest bucket. Harald took the second one and set it where others could use the water for washing or to fill a pot for cooking.

Once the younger boys had trained with staves and then fallen asleep like a heap of young hounden, Harald, Jormund, and Toglos sat closer to the fire, watching the embers burn down. "What'd you say to Ceol to be saddled with yon?" Jormund asked with a wink.

"Probably bought ale 'stead of beer, or when I said I'd not cover his bills with Mistress Bomilla." He winked. Toglos grinned but kept silent, as was proper.

A grunted laugh followed his words. "Ye get a recommend?"

"Aye. Name's Leofric, new to mastery but did two journey years, one with a house carpenter, one with a millwright. Old Klakkr, Scavenger hold him gently."

"Ah." With that they banked the fire, tended their needs one last time, then rolled in their blankets. Harald stared at the dark sky. The clouds hung lower, or did they? He closed his eyes.
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"An' 'at's why ye don' put a mill on the Gheel," Harald stated, nodding at the rushing water. Steady, cold rain had fallen for almost the whole eight day past. He'd grown tired of cold mud and pushing wagons, but that was the price of safety with the caravan. Mak and the others had quieted right down after the first day of pushing wagons through the worst of the mud. Harald just ached, hands, knees, right shoulder all reminding him of falls, blows, and other injuries. He needed longer to move in the morning as his joints complained.

"Yes, sir!" Toglos stared, mouth open in awe, at the Gheel's swift waters. Once the caravan sighted the river, they'd wasted no time crossing the flood before it rose higher. The ferry had bucked and swayed, and several passengers spent the crossing murmuring prayers to Donwah and Yoorst that the boat not dip and the great haulers not panic. Harald had left a gift for the Lady of Waters in the small shrine on the top of the bank, once they crossed safely.

"Now you see why the trade season is at an end," Master Wengo declared. He nodded toward the river. "She'll stay up for a while, and grow colder. We're done once we reach Vlaaterbe." He cocked his head to the side, like a puzzled great hauler. "You got winter work?"

Harald gestured and made the Wheel. "Aye, sir. Wood to choose, work site to level, all the things a man has to do before he can start buildin'."

A knowing chuckle answered his words. "Aye that. Ship men spend more time preparing and fixing their boats than on the water, or so they claim." He made Donwah's Wave, then the Wheel. "Water don't like me." With that he stalked off to make certain everyone had finished unmasking their birds, and that the spares had crossed and not gotten in with another group's birds.

Harald leaned on his staff as Jormund approached. Toglos and the apprentices kept well clear of the river, but Jormund had to go see for himself, as always. "Level's droppin' already, but not fast," he declared. "Higher'n last flood, but 'bout right for th' season."

"Ah, sir, how can you tell?" Toglos asked, frowning as if confused. "Are there markers on the bank?"

"Aye, but not set by man's hand. Come with me." Harald followed the youngsters down closer to the edge of the water. Jormund pointed with the end of his staff. "See how the bank curves, then goes flat and the grass looks combed?" When they had all peered and murmured agreement, he said, "It's not always so easy to see, but that's where Donwah set her boundary mark. All waters have it, most of the time not so clear as here. You build below that, and you know water will come in, and the Lady of Waters will claim your building or pier some day, mayhap sooner, mayhap later. That's Hers. Water covers it at least once a year."

Jormund turned and waved at the higher ground. "This is for Korvaal, Gember, perhaps Valdher if She has not lifted Her hand from the land."

Later that evening, as he made certain that Toglos and the apprentices were settled in their room at the House of Five Birds, Harald stared into the fire in the commons room and nursed a last tankard of hot sun-stem tea. Jormund had mentioned that Valdher had not lifted Her claim from all of Count Ealdred's lands. How would that affect the work? She had claim to the forests and open ground, and Her animals could not be hunted except from need alone, or for protection of life. Did She also have a say over waters? He poked a bit of bark closer to the fire. He didn't recall, which meant he needed to ask Her priests as well as those of the Lady of Waters. He finished the tea, then shook his head. "A mill on the Gheel. And I'm a speckled darter fish." He stood, stretched, and returned to the room to sleep.

As he and Toglos herded the boys out the man gate the next morning, one of the guards frowned and held up his hand, stopping them. "There was a second man wi' ye yester."

"Aye. He left when the gates opened. His business is farther on than ourn, he said." All true, and the man could make of it what he would.

A different guard studied Harald, then nodded. "I recall now. 'Ere's a note in the book sayin' 'e was going up past Jerwood and wanted an early start afore t' birds wen' out an' t' schaef came in."

"Huh." The first guard gave them a suspicious look, then waved them through. Harald nodded to him and hurried the apprentices on their way. What looked like all the schaef north of the Gheel flowed toward the gate, and he had no desire to be blamed if the beasts balked or scattered! He'd prefer to stay another day in Gheelford, or two and visit the baths as well as getting his boots resoled, but not with four apprentices to keep out of trouble.

"Must we travel so fast, sir?" Geddy almost whined. If he hadn't known that was how the boy's voice came, Harald would have growled at him. The boy had a natural eye for wood and what could be cut from a piece, so Ceol had recommended him anyway.

Toglos adjusted one of the straps on his pack, then said, "If you want to walk in snow, you can take your time. Remember that gates close earlier, and farms are less welcoming of strangers once winter begins."

Harald made the Horns under his cloak with his free hand. In hard enough times, the rules of hospitality could be broken by householders with only a token penalty, unless the gods themselves intervened. Once he'd endured a winter that bad, or rather an early spring after a hard winter. He'd slept out behind hedges and walls during the end of his journey years and twice nearly slept into the Scavenger's lands. His was not a trade welcomed by all, since he wasn't skilled in the daily crafts.

"No, thank you, sir. I like sleeping warm," Mak averred. The others nodded agreement, and talk turned to other things, like roasted schaef.

Had he ever talked so with other workfellows? No, because the millwrights that he'd worked for had only taken one boy at a time, since he had to learn parts of so many other trades as well as his own. Harald shrugged, then reached up and reset the pack straps. The leather had begun to wear on his cloak despite the patches he'd had sewn on when it was new. Perhaps he could find someone to replace the patches. Ceol had joked that he needed a schaef cart to carry his tools and other belongings. Harald snorted to himself. Schaef carts among the great hauler teams ... Yoorst might laugh, but the teamsters would not. Although hitching the apprentices to a wagon might work.

Two days travel from Jerwood, Harald gazed up the road, studying the trees on either side. The edges of the road grew wavy in the corners of his eyes, and the faintest hint of colors not green, grey, or dirt red appeared in his view. He closed his eyes for a moment and hung his head. He'd been too blessed for too long. "Toglos," he said.

"Sir?"

"Scout ahead. I need a temple or other place to rest for a day."

"Yes, sir." The journeyman stretched his legs, not running but moving swiftly over the ground. Harald ignored the apprentices' murmurs and stares. It was as it was, and he'd been fortunate. When the Dancers came while on the road ...

Toglos returned when the Dancers filled half of Harald's vision. His stomach had begun to sour as well. "Sir," the journeyman said. "There's a temple two bends up the road, Rella's sanctuary. They have room for us should we need it."

"I will need." Harald set his teeth and plodded forward. Please, Radmar, Donwah, hold back the vision. Rella of the Lights, have mercy of Your grace, please. One foot before the other, one foot at a time, each step sending more and more pain through his head. Toglos spoke quietly, he ignored the sound as best he could. A bird called, pings like a whitesmith's hammer that drove spikes into his head. A strange voice, a woman's. Toglos answered. One foot ahead of the other. The Dancers filled his sight, and a hand rested on his shoulder.

"I will guide you," the woman said. "You are at the temple of the Lady of Light."

"Thanks be to—" Nausea overcame him as his guts downed tools and rebelled.

When he finished, he felt something cool and wet on his face, wiping. "I am putting a water horn in your left hand," the voice said. Someone took his staff, and he closed his fingers on cool, smooth horn. He sipped the water, rinsed his mouth, then released it before his guts struck once more.

"Turn to your left." He did. "The temple forecourt is ahead of us. I will guide." He accepted her aid, could do nothing else. "Two steps, lift your foot." He managed that. "In here." He opened his eyes in the dimness and saw a pallet bed on the floor. Strong hands took the weight of his pack. He gave it gladly, then sat.

"The boys." Another wave of pain swept over him and he could only lie in the dimness.

A man said, "We will see to them, Master Harald. Rest." The door closed, taking the last of the light with it.

He staggered to his feet some time later, and eased the door open. Hazy, bright light filled the hallway outside the door, and he closed it again as his head pulsed and eyes watered. He removed his boots and sat, head in hands. A tap, then another, and the same woman's voice warned, "I open the door only enough to bring sun-stem tea and broth with water root to help rebalance your nature."

"Thank you." He covered his eyes with his hands. Why did light burn him so after the Dancers visited? Because Rella's Dancers brought their own light, like Her Lamp shining on snow? No healer he'd asked thus far had an answer. He heard the tray scrape on the floor, wood on wood.

"You are most welcome. Your journeyman and apprentices are helping us prepare for winter, so do not trouble yourself about them. Rest, Master Harald. It is noon by sun. Do not try to leave this room for another hour, when the Lady's Lamp has ceased to shine through the windows." He heard sympathy in the woman's voice.

"Thank you. I will abide." The door closed, and he opened his eyes. He could just see the two pots, and two cups. He drank the sun-stem first, since it did not benefit from growing cold. Then he tried the broth. The water root eased his stomach, cooling where the sun-stem had heated. He finished the broth, then sipped the last of the sun-stem to clear the taste from his mouth. Water root left a hard flavor, not metal or "drank too much," but still not something he enjoyed.

He slept a little, waking when his bladder warned that water needed out. He dealt with that, then eased the door open a crack. Shadows replaced too-bright light in the hallway. He pulled on his boots once more and ventured out into the corridor. It smelled of dust, wood smoke, perhaps incense, and chill. A young man in robes of dull red with dull, gold-colored trim caught his eye. "Master Harald?"

"Yes."

"If you will follow me, please? Mistress Siglas asked that you come to the healer's chamber, so she can make certain that your natures are rebalancing as you recover."

He nodded and followed the acolyte down the hallway. The scent of herbs and distilled spirits cut through the other smells, and his nose stung. "Wait here, please?" The youngster tapped twice on a door and leaned in, then closed it once more. "Thank you, sir. This way." He opened a second door, and the smell of food swirled out. "Here, please sir."

Harald stepped down into a snug chamber full of shelves, boxes, jars, and dark or clear glass bottles. One drawer read, "Veshla leather, first tanning," and he blinked. Why leather? He glanced at the statue of the Lady of Light and remembered. Some burns, the healers covered with salve, then the thinnest, finest leather, to replace the charred flesh and keep out miasmas.

"Be welcome in the name of the Lady of Lights," the woman's voice from earlier said.

He turned and bowed to the red-clad healer. "My thanks for the healing, and for the hospitality, all praise to the Lady of Lights."

The healer came closer. She stood only as tall as his chest, her arms and legs short compared to her body. "How do you feel?" she asked, eyes narrow as she took his hand and measured around his wrist, then pressed on one fingertip, watching it.

He considered. "Much better, ma'am. My head aches only as much as if I'd failed to eat, not blinding pain as before. My gut is fine."

Her eyes opened wider, and she nodded as she released his hand. "Good. That matches what I see. You need water and tea, and food with mild sauces to cool and re-wet your nature, but the Dancers' visit has left no permanent harm."

"Rella be praised. The healer priest my parents called said that I am blessed that I do not have the falling shakes, only pain and gut twist." He could not be grateful during one of the attacks, but he tried to be at other times.

Mistress Siglas's head tilted to the side and she pursed her lips. "When you have a spell, what happens?"

"My vision grows wavy, like the surface of water, then colors like Rella's arch appear on the edges of my sight, the Dancers. They dance toward the center and my stomach rejects everything as pain fills my head. The pain and sickness last—" He thought. "More than half a day, no longer than a day and a night, thus far."

As he spoke, the healer's eyes narrowed and she leaned forward, listening closely. She leaned back when he finished. "You are blessed, Master Harald, in that you have warning. Some people are visited between one step and the next without sign or hint." She walked to one of the rows of drawers and shelves. Mistress Siglas opened one part-way, slid it closed, and opened a different drawer. She removed a pottery bottle and turned back toward him. "Have you ever tried wheat smut when the Dancers come?"

What? He blinked and tried to recall. "Ah, no, ma'am. Wheat smut?"

She nodded once, firmly. "Wheat smut in a tisane of twisting bean. Either one alone may help, the twisting bean more than the smut alone, but together they can dampen the pain and nausea for some. Not all men and women gain equal benefit, but those of a warm, moist nature such as yours see more results. I will mix a blend for you to try.

"Put two small horn spoons, like so—" She found a little grey and cream spoon like those cooks used for costly southern spices and showed him. "Flat level on top, one spoon in a half-tankard of hot but not boiling water. Recite 'The Turning of Years' once, then drink it. It will taste horrible, and you may feel your heart speed up. It will settle. This will not keep back the Dancers entirely." She smiled, sympathy and understanding in her eyes. "But it might help when you absolutely cannot stop work, or must keep moving if you are on the road."

"Mistress Siglas, thank you. Lady of Lights be praised, Radmar hear my words, just easing the power of the Dancers will be a blessing beyond measure, if I am one who receives such a gift." He made the Wheel.

By the time of the evening meal, he had tucked the small, thick-walled clay jar deep in his travel pack, protected by socks and other padding. He would find a spice spoon of horn to keep with the jar. As ordered, he ate lightly, a pale meat in a mild berry sauce, soft flat-bread rounds, and small beer. Everyone had sun-stem tea after supper. The apprentices and Toglos all yawned mightily, as did several of the acolytes.

After all finished eating, the senior priest stood. He wore crimson and brown robes, embroidered with Rella's Lamp and flames. "Thank you for your work this day," he said. "Master Harald, your apprentices were of great help, moving wood and sorting it. Journeyman Toglos repaired some small things for us as well. Their labor more than balances two nights shelter and meals."

"Thank you, sir." Harald bowed where he sat.

He slept well that night, and woke stiff but rested for the first time in an eight day. The ground grew colder and harder every year, or so it seemed. He snorted as he wiped off the worst of sleep and travel from his face and hands. Come the morrow, he'd probably find that he'd unfolded his blankets in the only hot mud east of the Scavenger's Cookpots. Why did the water come hot from the ground, when mines he'd visited were all cool or cold? He shrugged and eased out of the chamber without waking the apprentices. Toglos had already risen, dressed, and departed, probably for the jakes or just to move around. He'd been born to Korvaal, for Rella, and always woke before most.

Faint gold and pink washed the eastern horizon, turning the east-facing doors of Rella's temple to glowing red and golden brown. Harald bowed to the Lamp, then entered the temple. A dozen priests, Toglos, and two others stood facing the altar and statue of Rella. White candles easily as thick as his wrists stood in polished brass or gilded holders on either side of the altar. The scent of hot spices, honey, and sweet sendal wood smoke brushed his nose, warm but not overwhelming. Rella's statue stood off to the side of the altar, against the wall, a large carved and painted flame in a niche on the other side. Harald blinked. He'd never seen that before in a temple.

The goddess wore gold, crimson, white, and very dark red. Her cloak fell in folds to Her knees, over a tunic and skirt. One hand held a smaller flame, the other carried a golden lamp. A smith's implements lay at Her feet, beside a conical bee skep. Golden rays like those from Her lamp spread out from behind Her head, and tiny golden flames glittered in the middle of Her eyes.

"Blessed be the Lady of Lights, Lady of Dawning," the senior priest called.

"Blessed be the Lady of Light," came the reply. All bowed, including the senior priest.

"Thanks for light that all may see to work, and that plants and creatures grow in brightness."

"Thanks for light."

The priest turned to face the worshipers. "When the Great Cold ended, Rella gave the sign. Not the oldest or strongest, even so She extended light and warmth to bless the lands once hidden in cold."

"Thanks be for warmth and light!"

"With heat and light came life once more, with life came brightness and dawning. Sparks from Her Lamp decorate the night and mark the passing of time, just as the full glow of Her Lamp blesses the day."

"Blessed be the Lady of Light," replied all in the sanctuary, including Harald.

The senior priest raised his hands. "Go now, filled with Her light, clear sighted into the day, warming the world with your labors."

"Blessed be Rella, Lady of Light." All bowed low to the crimson-clad figure. Harald waited as the priests and acolytes departed, then followed a charcoal maker. At least, he looked like a charcoal burner, clothes dusty black and expression tired.

Harald left an offering as he departed. Toglos held back, then followed him into the crisp, chilly morning. Even within the walls, silvery frost decorated the stacks of firewood and the iron guard over the well. "The boys worked very hard yesterday, sir," the journeyman reported. He winked. "I'm sure the senior priest's speculation that they couldn't move more firewood than did the acolytes had no influence at all. Nor did the offer of honey twists for all who built the neatest stack."

Harald smiled. The priest knew boys. "No doubt they were moved by pure devotion and faith." That, and a temple blessing could mean more than mere coin, sometimes.

The boys had stirred by the time Harald returned to the guest rooms. They ate with the priests, hot grain cereal with honey, more flat bread smeared with honey and nut paste, and yard-fowl eggs. Sun-stem tea finished warming them for the day's walking and labor.
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The Work before the Work



Before they departed the temple, Harald sought out the temple's record keeper. "Does the Lady of Light have any wood claim north or east of Jerwood?"

The priest clerk tapped her nose, then held up the finger. She disappeared between shelves, one leg dragging. He heard rustling, and she returned with a rolled, tanned hide. He held one side as she unrolled it on the table, then set four heavy leather bags on the ends. Her right arm and hand moved as awkwardly as her leg. She met his eyes and tapped two red-shaded places. He leaned close and studied the map.

Jerwood sat on a small hill with forest on three sides. Grey marked the lands belonging to the Scavenger's temple, red for Rella, and solid light green for Korvaal. A line of dotted green well to the east and north marked the boundary of Valdher's lands. All cultivated fields fell under Gember's hand, and Donwah owned the waters. Besides the Gheel, well south of the town, he saw four streams that flowed into the main river. Hills began east of the woods and flowed off the edge of the map. He memorized the rough locations, then studied one little area. "Ma'am, might I have a little more light?"

She smiled with half her face and brought a mage-light closer. "Thank you." Both Donwah and the Scavenger claimed a spot not far from where Jormund had described a possible mill site. Harald frowned to himself. Salt spring? Or something less good? He would have to ask. Count Ealdred had not studied the maps properly. Or was he one who planned to violate the laws and then pay forfeit later while claiming ignorance?

Harald straightened up, trying not to twitch as his lower back reminded him of age and lifting one heavy beam too many. "Thank you. That answers many questions." She smiled once more, again only half her face moving, then rolled the hide and returned it to the shelves. He left another small offering and departed.

The Lamp had crossed the peak of the sky when Toglos asked, "Did you learn what you sought, sir?"

"Aye. Our employer overestimated how much land is his alone. And there is a place on the stream Jormund recommended that has claims from both m' Lord Scavenger and the Lady of Waters."

The journeyman stared at the way ahead of them. After they rounded a bend in the road, he asked, "Spring, sir?"

"Don't know. The map keeper is god-struck, has understanding but not speech."

Toglos made Korvaal's sign. "Ah."

They reached Jerwood with a hand of light left before the gates closed. A low wooden wall or high fence marked the edge of the town, with a much sturdier and elaborate red and grey gate of stone and baked stone where a branch of the road entered the town. Toglos urged the four boys into a line of sorts as they and a few others waited for a small group of schaef and two great hauler carts to depart. The gate did not allow passage both ways at the same time. Why not? Harald saved the question for later. Perhaps the builder had run out of materials or funds, and preferred a smaller but more ornate entry than a large, plain one. He'd seen houses and shops like that.

One of the guards, a man past middle age and slightly stoop-shouldered, beckoned. Harald gestured to Toglos and the others as he pulled his seal out of its pouch. "Master Harald Tolson, called Halfpaw, here under contract to build a new grist mill for Count Ealdred. With my journeyman Toglos Ahlson, and apprentices for Leofric."

The guard took Harald's seal and studied it. A second man in slightly finer clothes joined him. The seal glowed for a moment, then faded. The scribe nodded twice and bustled back to inspecting a seal imprint on what looked like a very small bale of fleeces. The guard returned the seal. "Enter, Master Harald. I'd recommend staying at The Green Vulpen or The Paired Wheels for now. We," he waved at the other guards, all busy doing their jobs, "will inform Lord Ealdred that you are here. Master Leofric's workshop is outside the town, but he keeps space on Wall Street, two doors east of the Golden Plane."

"Green Vulpen or Paired Wheels, and Wall Street near the Golden Plane. Thank ye, and Marsdaam smooth yer road."

"Radmar turn His Wheel in yer favor." He gestured for them to pass, and Harald and Toglos guided the quartet of apprentices through the gateway and down a street almost as broad as the road they had just left.

Everything looked almost new, the wood only a few years weathered, paint still bright on signs and walls. All the heavy building beams hid behind plaster, and at least one building in each cluster sported a roof of baked clay or grey plate stone. He nodded. Wise to start thus, limiting the spread of fire if anything of man could. Scents of cooking, spilled wine and beer, a whiff of earth coal, wood smoke, and a bit of dung reached his nose, the smells of a town. Tanners must be well away from the place, since it lacked flowing water within the borders. Or had the count and temples ordered that no tanning be done yet? It wasn't his problem unless it made leather and boot repair too dear.

"That must be The Green Vulpen, sir," Toglos said, chuckling as he pointed with the top of his staff to the wall painting on white plaster over a door.

"Aye." The creature, dog-like but heavier and with longer claws, bore a coat the green of a good schaef meadow in late spring. A brilliant red tongue hung from jaws filled with bright white fangs. "We stay here."

"Yes, sir."

Harald went in through the open door of the inn. He waited for his eyes to settle in the dimmer light. "Aye? Ye want ale, ale and food, or just a doss for the night?" a man asked from off to the right. Harald turned that way, and saw a man so thin that Harald's own travel staff carried more flesh.

"Small beer for four, ale for two, food, and space this night and the next, perhaps longer for two." He'd need to find sleeping space closer to the work site, once work truly began. He could not walk so far when the Dancers came to him.

The man tapped beside his nose, then nodded once. "Can do. Got space up the stairs, not usin' it for storage now. Back of the chimney makes one wall. You got bedding and blankets?"

"Aye."

"Maude!" the man called, looking over his shoulder. A young woman almost as thin as the man emerged from behind a half-door. "Six for upstairs. Show 'em the space, and the washin' place."

"Yes, Father." Toglos and the boys had come in, and they all followed Maude up the stairs. She unlocked a door and opened it. He could just see a small room, clean and plain. "We store bedding and some food here in the summer, when we have fewer guests," she said.

Harald nodded, and the boys happily shed packs and cloaks. It wasn't truly warm, but it wasn't as cold as night in the open had been.

"The wash buckets are here," she said, pointing to four in the corner. "I'll fill them now, so you have them later. Town rules are don't toss water out the window. It goes in the gutter when fires are uncovered. The night soil boxes are there," a corner with worn-out blankets around it. "A collector will get them when you leave in the morning. There's also jakes in the courtyard for evenin' and mornin', before the doors lock at cover-the-fire time."

"Thank you. Do guests have fire duty in the walls?"

"Only after a week's stay, once you learn the place. Until then, if there's a call of fire, stay here, out of the way, unless the fire's within two buildings distance of the inn, please, sir."

That was different, but sounded sensible. Harald nodded. "We'll do that. Thank ye, and may Marsdaam smooth yer path."

"Radmar turn the Wheel in your favor, sir, and food will be ready in the common room soon." Maud dropped a small curtsy and hurried off.

Harald and Toglos let the boys pick their places. They all set their packs as close to the wide stone chimney as possible, well away from the door. Bedding followed. By right, he should have claimed the warmest spot, but Harald preferred to be between apprentices and the exit. Not that any of them had shown signs of seeking out trouble, but some habits were best preserved. Toglos knew better than to wander, especially in a strange town at the start of winter. He'd heard about Ceol's fellow journeyman, back in the day. The watch tended to thump first, then ask strangers their business and why they were not indoors like proper men.

As he'd hoped, once the boys ate and had two tankards of small beer, they began yawning and trying to fall asleep at the table. Harald made sure they got to the chamber, then had a second tankard of ale himself. The ale wife had added something warming, perhaps a bit of ground spice root, to the batch.

Harald watched the men coming and going around him without obviously watching. They all wore the clothes of craftsmen in the trades, although none wore a master's chain. He shrugged and sipped. He didn't wear his, either. He wasn't one of the trade lords of the northern cities. Several of the men gave him curious glances, but no one spoke or scowled in his direction. He drank the rest of his ale, left a quarter silver for Maude, and visited the jakes before going to bed.

"Four?" Master Leofric looked from the letter to Harald, then reread the letter, lips moving. "Ceol owes me. He said more than one, but that usually means two." He set the scrap of parchment on the scuffed and battered workbench and shrugged. "I'll find space and tasks for them. Ceol says that you'll need a master to oversee the work on the mill?"

"Aye. I've a journeyman, and we can turn our hands to most wood, but we're not so good as to build it all ourselves. Have you a wax— Thank ye." Leofric slid a large wax tablet across the workbench. Harald drew a rough outline of what he needed, adding numbers. "This for the outside, don't know exact location or measures until I find the place. Inside, two floors, and the gears and water wheel." He pointed to himself with his thumb. "I'll select the woods; you confirm before they're cut."

Leofric's eyes narrowed. "Huh. Never done a mill like this before." He walked to the end of the shop and back. Part of him moved constantly, not nervous but excess heat in his nature, perhaps? "And you have the contract already?"

"Aye, on file with Korvaal's temple here. Wood'll be eich, castana, alm, bech, white needle leaf, and mayhap hard sendal, mayhap not. Some iron work as well, plus stone for the channel and the grinding stones."

Leofric rubbed under the small yellow beard on his chin, then nodded once. "I'll do it. I've got journeymen who can finish the other work we're contracted for, and who are good for basic house building and the like. Be good to learn summat' new, aye?" They shook, and Harald gave Leofric a token earnest coin.

"Aye."

"Don't worry about the formal contract until you have a site and materials. Tomorrow, send the boys over. They green or seasoned?" Leofric drummed his fingers on the workbench.

Harald watched one of the journeymen as he considered. The short, squat man handled a heavy smoothing plane as long as his forearm as if it weighted nothing at all. "Part seasoned. They all four worked on the last mill, Mak and Geddy from the start, Jal and San from mid-spring on. Mak's senior, in his fifth year?" Harald tried to recall what Ceol had said. "No, late in his fourth. He was called back to his father's village because of an inheritance dispute among the other sons and lost almost a quarter year."

Several of the journeymen and Leofric all winced or groaned. Leofric shook his head. "Ugh. Korvaal my witness, that sort of thing almost makes me glad my father left nothing for us. No kin strife if there's nothin' to fight over."

"Aye that! Less'n someone finds summat anyway." His own father ...

A passing apprentice nodded so hard his cap almost fell off. He caught it and hurried on before someone found an extra task for him.

Leofric folded his arms. "Send 'em tomorrow, and tell me when you have a site and wood selected."

"I'll do that. Korvaal bless your work and may it flourish."

"Radmar turn His Wheel in your favor." They touched palms, then went their ways.

Toglos was taking the boys to the temples and making them known to the watch, since they'd be here longer than three nights. Harald considered matters, then nodded once. He needed to learn more about the place claimed by Donwah and the Scavenger. Jormund had not observed anything worth mentioning, had he? Harald strolled toward the main market square, trying to recall. No, he didn't remember Jormund describing god sign on any of the streams. The millwright snorted to himself once more. A fixed mill on the Gheel. Truly, Count Ealdred had not thought about waters and their ways.

"I got it, I got it!" Harald jumped up into an open doorway as four boys, a girl, and a hoop raced past.

"Watch yer way!" a portly man called to the children, shaking a fleshy and well-gloved fist at them. "Scavenger take them, the brats." Harald stayed in the doorway until the man stomped past. He wore a silver trade master's chain.

A woman sighed from behind him. "Radik will be in for a surprise when m’Lord Scavenger comes for him, one of these days."

Harald turned and inclined to her. "My thanks for shelter from both storms."

She chuckled and half smiled. "You are welcome, sir." She came closer and extended her right hand. "Mistress Osbruga, spice seller and grinder. If you need common healing herbs, I have those as well. Not from the same cabinet." Her smile invited a smile in return.

He pressed palms with her. "Harald Tolson, millwright. Well met. I might need your wares, come winter."

"Mistress, Goodwife Hulda's comin' with nuts," a boy called from the doorway. Harald inclined toward the spicer once again then hurried out of the way. Interrupting trade never won friends unless the building was afire. He continued up the street, memorizing the way and which lanes and alleys might lead to trouble.

The street opened up to a market square. No one did business there on this day, giving him a clear view of three temples, once each for Gember, Korvaal, and Yoorst. He blinked and glanced left and right. The sound of squeaking, like an ungreased wheel or pulley, caught his ear, and he followed it into a narrow, short alley that ended in a well. The building behind the well sported a pattern of waves. He nodded and walked around the well and the servant woman filling two buckets. To his right, he found the temple of the Scavenger. Radmar's chapel and the Silver Pestle, an apothecary, filled in the space to his left. Harald paid his respects to Radmar, then stepped into Donwah's place.

The sanctuary smelled of fresh waters and mist. He bowed to the veiled figure behind the altar. "All honor to the Lady of Waters, and thanks for Her gifts." He stepped a little farther into the dimness and knelt. "Gracious Lady, give me clear sight and guide me that I do not trespass on what You have claimed." He stood and bowed once more.

"A wise request, and one that will be granted, if you have ears to hear," a rich, age-darkened voice murmured in the stillness. Halting steps approached, and he bowed to the limping, slightly stooped woman who approached him. "Thank you." He stood, and saw light glint on the wave and fish pendant on the silver chain around her neck. Donwah's Daughter drew closer. "Know you more of what you seek, Master ...?" she asked.

"I am Harald called Halfpaw, born to Donwah and Radmar both, born for Korvaal, honored Daughter. I seek a place on a steady stream to build a grist mill, a place acceptable to the Lady of Waters. The sponsor suggested the Gheel, but I was told that the Lady did not approve of such. I do not either, not a fixed mill."

The lips below the dark blue half veil frowned. "No. The Gheel is too free and frisky for aught save a floating mill." The lips pursed and he waited. "Speak with Famric of our brother Korvaal."

"Famric of Korvaal, yes, honored Daughter."

Something flowed around them, and he went to one knee. "What my brother and I claim will be clear to one who seeks truly. Go and blessings flow over you, Harald son of Tol."

He bowed until his forehead touched his knee. "My thanks, gracious and generous Lady." He waited until the uneven steps faded away, then got to his feet and bowed low once more. He wanted beer or something stronger, much stronger. Instead, hands shaking along with the rest of him, he turned his steps toward the temple of Korvaal.
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Famric wrinkled his nose. "Duna, Donwah's Daughter, sent you to the right place, Master Harald." Grey-green eyes narrowed as the priest studied him. "I had pulled the maps from storage for a different purpose, and have not returned them to their place yet. Come."

Harald followed the brown priest between three desks and a free-standing, chest-high cabinet full of fat books. An even thicker book rested atop the cabinet. Famric gestured to a long table. "Here. You have letters and numbers?" He opened a mage light as he spoke.

"Yes, sir." Harald leaned forward a little and studied the pages spread out on the table. Famric handed him a polished wooden rod with a metal cap on one end. Harald used it to point to a wide ribbon of blue. "The Gheel?"

"Correct. We are the red square with black in the center to the west of the Gheel." Famric folded his arms and leaned forward. "You need to know which lands have wood claims, and if there are any forbidden places along the streams?"

Harald nodded and sorted out where he was and what Jormund's sketches showed. "Depending on water flow and how the land rises and falls, I had thought perhaps this stream, here," he tapped the easternmost of the streams. "Take perhaps half or a little more, depending on the Lady's permission, and build the mill along here." This chart did not show the place claimed by the Lady and the Scavenger. Since the drawings showed land claims and forest rights, a bit of water might not be important enough for the scribe to include.

"I was told that the woods here," he circled a goodly area upstream on the stream, in the hills. "That they had no tree claims, although there might be pollarded eich. The man I spoke with wasn't sure." He looked his question at the priest.

"Hmm." Famric rubbed under his chin once more. He inhaled as if to speak, then exhaled. Crooked eyebrows drew toward his nose, and he asked, "Know you more where?"

Harald leaned closer to the map. If he looked very closely, he could see curved marks that might be hills. The stream flowed through a cleft ... there. His eyes moved upstream until he saw the pattern that stood for mixed forest with eich. "Here, sir?" He tapped with the stick.

The priest frowned. He tilted his head back and studied the ceiling as he thought. He shook his head the tiniest bit. "Shouldn't be. No one's registered a claim or requested that one of us," he tapped his chest, "Look to see if Valdher has lifted Her cloak hem from that land yet. It has gather rights, and swine may graze between Gember's autumn feast and the first snow, but no one may claim wood right yet, save to preserve life in direst need, and then he has to make restitution to the temple of Valdher as soon as possible." Famric sounded less than pleased.

Harald made Korvaal's Tree. "Thank ye, sir. I've never been near the lands of the Lady of the Wild, and I don't know what sign to seek in order to know Her borders."

Famric nodded and relaxed. "My suggestion would be to go find the place on the stream and leave chalk marks or pebble cairns, nothing fixed. Then find your trees. Come back and I will go with you to confirm the borders. We do not have a law speaker at Valdher's temple yet." He blinked. "I cannot recall rightly the last time representatives of the temples walked the bounds of our lands and waters. It might be time, come spring."

The brown haired, brown clad, tanned priest turned to the right and walked to where a stack of wax boards sat. He took the one on top, and a stylus, and made notes as he came back to where Harald waited. "We need to look for the year of the last walking of the lands. If I cannot remember, it has been too long, especially with Count Ealdred extending his claim, and building a new mill."

Perhaps this was a good time to ask the question. "Sir, who was Jer of Jerwood?"

A smile revealed tan teeth. "Not who, but what. 'Jer' is an old, old word for a place where water flows from rocks, then returns to rock without joining a stream."

The hair on Harald's neck tried to rise, then subsided. "Thank you, sir. I'd never heard it before, but I've never worked so far north and east before."

That night, after the apprentices fell asleep, he told Toglos what he'd learned. The journeyman made the Horns, then took a very long pull on his ale. "Ah, I've not seen the like either, sir," he murmured. "Could that be what the honored Daughter spoke of, the place of both the Lady and m’Lord Scavenger that you saw on the other map?"

He thought as he drank his own ale. "Perhaps. After we take the apprentices to Leofric, we will scout the stream and look at the count's wood lands. I suspect we will not find any suitable trees, but perhaps Korvaal will hear my prayers." He made the Tree.

Clatter clatterclatter. "Hey! That's not right," an angry voice called from the far corner of the common room. Harald turned toward the sounds. "That's twice in a row, all fours."

"You sayin' I'm cheatin'?" a big man stood, almost overturning the bench.

"I'm sayin' three dice, fours, twice in a row," the smaller man declared. "Less'n you're a priest of Radmar, somethin's strange."

The big man swung but didn't connect. The short man dodged and swung. A heavy pole with a knob on the end descended between them. Maude and her father had arrived. "No, you don't," the innkeeper declared. Maude swept the pole back and forth, forcing the men farther apart. "Out, both of you. I warned you, Kaldal, Dasko. No third time. Out."

"An if I won't, what'll y—"

Thunk. The heavy wooden knob and his head met. The knob won. Two other patrons grabbed the smaller man and hauled him out, tossing him into the street.

"You want a tap, Kaldal?" Maude demanded, panting a little.

"No, sir, ma'am." Kaldal took himself and the dice out without help.

Toglos started to say something, then drank the rest of his ale. "I think I'm done for the day, sir."

"Good." They might have a long day come the morrow. Harald finished his own drink, then followed his journeyman to the jakes.
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Streams, Branches, and Stones



Harald left as soon as the gates opened at dawn. Toglos would take the boys to Master Leofric and go over each boy's work, since he'd overseen their labor more often than Harald himself had. Harald stretched his legs, walking neither fast nor slowly, warming up in the cold, hard morning air. Winter would come very soon. That would be good for cutting wood and starting it seasoning, not good for a man outside of walls when Rella quenched Her Lamp. His steps and the thumps of his staff on the dirt were the only sounds of man. Birds chirped, but only a few. The wild things knew better than to be out in the cold.

By the time the shadows of the trees, fences, and the occasional house appeared, Harald had turned east. The scent of burning charcoal hung in the air over a low part of the road, and he sped his steps. Charcoal burners, men of Rella and the Scavenger both, tended to be a touch jealous of their piles and trees. The smoke faded into damp dirt, then the dusty-rich scent of a forest in the autumn. He heard things fall, a few and quiet, probably nuts, perhaps seed balls if one of those trees grew here. Greywings murmured to themselves from the branches. Kraw-haw! Kraw-haw, ka-kreeeeee! A green and red screamer shrieked to the south, waking everything outside the Scavenger's domains. Two greywings took to the air, perhaps to escape the sound. Harald smiled a little. He'd flee too if he had to listen to that.

The smell of water grew stronger, and he turned off the main road onto a trail angling north and east. The trees crowded together in a dense stand, then thinned once more. Wet-footed black bark came into view, shreds of bark hanging like schaef fleece on a thorn bush. That could be good, or very bad. "Not a marsh stream, please," he murmured. "No mohse." He could not build a mill in a mohse. Donwah and Valdher or Korvaal divided those lands between themselves, and a wise man stayed out of such places—part land, part water, all danger. The trail rose onto firmer ground, and bech and eich returned to view. The woods gave way to grass and waist-high sour berry bushes, then water.

The water danced over rocks before it grew quieter downstream. Harald bowed to the stream and approached the bank, testing it with his staff. It looked to be ...He squinted and compared the trees and schaef on the opposite side to the trees behind him. Three man-heights wide, perhaps a touch more, with a good flow, at least for the moment. The ground under his boots felt firm, but he remained back from the edge even so. The stream had worn a path, perhaps cutting under the bank. He followed it downstream, studying the bed and banks.

The stream seemed to flow over small pebbles and sand, a few larger rocks scattered in clumps or rows here and there. Green strands of Donwah's grass swept and swayed in the quiet pools. Tiny silvery fish, and larger speckled brown ones, glided or darted through the greenery. He nodded once and returned upstream. The Lamp had not yet reached midday, so he had time. He found the chalk in its pouch and blazed the trees on all sides, marking the possible mill site. Upstream might be better, but he'd rather mark several and release them than find one only and discover it claimed.

The stream danced and swept back and forth between meadow banks and forest. The forest almost touched the water in two places, but open space remained between the trees and the water. Now he could see the flood marks where the Lady of Waters had set the edge of Her claims. Anything might go below the waters come spring or storms, but She claimed the low, flat portion of the banks as well as the waters. Korvaal had only temporary custody, as did Yoorst. No wise man built there, which explained why so many mills stood on legs—Donwah had swept the land from under them. Harald snorted a little as he walked up the bank studying the flow.

A tree lay part-way in the water. It had fallen in some time ago, given how bare the branches in the water were, and how much bark had already sloughed off from rot. No dirt remained on the roots. Mushrooms grew beside the trunk, and tan and creamy white shelves grew on the dead tree. He didn't see evidence of flood ripped trees. That was good.

A lush meadow opened ahead of him. Rocks, rounded and dark, formed a heap at the far edge of the meadow near the trees. Harald walked more slowly, testing the ground. It gave, warning of water close to the surface. Not a good place for buildings, or for grazing unless the beasts had a place to rest dry footed. It smelled of a little decay, a wisp of miasmas leaking from the ground for all that the grass and other plants seemed lush.

As he approached the rocks, he heard a different sound, almost like chimes, or water dropping in a stream onto metal. Was it—? He turned straight toward the rocks. Green, low growing and rich, surrounded the base of two of the larger boulders. They rose easily shoulder height on him, as if the gods had heaped them after rolling them the way children rolled clay balls. The trickling chiming grew louder, and he eased around the stones. Chill air flowed from a gap in the heap, and he went to one knee. Water flowed from the darkness, down a bit of rock and onto a bed of small stones, then disappeared between large stones once more. He'd found the jer.

"Thank You, Lady of Waters, Lord of the Hidden. I do not trespass." He touched his forehead to his knee, then stood and walked with haste away from the gods' domain. No stone cutter would touch rocks from here, or else.

The Lamp had crossed the peak of the sky and had descended two hand-widths when he turned south and began retracing his steps. He could see the split in the hills where the stream dropped, but went no closer. He didn't have a bedroll or other things with him, and clouds had begun creeping across the sky, grey like dirty schaef. They looked fat with rain or snow. This season could bring either, although it was a little early for snow, perhaps. Grain still stood in some fields, and leaves remained on most trees. Up in the hills, darker green like needle leaf stood out in the reds, browns, and golds. Korvaal stole His sister's colors in the autumn as all of Her grains turned gold and flowers faded. The return trip went faster, since he knew both the land and the way.

On impulse he went a little farther south, to where the road should meet the stream. He found a ford by the sound of splashing and a tired voice that sighed, "Birds, ye came this way in the mornin'. What's yer problem now? Aside from bein' birds." Harald smiled, then coughed.

"Greetings to the road," he called as he came into sight.

"Greetings to the path. Can ye lend a shoulder?"

"Aye." The wagon had gotten off track and one wheel sank, making the birds' work harder. Harald took off his boots and socks, rolled his trews, and waded into the chilly water. "This side or t'other?"

The teamster considered. "This 'un. I'll help the lead. Push on three."

Harald got ready, one foot on the harder stones of the ford, one in the softer sand, shoulder against the back of the wagon. "Ready," he called.

"Yoorst hear me, bird, you'd best pull or I'll be havin' stew all winter," the teamster told the lead female.

Trrrwee. Her crest slicked, then fluffed once more and she seemed to lean against the harness.

"On three. One, two, three!" Harald leaned his weight against the side with the bogged wheel. He heard creaks of leather and wood, and a grunt. The wagon skidded, then started to roll. He staggered, foot sliding. He caught himself and kept his balance, pushing the rear wheel back toward the proper path. The five birds felt the shift as well and pulled with a will, almost running over the teamster as he trotted beside the lead bird. Once the wagon cleared the edge of the water and the slope of the bank, he slowed and stopped the hitch. "Thank ye," he called.

"Radmar turn the Wheel to your favor," Harald called back.

"Yoorst prosper ye."

Harald waded back across the ford. The stream had a good current even here, where it widened. Had someone added rock to improve what Donwah had made, or had She given it as a gift? He studied the flow and the streambed as he walked. Either way, he'd be wise to keep the mill well upstream if he could. He dried his feet on the grass, then pulled on socks and boots and hurried toward Jerwood.

A farmhouse sat back from the road, between the way and the woods, with a smaller house beside it. Workshop, craft building, place for a mother-in-law? Harald noted the garden in the clearing behind the house and low barn, and the yard fowl clucking here and there. It looked prosperous. He didn't stop. He preferred not to have to run to get through the gates before they closed. He'd done it when he was younger. Masters didn't run. They made apprentices and journeymen run, or should. The forest held eich, and several trees already sported blazes and claims. Three had been pollarded, so someone had grazing rights as well, perhaps for swine. They could eat what schaef starved on, and eich-mast fodder made for very good hams and loins.

He and Toglos reached The Green Vulpen at the same time, or so it seemed. The journeyman looked a bit glazed. Harald waited until after they had eaten a few bites of cheese and heavy bread to ask, "Problem?"

Toglos sipped the small beer. "No, sir, at least not any more. The short, hefty journeyman, Matyo, took exception to Jal's way of dropping tools on the table as he finished with them. Jal said that Master Ceol had done it that way too."

Harald frowned into his bowl of soup. He wasn't fond of kine tail, but someone had added more meat to the fatty broth and white and yellow roots and other things. It was better than most. "Don't remember Ceol doin' 'at."

"He never did that I saw, either, sir. Matyo gave Jal a thump, not hard but enough to make the point. Master Leofric backed Matyo, since he'd already showed the boys where to put things after they used them, before they sharpened or cleaned them." Toglos had some of the soup as well. "Better than me ma's." He ate more, then said. "Mak's settling in well, Geddy likewise."

"Good. Mak's got the eye, might be god-gifted." He was young, but some things like light magic and wood sight came early in some families, or so he'd heard.

Harald took a bite of bread, then said, "Found three possible sites on the eastern stream, and the place claimed by Donwah and m’Lord Scavenger both. Hard to miss, thanks be."

"Thanks be," Toglos murmured back.

A harsh voice asked, "Anyone here?"

Harald nodded and waved his empty hand. "Nae."

Two men in workmen's clothes sagged onto the benches. Maude poured beer into both their tankards, and a boy came with more bread and cheese. The older of the two murmured thanks, and they tore into the food. Toglos raised his eyebrows but held his peace. Harald concentrated on eating.

Silence fell on the men and women in the common room as the innkeeper carried a large log to the fire. All motion ceased as well out of respect for the fire and the ones who cooked and tended it. Only after the bony man had moved the log into place and flame had begun to lick it did other sounds resume.

"Will Dasko quit whining now?" the younger of the workmen asked his fellow.

"A gold kog says he'll whine all the way into m'Lor' Scavenger's gates. He's worse than the pulley on the well in Godcourt Lane." The older man drank from his tankard. "Only time he's not whining, he's asleep or head down in a barrel at work."

The younger man nodded. "He's not allowed here for two eight days, is barred from The Barrel Stave, and can't go into The Overturned Sheaf until he pays his debts. That leaves The Paired Wheels?"

"Won' let him in. Don' like our kind, remember? 'At's for the masters and council an' m'lord's courtiers." Harald raised an eyebrow at the man's tone. Not contempt, exactly, but he didn't sound fond of that inn's customers. He shrugged a little. The Green Vulpen had edible food, good ale and beer, and didn't cost a vlaat more than it should. And Maude's father kept a close eye on the young men. Having seen her with that pole, he'd stay clear of her, too. Just because a girl worked in an inn didn't mean her favors were available. Some men had to learn the hard way.

"Tomorrow, sir?" Toglos asked, quietly, under the talk around them.

"We look at the middle stream, if it's not raining hard or snowing. Then the western one." Jormund hadn't said anything about those two, but Harald needed to look for himself, in case Count Ealdred asked.

The older workman seated beside Harald heard even so. "If you're lookin' for farm land, stay away from the western stream, less'n ye're growin that water grain like the sea islands, whats'it, Chin-my or whatever. Where the fancy spices come from." He gave Harald a hard look.

Harald shook his head. "Nah. I've heard stories bout water grains. Anythin' a man has t' wade through mud to grow isn't my kind of food. Pasture, wet-footed wood, salt spring'd be nice but so would a meat-pie bush, ye ken?" He winked.

The men chuckled at the ancient jest. "Aye that! Make sure it didn't meow afore it became pie, aye?" The harsh-voiced man extended a hand. "Criba. Work at the Black Pot, iron work for other trades."

Harald touched palms with him. "Harald Halfpaw, rough carpentry and buildin', wood buyer if I have to. Toglos does the heavy work."

"Balint. Tinsmith," the younger man said. "I steal heat from his forge."

"He also stole my sister for a wife even though I warned him," Criba said with a laugh. "I'm not takin' her back, either."

Harald grinned and relaxed. All the more reason to stay here, or find a place outside the walls. The Paired Wheels sounded too fancy for his kind if the count's court favored it.

The next day, misty rain surrounded him and Toglos as they walked along the central stream of the three. It wasn't enough to truly wet a man, but it kept things damp and made joints ache and wood creak. The tall grass swished, knee-high. "Sir, this needs schaef," Toglos observed.

Harald stopped, leaned on his staff, and considered the verdure. Why weren't there schaef here? Ahead he saw what might be a bit of stone wall, but they hadn't yet seen any other sign of a claim to this ground. "Huh." The dirt didn't feel soft, and no miasmas warned of sickness in the soil. Was it temple ground? Or was it between owners, and so no man used it until the law-readers confirmed possession? All might be true. Or there might be another reason, like the field near where he'd been born that brought bad fortune to any who grazed or plowed it. Even temple flocks fared poorly, so it lay open and unused, Radmar's pasture they called it. He shrugged and started walking again, poking the ground with more care as he did.

Toglos staggered and fell. "Scavenger's Rat!" he yelped, rolling to his left. Warned, Harald eased to the left as well, not taking a step until his staff touched solid ground. "'Ware, hole, sir," the journeyman called.

Harald approached the place Toglos pointed. He pursed his lips but didn't whistle. "Hole." Almost as long as his arm, and he could just see water in the bottom. It looked odd, as if someone had pried a plug or rock out of the ground. "Big enough to eat a schaef." Were there more? That might explain the lack of use. Or did men mow it for hay because of the hole?

Toglos got to his feet and took two steps, then a third. "No damage."

"I go first." Harald walked closer to the stream proper, even though the ground softened. It wasn't mud, and a glance back showed no true tracks, but he didn't trust the ground even so. "The next clearing and no farther."

It was a longer way than he'd guessed. The bank and land under the trees stayed damp, almost as if water seeped up from below but did not touch the surface. The bottom of the stream turned to mud, then sand, then mud once more. The banks on the far side of the water flattened, warning that the Lady of Water had an extensive claim to that part of the stream. It wasn't what he wanted for a mill. No solid foundation, no fall of water, floods that spread wide ... Only a fool put a mill in a water meadow.

Weepin' salla grew well here, and some of the trees had been trimmed back by people taking the withies to use for baskets and mats, perhaps charcoal as well. Other trees remained unclaimed, and Harald marked two of them with chalk. Water hastel lurked in the woods, another small-wood tree for baskets. Both trees' natures were too cool and moist to make good fuel or building wood.

"Wonder if there's a spring, sir," Toglos said as they studied the next clearing. A stand of schaef tail reeds stood proud of the thick grasses off to the right. Now Harald heard faint bleats and other schaef sounds from farther to the right, the edge of the grassy meadow. He thought he saw someone's hat as well, moving against the grasses and reeds, but wasn't entirely sure.

"Could be, or a watery mire." Bad place for a mill, in other words, and someone already had a grazing claim here. "We go back."

"Aye, sir." Toglos nodded hard. "The water doesn't want a mill, and the land agrees."

Harald blinked at the words, but nodded. "Aye." A man didn't need a mage gift to see that, just eyes and sense.

The rain arrived as they came in sight of Jerwood. Harald shrugged to himself as they tried to avoid the worst of the puddles and muddy holes in the road. He'd get wet from below working on the mill and channel, and wet from above when it rained.

"Farmers won't be happy," a woman observed as she clomped along, resignation in her steps and posture.

"Nae," Harald agreed. Rain washed the goodness out of grain and let mold grow.

"But the tapsters and apothecaries will be," the gate guard chuckled as he waved them in. One of the other guards made the Horns at the man's back, followed by a cruder gesture. Harald agreed. Winter fevers and cough were not to be joked about.
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"Don' like this," said one of the men, a sawyer by his looks, the evening after the rains. "Crops in the field yet, nuts still fallin', and the well in Smith Lane goin' bad. Someone angered Donwah, perhaps Korvaal too." He made the Horns, then bit into his bread and cheese.

Toglos looked a question over his bread and sausage. Harald shrugged and made the sign for "maybe." He wasn't a priest to know the ways of the gods, aside from what all men knew, like not fouling waters through carelessness and not wasting food or fuel.

"Nah, probably just the Wheel turnin'. Everythin' 's gone so well this year that we were due. Missed the floods, schaef murrin stayed south, big storms kept north, and Lenci's not blown up a kiln load of pots since m’Lord Scavenger's winter feast." The one-eyed man snorted. "We'll probably have snow on the Eighth Day, then m'lord Ealdred will call for a special tax so he can build 'at wall he's been makin' noise about."

Everyone within hearing made the Wheel, the Horns, or both. "Hush yer mouth," the serving woman, Ilma, snapped. "'Tis th' new mill, not the wall, we'll get taxed for, accordin' to Old Man Vencel."

At least four men made the Horns at her words, and Maude declared, "Work, don't gossip, Ilma. We need a mill, no matter who builds and owns it."

Harald kept his attention on his food. The others ignored him and Toglos. After all, they were strangers and had no thoughts on mills and taxes.

The next day, master and journeyman eased out the western gate as soon as it opened and started north and west. The road faded to a trail that snaked between tree stumps. Several eich had been pollarded, and two had been cut and the stumps hollowed out for home tanning. Harald blinked at that. Was someone that poor, or were they dodging a tax, or did they just prefer their own work? Not his business, not now. The trees thinned and the way faded from a trail to a track to nothing at all at the edge of a clearing.

"I see what Goodman Criba meant by marsh, sir." Toglos stopped and waved toward the broad stretch of schaef tail reeds, cord grass, and other mud-loving plants. He also waved away a swarm of tiny flies or gnats.

"Aye. Bad place for us, good for other things." And claimed by multiple gods, so not for men to use, most men. He led the way around the drier edge of the marshy area, and they followed the stream toward the hills.

The land grew a bit drier and the plants shifted. After two hands by Lamp, or so Harald guessed, he stopped and looked back. "Huh. Ground's higher." He could see a slight fall in the land behind them, nothing obvious but certainly there. "Hmm."

After a while, the ground dipped down more steeply, and they stopped. "Interestin'." The trees opened and they could hear the sound of water falling, smell wet stone. "What's 'at?" Harald asked.

Toglos frowned. "The, ah, where stone shapes the stream and it can't make it's own way, sir. Ah, a knick, sir?"

"Aye. A knick. Can we use it?"

Toglos took a few steps forward. Harald followed, eyes on the ground in case they found a surprise. "I don't think so, sir. The stream's small, and the drop is only as tall as your staff. That's not enough strength in the stream, even with a dam and pond above?" He turned back.

"Mayhap. Look to the left."

After a long quiet, Toglos said, "More water, sir, but not enough for us still." Something either flowed into the stream, or bent it farther up and sent part of the flow around the knick and into a wet meadow before it returned to the larger stream.

"Aye. We go back to Jerwood. Land's not for us. Mayhap some trees, if no claims are found." He'd seen a double handful of good eich and two bech. The weepin' salla could be shared if no one had prior claim. If the hills provided castana, eich, and black or white needle leaf, then he'd not need much more save perhaps sendal. Korvaal and Radmar gave, Rella and Donwah took, it was as it was. And if Valdher still claimed the forests? He'd cross that ford when he reached it. If Jormund needed a stream for the town, the western might serve best, if Donwah allowed.

When Rella's Lamp stood two hands above the trees, Toglos asked, "Ah, sir, are we going to let Count Ealdred know that we are here?"

"Aye, but not until one of the law reader priests confirms the mill site and tree land. Don't make sense to speak with the contract holder 'till we have news, 'specially good news. Goes better that way. Makin' a man angry or disappointin' him at first meetin's not wise."

Toglos chewed on the thought for a while before he spoke again. They'd reached the road into Jerwood, and joined the flow of people into town. "I can see that, sir. Sweeten the news of the cost of wood and labor and land with a report of good harvest or fleece weights?"

"Just like. Unless he's asked for the bad up front." Some people did, so they'd hear the worst, then the better. Miners were like that, or so he'd been told.

An angry voice interrupted his thoughts. "... Well, I don't. Mill right's mine, not the count's. He owes me mill right fee even if he claims a new buildin'."
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The speaker walked beside a farmer, or a man who looked like a farmer and who escorted a three-bird wagon. "My father owned the mill, and his father, and that gives me mill right. That's imperial and god law." The old man glared at everyone around, including the birds. He stared at Harald, frown growing deeper.

As they drew closer to the farmer and former miller, Toglos rested one finger beside his nose, then asked, "Sir, didn't the priestess say that charcoalers marked their wood claims with clear sign?"

"Aye, and the temples should have record, Korvaal's and Rella's both, perhaps others if the town is small and one temple takes charge of all the law books and claim books." Harald nodded to the farmer and old miller. "So just because a man finds no record at one place doesn't mean he's done lookin', iffin he's got a doubt."

"Just sayin' doesn' make a claim, then." Toglos nodded once.

Harald shook his head, then tilted it to the side. They eased off that way, giving the great haulers lots of room. The near-side wheel bird's crest had started to flatten, a bad sign. He was one of the thick-bodied and heavy-legged kind, and their kick would kill a man easily.

"No. Spoken' word's not enough. Marks known and easily seen, plus record in the temple or other place of law keepin', those are signs of a proper claim. Just like puttin' yer mark on yer tools and keepin' 'em neat an' in a case or proper box."

Toglos nodded, as did several others within hearing. The old miller's face unfolded from its frown. Let him take them for carpenters or coopers or woodwrights—they were, as well as other things.

The next morning, just after the gates opened, Harald went to the market. He stopped beside the corner of the street, out of the way of traffic. Toglos needed heavier winter clothes and they both should have proper cloaks. Hand protection too, not just knitted mittens but something with leather for gripping an ax and other tools. As he considered which way to start, the edges of his vision shifted and grew wavy. He closed his eyes and hung his head for two breaths, then looked again. Still wavy, as if he looked through flowing water. The Wheel had turned. "Toglos."

"Sir?"

Harald handed him his purse. "Get winter clothes, two heavy cloaks, hand protection if you can find it. No more than three vlaat if you can help it. The Dancers."

Toglos nodded. "Yes, sir." He tucked the hardened leather pouch out of sight.

Harald turned and made his way back to The Green Vulpen. The colored lines filled a third of his vision, moving more swiftly than in several years. Harald returned to the inn and caught Goodman Ingolf's eye. "I will be in the upstairs storage room. My assistant will want food later. Please do not send anyone up without asking him."

The innkeeper's expression turned wary. "Ye have a guest?"

The laugh that followed sounded bitter as sour rush root, even to his own ears. "Not unless Rella's Dancers are counted as guests."

Understanding replaced suspicion. "Go, Master Harald. I'll warn my staff to step lightly."

"Marsdaam bless you."

"Radmar turn the Wheel with speed."

He'd not eaten enough to lose, thanks be. He climbed the steps, let himself into the storage room, and shed boots, belt, and cloak. Oh, the floor felt good under his back as lay down in the darkness. Gut-twisting sickness and a spike through his head ended thought. Radmar have mercy, Rella be kind, he detested the Dancers' visits.

Noon came and passed the next day before he dared leave the storage/sleeping chamber. Toglos had moved as quietly as he could, but the sound had hurt even so. Now, Harald drank small beer and waited. His guts did not rebel, so he tried one of the plain buns that Toglos had brought. That too stayed where it belonged. He pulled on fresher clothes and boots, then took the clay mug down to the ground floor.

Harald found Toglos and Leofric waiting when he emerged. Both had tankards and scowls as they sat beside the fire in the common room, a wax board and piece of parchment between them. Toglos saw him first and stood, moving farther from the fire as was proper. Harald sat, and Maude brought meat tea and a tankard of plain ale. "Sir," Toglos said, then sat again after Harald did.

"News?"

Leofric rubbed under his chin. "News, gossip, and you'll see. I had to speak for your journeyman in the market. One of the watch took exception to his spending in your name, and I had to testify to his rank and rights. Your seal's on record with Korvaal's temple?"

"Aye. Gember's as well, along with the contract, or should be." He drank the meat tea. Someone had added warming spices, perhaps at Toglos' request. The ale too tasted of fire seed, just a pinch, to help warm and balance his nature. "Do I need to speak with the market master?"

"Not yet, sir," Toglos said. "Master Leofric's word carried enough weight, that and one of Korvaal's priests spoke for you, ah, Famric? The law reader, sir." Toglos slid the purse down the table to him.

Leofric shook his head. "I've dealt with that watchman before. He grows ironwood under his hat." A snort, then, "So, you need wood. What besides eich and bech?"

"Weepin' salla, white or black needle leaf, mayhap sendal. Castana'd be nice, but so would swine that roast themselves and schaef that shear themselves."

"You find those swine an' I'll not charge ye for space," Goodman Ingolf said. He refilled the three tankards. "But if great haulers fly overhead, you owe me a new hat."

Leofric grinned. "Heard and witnessed." He put a silver ring on the table. Once the innkeeper moved on to other things, he leaned forward. "Bech?"

"Gears and pins. Iron on eich's no good." Harald tapped the top of the table. "Summat in eich hates iron when water's near, and rots the metal. One nail's not so bad, but big pieces of iron rot within two-three years."

A nod greeted his words. "Ah. Don't do much with water besides steam or boiling for curved work. White or black needle leaf? Mix them?"

"Prefer not. Better to keep like with like, all from the same stand if we can. Needle leaf doesn't like to work with strangers." Was this a test?

The carpenter smiled and sat back. "True. I ask because one of the farmers came in yesterday wanting to sell almost half his woodlot. He has two dowers this year."

Harald winced and Toglos cringed. Well, he came from a family one generation from five sisters, so he'd heard stories, probably. "This what he has?" Harald tapped the list.

"Aye. All the trees were planted by his father's father or before. He runs swine. The bech wasn't in the same part of the farm as the woodlot. I get first rights, and Count Ealdred claims the bark to sell to tanners." Leofric sounded resigned.

Toglos studied the list as well. He frowned with confusion and tapped beside the prickly eich. "That's nuts, aye? So use right only like castana for nuts, sirs?"

"Not this time. Tree's not had a crop for four years and been dead for two. Priests of Korvaal and m’Lord Scavenger marked it for cutting." He smiled, then shrugged. "Might only be fuel if it's gotten wormy."

Harald made the Wheel. "Probably is, and the bech will split and craze as soon as someone sets ax to it. Or he mistook ironwood for bech and someone's ax will bounce."

"Or some fool tried to tap the prickly eich for sweet sap," Toglos muttered, making the Horns.

Leofric's eyes went wide. "Korvaal my witness, someone did that?"

"Or cut a plug piece from a living tree, sir, but the height was right for sap tap, Korvaal my witness, Radmar turn the wheel if I speak falsely," Toglos averred.

"I saw it." Harald finished his ale. No more without real food in his stomach, but his headache had faded to a minor irritation.

Harald considered the list and which woods he needed. "I'll buy from you what you don't want, assuming the wood's good." If he could find castana in the hills, unclaimed, he'd take as much as the gods permitted. Should he mention Jormund? Perhaps. "'Ere might be someone in the market for white needle leaf and alm, if the road story we heard 'bout Count Ealdred or one of t' temples or t' town council wantin' more water into town's true." He closed one eye and raised the opposite brow.

"The count, or a temple, or the council," Leofric repeated, then snorted. "Sounds as likely as the story that the Great Northern Emperor has giant white cats that talk to him."

Harald chuckled. "Not heard that one, an' don' think anyone sober has cats 'at big."

"So, you'll take what I don't want from this," Leofric lifted the scrap of parchment. "Any idea when you want to start work?"

Mindful of ears and interested passers-by, Harald shrugged. "Before the Great Cold returns, but not tomorrow. Not today, either. I'll take Toglos and confirm my seal and his token with the other temples, then go with a law reader to look at some other trees. They're coppiced or pollarded but not marked other ways. Weepin' salla mostly, but a few eich."

"Huh. Sounds wise. Man don't like to be surprised with an arrow when he starts to cut a branch." Leofric extended his hand. He and Harald touched palms. "Trade or otherwise?"

"Trade. Summat slipped at a bad time."

The carpenter nodded. "Is there ever a good time?" He stood and the others stood as well. "Radmar turn things in your favor."

"Korvaal bless your work." After Leofric left with the wax board and parchment, Harald visited the jakes, then looked at the garments Toglos had found. "How much?"

"Three vlaat and a quarter, sir. I didn't find the hand warmers, but the goodman at the stall said he should have some come Gember's great feast. They'll be reknit from older goods, but sound, with new leather on the palms." He blinked, hesitant. "Ah, sir, I had to get the shirts to get the pants."

The cloaks had a little wear on the hems, but that wasn't where it mattered. They were looser than what he had, and the smaller would fit over his old cloak and heavy jerkin for more warmth. The one Toglos claimed had pouches sewn to the outside as well as the inside. Harald blinked, but shrugged—since they were not smiths or miners, it didn't matter. Toglos also had two pair of pants, one pair patched at the cuff but very serviceable. The shirts ... both grey like undyed wool, very heavy but soft with a tiny nap. They closed all the way at the throat with toggles and loops instead of buttons, and the cuffs tied with drawstrings. He'd not seen anything like them, but the seams felt durable, and the shirts didn't show heavy wear. The fabric was thick enough for anyone. "You did well."

"Thank you, sir!" Relief flowed from him like water over a millwheel.

"I need real food, and we go to the temples." He should have shown his seal at all the temples, not just Korvaal's. Having a notary renew the power ... Not yet, but once he was better known. Toglos' word might not be sufficient, even with Leofric's support.

The day proved dry but grey and warm, with a south wind. "Need to dry the fields," a toothless woman muttered to her companion.

"Aye, an' twill bring fruit blight and fleece rot, mark my words." All within hearing made the Wheel or the Horns. Harald tilted his head to the right, and Toglos crossed the road. The bakers kept their shops in the same neighborhood so they could share the three ovens. A fourth oven stood not far from the smiths, beside a small temple of Gember, but that was for townsfolk to use, not bakers. It burned earth coal, something Harald found passing strange.

Toglos took a deep breath, then another, once they got clear of some unclaimed great hauler dung. The journeyman stretched his legs, not hurrying but moving quickly, still sniffing the air. Harald followed Toglos' nose, then smelled something spicy, rich, and new coming from a door under the sign of three ears of wheat. Harald went first, lest the journeyman eat his weight in wares. Heat flowed from the doorway.

"Well met, Master Harald," an almost-familiar woman's voice declared. Mistress Osbruga smiled from behind a counter. "I own half this business, the Three Ears." A plumper woman stood beside her, while a man with arms bigger than a mill's main shaft took a huge wooden paddle of enormous loaves out of an oven. This was not a leb-bakery.

Harald smiled in turn. "Well met indeed, Mistress Osbruga. My journeyman Toglos, who seems most interested in your wares."

The women chuckled. The second woman said, "These are sausage and loose-meat rolls and buns here. Sweet's in the center, and savory spiced breads by your journeyman. My man just took loaves with minced dried great hauler ham and golden root in them out of the oven, and those need to cool before you slice them."

He'd never heard of such a combination in a loaf. They looked very, very filling. "I'll take one of the fresh loaves, four plain sausage buns, two long sausage buns, and ..."

Toglos gestured toward some braided and glazed things with powdered castana nut on top. "May we try these, please, sir?" He didn't quite beg.

"They have castana, honey, and sun-stem as well as a pinch of Gember's fire in them," the baker told him.

"Two please. I'll pay in coin."

The woman weighed things as Mistress Osbruga returned to her task. She measured spices into a large, oblong bowl, murmuring to herself as she did. The man added flour, what seemed to be half a great hauler egg, and fat to the bowl, then started to stir. Clamps held the bowl in place on the table.

"One vlaat one ring, please," the plump lady said.

"Fair dealin's," Harald declared.

"Fair dealing," the lady replied.

A young man in fancy clothes had come in, and he called, "Seen and witnessed."

Toglos eased out the door, making room as Harald paid. "Gember bless your trade," Harald said, collecting the scrap-wrapped breads.

"Donwah be with you." The goodwife turned to the well-dressed journeyman or messenger. Harald noted the clothes before he followed Toglos out into the afternoon.

They found an out-of-the way courtyard beside the Scavenger's temple and tried the long sausage rolls. Savory spices and good meat filled Harald's stomach without weighing him down. Toglos took another bite, eyebrows pulled in to his nose, almost. "Is this schaef, sir?"

"I think it is." No one would joke about cat in the rolls at the Three Ears! The baker could probably wield the paddle as well as the priests of Gember did. Harald gave the boy the castana braid. Toglos took a bite. His eyes opened wide, and he chewed slowly. Harald contented himself with a smaller sausage bun. It reminded him, he needed to find a place for the winter, and to buy provisions to help spare his host and make up for what they'd need working in the forest.

Stomachs filled for the moment, Harald took the rest back to the inn. Then he led the way to the temple of Donwah on Godcourt Lane. The pulley on the well squealed terribly as a child pulled up the bucket, straining with effort. Harald stopped and took the rope. He finished the pull and steadied the bucket as the thin boy filled his family's buckets. The child staggered under the weight of the yoke, then departed with a fast nod of thanks. His breeches needed patching. It was good that the day had turned warm.

"Thank you, sir," a man said quietly. Harald turned and bowed to a man in the robes and half veil of the Lady of Waters. "Kai's parents prefer barley to wheat."

Meaning they drank what should go to the children. Harald took hold of his temper with two hands before he said anything. Toglos growled quietly but stayed silent. Harald said, "Service to the Lady of Waters is no labor at all. I wish to confirm my seal with the temple, lest questions arise." He spoke as he would in the count's court, hiding his birth speech.

The priest nodded. "We have no law reader here, but we do have a register for the seals of those in trades of the Lady of Waters. Enter please."

Harald bowed to the image of Donwah, then followed the priest off to the left, through a narrow doorway. It led to a room with books and bundles of something soft-looking tucked onto shelves. The man touched a mage light, waking the spell, then studied the books until he found one with silver and blue on the spine. He set it on the table in the center of the room. From under the table he drew a case that opened to reveal folded cloth. The priest removed a bottle of ink from a different shelf and poured a few drops on the cloth. Harald removed his seal from the pouch and showed it to the priest.

The seal glowed for a moment. "You are Harald Tolson, called Halfpaw, master millwright," the priest recited. Harald pressed the seal to the pad, then against the open page in the next space. "Have you letters?"

"Yes, sir." Harald signed the book. "My journeyman."

Toglos removed his token from around his neck and presented it to the priest. The man took it and studied the design, then nodded and returned it. He made a note in the book. "You are listed, should anyone ask."

Harald inclined toward the man. "Thank you, sir. None have asked yet, but it might become needful in the future."

He sensed a sharper gaze from behind the veil, perhaps. The priest raised his hand and made Donwah's Wave. "Go with the blessing of the Lady of Waters, and may your work bless all who make use of it."

"Thanks be to the Lady of Waters," Harald murmured. Toglos echoed him. They left a small offering on the way out.

By the time they finished with all the temples, Harald wanted nothing more than strong ale, hot food, and sleep. Instead he found Famric at Korvaal's temple and told him what he'd observed.

The law reader priest shook his head. "You are right. Claim without sign is not full claim. I would not touch those trees yet, though. It might be that they are registered with a different temple, one outside the walls. I will inquire."

"Thank you. I found a site for the mill, three possibly but one I prefer, and several good trees. Would it be possible for a law reader to witness and confirm the site and trees?" He didn't ask directly—that might discourage aid.

Famric walked to the end of the record chamber and back. "Yes. The day after the Eighth Day, weather permitting, and other duties permitting. Have you spoken with the count?" He folded his arms.

"No sir. I wanted to have a site and wood source before I presented myself and began work. He, ah, seems—" What was the word he wanted? "To be one who prefers not to be bothered by matters of trade without knowing details about the goods and schedule."

A half smile tilted Famric's lips. "A cautious and correct choice of words and actions together. I will go with you on the day after the Eighth Day, if all goes well." The smile faded. "A road word, Master Harald, Journeyman Toglos. Not everyone is pleased with the prospect of the count building the new mill. Some fear that an injustice was done, and that perhaps it was not accident that ignited the old mill."

Harald closed his eyes for a moment as Toglos groaned quietly. "Thank you for the road word. I had heard rumor of such, and we will proceed with care."
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The farmer blinked down at Harald a few days later. "Ye want winter space, outside the walls?" Goodman Godrik stood at least a full head taller than Harald, narrow shouldered but stout from hard work and good food. His farmstead on the forest road looked even more prosperous from inside the gate.

"Aye, Goodman. I prefer to be closer to my work, and my journeyman and I'll be gradin' and markin' trees an' wood here and up stream. Pay silver coin and copper, and have some of my own food. Can also pay some labor." That might sweeten things, depending. The farm looked well run, blessed by hard work and Gember together.

Goodman Godrik blinked again. Light frost glazed one pale blue eye, and his beaky nose would make a great hauler envious. "An' yer registered with the temples?"

"Aye, on contract for work."

A woman almost as lean as Toglos leaned out the door. "We've got room and supplies, Godrik. Silver'd be welcome."

The farmer shrugged and offered his right hand. They pressed palms. "Ye can use the weavin' house. Was livin' house first, then weavin' house afore changed from schaef t' other things. Got place for a fire, an ye can come an' go as ye need."

"Thank ye." Harald gave him a full vlaat. "We'll move in after the next Eight Day." There might be things stored in the old weaving house that Godrik preferred strangers not see or touch.

"Agreed." The farmer returned to piling great hauler dung into a small hand cart, and Harald left the farm, closing the chest high gate behind himself.

He'd left Toglos in town getting a bath and shave, and his clothes washed, such as they had with them. The washing women might not work much during the cold season here. A quarter of the place smelled of sawdust and fresh plaster, and business might slow for washing without trades and caravans. Jerwood had been granted to Count Ealdred's father's sire, or so the temple of Korvaal's records stated. The nobles had brought people from the south and east, and more followed. That might explain Ealdred's fuss about clothes and his rights, since they were new to the land. And why Valdher might still have a claim.

Harald turned north up a small track, one he'd not noticed on his earlier passage along the road. It wound through the woods, among well-spaced, mature trees with straight trunks and sturdy limbs. Harald itched to mark a handful, but shook his head. "Not without temple agreement," he murmured, then sighed a little as he beheld the perfect eich in the middle of a clearing off to his right. The trunk would make a magnificent main shaft for the mill. Acorns dropped here and there, and the leaves had begun turning golden brown. He nodded a little salute to the forest master and continued on his way. The tracks of cervi cut through a damp spot. Did anyone have grazing right for swine here? If so, he'd best find out, and learn who the swineherd was. This close to Jerwood, the swine could not be turned out on their own. They might turn on people and hurt or kill someone, especially a child.

The way grew straighter and an opening appeared ahead. A small temple of rough-hewn wood stood in the clearing. Carvings of cervi, laupen, and other wild animals decorated the top of the waist high fence around the building. The fence would not keep out men or beasts, but it did separate temple land from the ordinary forest. The door of the building stood open, so Harald inclined to the Lady of the Wild, then opened the gate and entered the temple grounds. The fence's builder had done beautiful work, carving and mounting the shapes of the beasts onto the top rail of the fence so carefully that the creatures seemed to grow from the wood. He ran one finger along the joint. It was there, but smoothed and fitted to make it almost invisible.

Harald hesitated at the open door, then removed his hat and entered. He bowed lower. "All honor to Valdher, Lady of the Wilds," he said, then stood. A statue of a formidable woman in a dark green hooded cloak stood behind the altar. The goddess strode forward, an elaborately carved and painted staff in Her left hand, Her right hand resting on a cervi stag with golden antlers. Her eyes seemed to hold the forest and hills in them, and he bowed again, awestruck by the image and the skill of the makers. "All honor to Valdher, Lady of the Forests, who protects and watches the wild lands and unclaimed, the beasts of the field and birds of the air, the meadows and stony wastes together."

A quiet voice replied, "All honor to Her, and to those who respect Her works and ways." A man limped toward Harald. He leaned on a staff, and his left arm and leg and face showed signs of a long-ago accident. The mage lights' gleam shone from burn scars on that hand, running under the sleeve of his dark green robe. Harald inclined in a salute of sorts. The priest had worked hard to recover from his accident, and the people who had cared for him had done very well. "Are you called by the Lady, stranger?"

"No, sir. I seek to know more of which lands here remain under Valdher's hand, and which might be used for timber." He added, "I also wish to pay honor to Her who watches over the wild." Only a fool went into forests where cervi, laupen, perhaps even beorn dwelled without giving honor to Her who claimed them.

"You are wiser than some, stranger." The priest studied him, then nodded once. "The house of Korvaal has records on paper, and those have not changed. The Lady's Veil remains over the high hills, from the twisted white needle leaf and stinking spring north and east. Korvaal has sway closer to the lowlands."

"The twisted white needle leaf and stinking spring, yes, sir. Thank you. If I find marks of use out of turn, should I bring word to you here?"

The right side of the man's face frowned. "Only if the Lady has not dealt with the interloper Herself."

Something in his words, a strange wildness and weight, gave Harald pause. He bowed low to the one who spoke through Her priest. "My thanks for the guidance and warning. I will do so, should I find such signs." Please may he not find anything, please.

"Go with the blessing of the Lady of the Wild, Harald born to turnings."

"My thanks for the blessing." When the uneven steps faded, he straightened up. He glanced at the statue once more, then hurried to the door. He left a silver ring in the box, then departed with haste. Given what Korvaal could do to those who trespassed or broke His laws about His forests, what more might the Lady of the Wilds do? Getting skewered by a stag would be the least of it, he suspected.

Harald returned to the main road through the woods. The Lamp would be below the trees soon, and leaves swirled on a wind from the north. Clouds covered the blue, Rella's Flock growing thicker and darker. He shook his head. Town. The weather might change faster than he was used to, so close to uplands. He walked along the edge of the road, avoiding the worst of the ruts and holes. Someone had brought a wagon through when it was too wet, and now everyone else must suffer as well. Smoothing the road before winter ... He shrugged as he walked. Some places did, others smoothed the road in the spring. A few did both. He felt a rock through the sole of his boot and frowned. Another thing to spend coin on. At this rate he'd be thinner than Toglos come spring and building season!
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Two days after the Eighth Day, Harald followed Famric and Toglos down the road through the woods, going east. Harald carried food for two nights out, and Toglos had extra writing material in his pack. They needed to see the edge of Valdher's lands, and claim more trees in the presence of the law speaker. He could also confirm or deny the site of the mill that Harald wanted. They walked quickly, not speaking, their shadows stretching far behind them as Rella's Lamp blazed ahead.

They reached the stream and turned north, to where Harald had left his temporary marks. No one had moved them. Once there, Famric studied the land, eyes sagging partly closed. Harald waited as Toglos followed the stream's waters to the south and east. "No claims here," Famric said at last. His eyes opened. "It's commons land, not birthright of Count Ealdred but no one else uses it. If the Lady of Waters agrees, then there should be no counter claims."

"Thank you." Harald wasted no time gathering up more fist sized rocks from beside the stream and marking out space for the mill, then using chalk to blaze his sign on several trees. Toglos joined him as the priest watched. They'd make clearer marks later and true tree blazes, but this would do for now.

They'd brought food and bedding for sleeping out, all three of them. The day remained warm, but Harald didn't trust it. Neither did Famric if the heavy blankets, cloak, and other things on his back were any sign. The three made good progress, passing the jer in the boulders and reaching the fall of water at the edge of the hills with one hand of light still in the sky. "What say you?" Famric asked.

Something in his voice and eyes gave Harald pause. Was this a test, or did Korvaal speak through Famric? He leaned on his staff and considered the land around them. The water at the base of the drop lapped less than a hand-width below the edge of the stones along the stream. If rain came, the waters would flow over the banks. The grassy ground gave the slightest bit under his boots, not soggy but almost soft. It would be a considerable walk to reach higher ground should they need to, unless they climbed the hill in the dark. Trees kept back from the drop, another sign that perhaps this was not a place to linger in the night if rain came.

"Sir," Toglos began. "Sir, sleeping high might be better. I don't think the count's hunting dogs left these." He'd crouched and pointed to footprints in the soft dirt a little downstream of the drop. Harald went to look. Hoofs, but not schaef or kine. He glanced toward the wood. Hatsel, berry bushes, things cervi and perhaps other beasts browsed in season.

"Aye. We go up. Away from water an' beasts both."

Famric smiled. "Wise choice. I see a trail into the forest, cervi and what follows them. The laupen should still be in the high hills, but they don't always ask at the temple what the proper season is." He gestured with the top of his own staff toward a worn place to the left of the water drop, a beast trail. Harald nodded, and Famric strode that direction, head turning left and right as he walked.

The water drop looked to be three times a man's height. It would be very good for a mill, perhaps. The distance to Jerwood would be greater than the count wanted—a full day's walk, and no road or trail for now. Perhaps in the future, but he'd need to shift the stream as they deepened the pool, and built the mill and wheel mounts. The Lady of Waters might not approve. Harald shrugged his pack a little and followed the other two up the trail. Bits of broken dark brown stone made the way tricky. He took his time—a man went up hill slowly or he slid down hill all too quickly.

He reached the top and heard Famric make a sound, part thoughtful part unhappy. "Not supposed to be fires here," the priest told them. "Not open without guards. The schaef herds and people with nut and hook right, and Mistress Osbruga, don't build fires on the ground without proper care, and they scatter the ash when they leave." Whoever had built the fire had left a small heap of part-burned wood and ash out in the open. The fire had burned itself out instead of being quenched or smothered. At least it wasn't under a tree.

"Let's go on, farther from the hill edge. Little rise there, sir?" Harald nodded to a grassy platform away from the stream and clear of brush and trees. It looked far enough from the edge of the forest to be safe from beasts, but far enough from water that they'd not get swept away if rains filled the stream.

"Aye." Famric blessed the spot, and they started gathering wood for a fire. Harald also marked several good, straight eich and a score of white needle leaf he found by themselves. None of the trees bore marks or signs of having been coppiced or pollarded. They shouldn't be claimed, since this was temple land, but someone might have cut for small wood before the next generation of the family gave the land to the temple. He found a goodly amount of dry wood on the ground and brought it to the raised area.

Toglos had cleared space in the grass, removing the turf and setting it aside, then moving any leaves and other things well clear of the space for the fire. "Did you see any still-closed needle leaf cones?" Famric asked. Harald shook his head as he crouched and set the wood on the grass. "Good. None of the shatter cone should grow here, but if you work farther north, you might find some. Don't ever put a cone of any kind in the fire up north."

"Ah, they shatter, sir?" Toglos asked as he began setting up a proper fire.

The brown priest nodded. "Shatter and send flames and sticky fire all over. A big one can throw burning pitch quite a way. Not what a man wants in his campfire."

Harald made the Horns. "Nae." Was that what had hurt Valdher's priest? Lots of things could go wrong with flame. Rella's gifts brought joy when treated with respect and honor, and sorrow and pain when abused or handled carelessly.

Once Toglos had the fire going, Harald fetched water from the stream using a canvas sack. It seeped a little from the seams, but he wasn't going far. Famric had brought a small pot, and they heated water as Toglos tended the fire, nursing it to brighter, steadier flame. He'd only needed two tries to start it. Harald had met one Rella-born with the gift of starting fire on almost anything she tried, including damp but not wet wood. She also had some skills as an herbalist, and was a dab hand with a sling. She'd been one of the only two women he'd ever seen traveling with a trade caravan.

They ate meat-filled buns and meat tea, then sun-stem tea. "I'll take second turn," Harald said.

"I'm first," Famric declared.

Toglos didn't hide his smile fast enough. The boy loved to be up before the sun, something Harald considered a sign of youth and folly.

Famric nudged him to wakefulness sometime in the night. Clouds covered the stars. "Nothing moves. I added two pieces of wood to the fire, in case mist comes," the priest warned. "The air feels heavy."

"Thank you. Korvaal grant you quiet rest."

"Blessed be the Lord of the Forest."

Harald looked out into the night, gaze shifting from trees to meadow to stream and back. He didn't stare, but neither did he glance too quickly. The fire should discourage beasts, but a hungry laupen or two might take the glow for an invitation. It had happened in the past, or so he'd been warned. Men too might take advantage of darkness and fatigue. He'd dealt with those himself more than once. Harald added a small stick of wood to the fire and turned his eyes outward once more.

Stillness covered the land. No night birds sang. Was that bad? Perhaps not here and now, in autumn with a dark night and so far north. The wind had gone calm and soft moisture settled down from the clouds or rose from the ground. Harald looked up. A few stars appeared for an instant, then disappeared once more. Clouds moved but the wind did not. He shrugged. Not his to worry about unless rain and Rella's white fire came together, followed by sudden silence. He pulled his cloak a little tighter and considered the land.

The mill site would work well. He'd need a small pond but nothing truly large. Alas that the fall of water would not be tamed for use now, but he'd make do. Perhaps later the site would be released by the Lady of Waters. He'd need the full flow of the stream for the mill, at least in winter. Would that cause problems with the ford? No, not once the pond filled, and again, only in dry summer or late winter.

Jormund needed water as well, could he use the central stream? Or was that the winterbourne? No, because he'd not seen signs of a winterbourne. The streams all flowed year round or went quiet in winter. Maybe it joined one of the others farther upstream than he'd looked for himself. He had the mill site, starter wood, a place to stay during the work, and an initial contract for the wood work. Now all he had to do was assemble all the people and pieces. And find more wood, because nothing ever needed less than the original estimate, be it a mill, a house, or a wall.

True mist flowed down from the hills by the time he woke Toglos for the last watch. He could still see the closer trees, but not the farther. At least they had the stream as a guide, should the mist thicken and remain after the Lamp's rays appeared. "No movement, no creatures," Harald told the journeyman.

"Yes, sir. Dawn waking?"

"Aye."

Harald lay down on the heavy blanket and pulled a second one over himself. The ground grew harder every year, and colder. His hip and shoulder already grumbled at the labor and cool damp. Even so, he fell asleep quickly.

Famric too moved slowly come the dawn. Harald sat, waited, then eased to one knee. He moved his shoulders. Nothing balked, so he shifted his weight and stood. One hip caught, then released with a flash of pain. As he stretched, the priest eased up to sit. Something in one arm popped, and Famric grimaced, then moved again. Once all could move, they ate more sausage in bread and drank sun-stem tea as the fire died. Toglos fetched more water and they doused the last flames and coals until none of them felt heat, then they scattered the ash and put back the turves Toglos had removed the night before.

They set out upstream once more. Someone had gathered most of the fallen wood, or at least they saw very little. Famric frowned at a heavy limb on the ground, then shook his head. "Wind fall." He pointed to the place on the tree. Harald noted the jagged stump of the limb. "Probably a little weak or rotten, and the storms at Donwah's late-summer feast brought it down."

"Aye." The jagged, broken ends looked weathered, not fresh. He reached up with his staff. Too high for hook or crook to easily grasp the branch, so wind fallen was most likely. He stepped around the limb.

The stream had widened. A pond held the water, but not so well that water scum marred it. An old, long-fallen tree had started the pond, and more debris and spring dirt built a little dam. Water trickled through here and there. It would not last too long, but Donwah had Her reason for the pond. Small fish glided among the reeds edging the bank on this side. Harald locked the pond into his memory. He needed to add it to the map, so the miller would know to send someone up and check on it. No one wanted to be surprised when a large surge of water came out of nowhere. Better to ask temple permission to tear the dam apart when it started to weaken, releasing the water slowly, then to lose the mill pond or mill works or both.

The land began to rise more steeply. The rays of Rella's Lamp burned through the mist, clearing the air and shooing Her flocks away. "Not much farther," Harald said. "I've seen no signs of claim or use, and we near Valdher's lands, I think."

"We do, but I don't know how near," Famric said. "And I've not found sign of claims, either. We're on temple land, Donwah's and Yoorst's if memory serves. The border of the two is not marked."

"Huh." It didn't matter, since he'd ask both for permission if he needed wood from here. And the temples disagreed less often than did people.

Toglos tilted his head to the side as they walked. "Sir, does Donwah's temple claim this because it holds the headspring of the stream?"

Famric shook his head. "No, but good thought. If men cut too many trees and plow ground on too steep of a slope, the dirt washes into the streams, ruining them as well as ruining the land. Protecting the land protects the streams and what lives in them. Land long settled is different, but even there the gods may set limits on use."

"As m’Lord Scavenger does on some mines." Harald caught Toglos' eye. "What did Master Wulfgar say about the place he got mill stones from?"

The younger man scowled as he thought, easing around something with thorns as long as Harald's thumb. Harald too gave it lots of space. The red berries on the inner branches tempted him not at all, not with those spikes. He'd be safer courting the Great Northern Emperor's mistress!

Once clear of danger, Toglos ventured, "Ah, didn't he say, um, that m’Lord Scavenger marked stone to be left, places in the quarry not to be touched. And that some mines had entire pillars as big around as three men with hands joined that belonged to Him only and could never be used?"

"Exactly." Harald nodded to Famric. "Master Wulfgar is a stone cutter, sir, mill stones only. Born to Radmar, for m’Lord Scavenger. Makes and dresses and repairs mill stones."

A slow nod greeted his words. "I'd wondered about that, if a mason also did mill stones. The old mill's stones—" He stopped, head tilted, eyebrows drawing in. "Huh. I don't know where they came from. They were always there. They might still be there, in the stream now. Could they be used in the new mill?"

Harald and Toglos both shook their heads. Toglos stopped, studied the ground, then poked ahead of himself. "Very soft, almost like a young spring comes to the surface, sirs." He pointed with his staff to where the grass changed shades. "Cross there?"

"Aye." Harald followed. They eased around where the water bubbled up. It didn't smell, and no needle leaf grew nearby, so it wasn't Valdher's border marker.

"If the stones got hot, they can't be used again, can they, sir?" Toglos asked.

Harald wagged his hand. "Hot only, then cooled slow on their own, perhaps. The core might not 'ave been baked too dry. If hot then sudden cold, like 'ey fell into th' stream durin' a fire? No. And might 'ave shattered, as some stone cutters do with fire and vinegar t' break rock. Miners too."

Famric blinked then gestured understanding. "The stones would have dropped into the water from the floor of the mill, I think. I only went in once, and that to collect a tithe in kind. I have not been to the mill since it burned."

Harald started to speak, then caught himself and inhaled. Famric went to the right, looking at a tree or something just past it. What was that in the air? A hint of miasma, perhaps? The land jutted up ahead of them, and the trees yielded to lower brush and grass. As they grew closer, the air smelled of miasmas, the kind that stained the earth yellow around where they flowed. The stinking spring of Valdher, was that what he smelled?

Off to his left, Toglos called, "Sir, look at the crest of the hill."

Harald did. Famric had rejoined them and stood at Harald's right. A needle leaf, wind warped and twisted, crouched near the top of the hill. Water flowed down from near the tree, steaming in the cold air and smelling of rotten eggs. "Valdher's sign," Harald murmured. "We go no farther. The Lady of the Wild still claims the land beyond."

Famric did not challenge him. Instead the priest nodded. "If any seek to use the land beyond what the Lady of Wilds allows, they will find justice at Her hands." The three turned to study the land behind them. "There should be no claims, no coppices or pollards here. We've passed the end of temple land, but no one has asked for permission to use the forest or made a claim beyond hook, crook, and gather."

"Thank you, sir." People could collect small wood from the ground, gather nuts, and graze schaef and perhaps swine, but nothing more without making a firm claim and paying taxes to the temples, or perhaps Count Ealdred, or the Great Northern Emperor. Did he need anything from here? Harald considered the stinking spring, the clearing and rocky ground and shook his head a little. "All we need is below, sir, the Lord of the Forest permitting."

They started back toward Jerwood, moving more quickly at first. Now Harald and Toglos did blaze trees, not too many, and only where others grew. They'd gone two hands of the Lamp when Toglos called, "Sirs, I found something unusual."

Harald went to his voice. There among the eich Harald saw castana, smoother of bark and straight. "Look for signs of care," he reminded Toglos before the boy started chalking their sign on the trees. "Trimming, someone gathering dropped nuts and branches, or a tree trimmed for pollarding." Such sometimes marked the edge of a claim, with one cut for small wood and the rest left to grow tall for nuts and timber. The pair scoured the ground as well, gathering nuts. Harald counted ten castana trees in the bosque, fewer than in a tended stand. He did not find any old stumps or signs of recent timber cutting. Korvaal had blessed him indeed.

Famric joined them, eyes wide with appreciation. "Not tended," he declared when Harald and Toglos showed him what they had found, and not found. "They are open to use, should you need them."

Did they truly need castana? The wood was almost as durable as eich, although it lost soundness under water. Beams and pillars of castana stood for hundreds of years, or so men in the far south claimed to have seen. To use such wood for a mere mill ... But they were here, and would spare some of the eich closer to where people worked and harvested the forests. "Four," Harald said. "I claim four, and hold the right to release the claim if there is no need." That would keep someone from sneaking them out from under him, and no pollard or coppice could grow so fast as to serve in less than a season.

Famric nodded and waited as Harald selected four trees from the edges of the clump, well spaced and straight. One of the four looked as if it had begun to weaken. Fewer nuts lay at the tree's foot or clung to the branches. The wood might not be sound, but he'd find out later.

They slept out once more, near the mill site but farther from the water. The threatened rain had not fallen, but Harald didn't trust the stream even so. The day had gone too well, and the Wheel would turn hard and fast—especially if he were careless and invited trouble in through an open door!
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Count's Court and Winter Work



The next day, Harald and Toglos returned to The Green Vulpen. They feasted on roasted great hauler and root vegetables, bread with herbed cheese, and early hot cider. "How's the cheese?" a half-familiar voice demanded. Harald glanced up and saw the blacksmith, Criba, standing at the end of the bench.

"Stronger than water, not so strong as twice-distilled spirits of apple," Harald said. "Join us."

"My thanks." He sat and Maude appeared. Criba set his own tankard on the table. "Ale, whatever's oldest, and some of that, please."

"If it were older, it would be grey headed," she warned as she poured from her pitcher. "Cheese and bread, meat too?"

"Aye."

The smith drank half the tankard, then set it down with a nod. Harald finished the last of the cheese as Toglos cut a chunk off his slab of trencher and began to eat it. Harald drank some of his own ale, then held the tankard up as Maude passed by again. She topped off his and Criba's both, and made a mark on the table.

Another craftsman sat down beside Toglos, facing Criba. "You had any problems with earth coal, last batch or so?" the newcomer asked.

"Not yet. Someone get a bad basket?"

The man shook his head. His clothes bore streaks of tan and brown and cream, as if he'd been in dirt. His hands showed hard use, thumb joints knobby. "Not here, but one of the traders of colors says that south of Gheelford? Someone got earth coal that hadn't ripened properly, and it burns dirty, worse than the cheap shallow earth coal from near that mine area. Feels greasy."

"Huh. I'm warned, and I'll tell t'other smiths. Good earth coal's hard, like rock, but leaves a mark on white and ye can scrape powder with a good knife blade."

Harald listened and nodded, as did Toglos. "Anyone 'sides smiths and th' temple oven use earth coal here?" Harald asked.

The other men both shook their head, although the newcomer wagged one hand, a flat version of Donwah's Wave. "I have, one kiln'll take both, but wood's easier to control. No glass blowers or tile makers here, or people who make baked stones."

"Huh. Good to know. Thanks."

The streaky man extended his right hand. "Lenci, potter."

The man with the exploding pots, Harald recalled. He touched palms with him. "Harald, wood worker and buyer, my journeyman Toglos. Here under contract."

Criba nodded. "You going to need tools?"

Harald and Toglos both made the Wheel. "Hope not, but probably will, right in the middle of the work when we can't stop."

Lenci snorted, then drank from the tankard that had appeared in front of him, along with cheese and bread. "Aye. Wheel never gets off center 'til a big order, an' clay ripens 'till th' day afore ye need it."

"Thinkin' of need it," Criba said after eating several bites. "Ye heard aught 'bout a new mill?"

Harald shrugged. Toglos ate more of his supper, and the potter shrugged as well. "Heard a rumor that the count's hired someone to build a new one. Heard a different rumor that he's bought one from down south, complete, and it's comin' in a late season caravan." Lenci winked.

Harald joined in Criba's laughter. "Iffin' that happens, we'll need new hats, an' meat pie trees will grow in the market square," the blacksmith guffawed.

"You see one, you'd best start countin' the cats 'round Crooked Lane," someone called from closer to the fire. General laughter followed, and Maude shook her head as she sighed as loud as she could.

"Better one," Goodman Ingolf said as he set meat and trenchers down between the other craftsmen. "That the count petitioned the Great Northern Emperor to use his magic to make a new mill appear on the Gheel."

More laughter greeted the story. Harald put two silver rings on the table and got to his feet. "Marsdaam prosper yer trades."

"Korvaal bless," Criba said.

Toglos followed his master up to their room. "Before you ask, no there's no magic so powerful now that could move a mill entire and set it in a place," Harald sighed as he unlaced and pulled off his boots.

"I didn't think so, sir. I remember the teaching priest saying that during the Great Cold, people misused magic, and one of the things the Great Northern Emperors and the priests of the Scavenger, Donwah, and Sneelah did was clean out twisted beasts and heal rotten land."

"Aye. I've heard the same. Not somethin' we worry 'bout. Temple magic's different from mage lights an' preservation spells." The gods' business was not his. God magic, even truth spells, made him itch. "We worry 'bout tree claims, land right, an' the count payin' on time."

Toglos nodded and got ready for sleep.

The next day, Harald went first to the baths and got a shave and hair cut along with any news. The hot water felt good, and he soaked until his skin wrinkled and his hip and knee stopped threatening to down tools. A few other men had gotten into the big soaking tub as well, but no one talked. That also suited him. At last he eased out of the warm heat and dried off, then collected his clothes and boots.

The temple of Korvaal was his next stop, after visiting a notary clerk and buying some twice-scraped parchment. Harald paid his respects to the Lord of the Forest, then went to the temple record chamber. He sketched out the map, compared it to the temple's land map, and added the pond upstream, and the signs of Valdher's claim.

One of the notary priests watched from over his shoulder. "Ah, so that's the sign," she said. "Thank you. I will add that to our book."

"Yes, ma'am. I was told what to look for by the priest at Valdher's temple, and confirmed it with two witnesses, one a priest."

"The fall of water had been the sign, until just before Count Ealdred's sire's sire was granted the land to settle and improve. We," she gestured to the other priests and scribes, "were not certain about the new sign."

Why not? Had they not inquired at the other temple? Harald did not ask. Instead he measured distances with his bit of charcoal and drew in the new mill relative to the ford, the edge of the town wood, and the jer. He included the marks he'd used to set the claim, and the marks on the trees as well.

One of the notary mages countersealed the map, then did something to the page that locked the charcoal in place. "We will make two copies, one by midday today for you to take with you, Master Harald, and one for the count's court, but keep this one here."

"Thank you." Harald left another offering and went to the market square. An eight day market had opened, and he needed new boots, or at least new soles on these boots. He could count the blades of grass and grains of sand through the soles when he stepped.

Later that day, after checking with Leofric and making sure that Toglos was not getting into mischief, Harald took the map to the temple of Donwah, Toglos trailing behind. An acolyte met them. "We are cleaning the sanctuary," the girl said, apologetic. "If you wish to worship, please return later."

"Thank you, but I wish to confirm that the Lady of Water does not object to my making use of part of one of Her streams." If She did, well, he'd start again. Please may She not object.

"Ah. This way, please." The acolyte led them over to a smaller, plainer door, opened it, and said, "Wait here, please." She hurried away. Harald spread the page out on the simple table. The walls had been whitewashed, with a border in shades of blue near the ceiling. Brown and grey fish disported on the border, diving in and out of water.

Before he and Toglos could do more than study the room, the inner door opened, and a priestess entered. They bowed. "Thank you. You seek word of the Lady's will?"

Harald straightened and spoke with care. "Yes, ma'am. I have been charged with building a new grist mill. I wish to place it here, on this stream. My plan is to bend most of the stream into a new channel with a small pond, then return the waters to the old bed here, above the ford." He wanted to ask more, but was not sure if he should.

The priestess came closer. She leaned forward and studied the rough map. Then she straightened up and stared at the wall, or so Harald guessed. No man could truly know the Lady of Waters. At last she said, "Such is permitted, so long as the water returns to the original channel without fouling beyond what happens in normal use."

He breathed, then breathed once more, and bowed low. "Thank you. I will make certain that the work is done cleanly and nothing fouls the waters if it can be helped."

After a moment of quiet, she asked, "You had another question?"

Harald hid his shiver and nodded. "Yes, ma'am. The old mill. What kind was it, and was it truly third-generation run?"

She folded her arms. "As to the second, yes. Goodman Kolbein's father's father built and ran it in season, as did Kolbein's father and Kolbein. It only ran from late spring through just after Gember's great feast. Too early and the wheels turned too fast, later and not enough water flowed." Her lips pursed, and her head tilted to the side. "As to kind, I am not certain of the name. The mill wheel sat flat in the water and turned that way, with a simple shaft straight up to the wheels. Kolbein said once that he could slow it or speed it by moving some water away from the wheel, but one turn of the water wheel was one turn of the stones."

Harald nodded, as did Toglos. "Thank you, ma'am. It was one of the oldest kinds of mill, easy to build and that need little wood. They do not grind as much as quickly, but can be operated by anyone with a little knowledge instead of needing a full-time miller. I have seen such that are open to all with grain to grind."

The blue clad arms unfolded. "Truly? No guild miller is needed?"

"Not in the ones I saw, ma'am. Some had a miller of courtesy, so that farmers and goodwives left their grain and he collected the flour for them. At others the person brought grain, then waited as it ground and collected the flour herself. Those that I saw, ma'am." He didn't care to speak falsely, even by accident or ignorance.

Her lips pursed, then relaxed. "Thank you, Master Harald. That is different from what I understood, and makes some things clearer." She raised one hand, and he and Toglos bowed again. "Go with the blessing of the Lady of the Waters."

"Thanks be to the Lady of the Waters," Harald murmured. When he stood, the priestess had departed. He rolled the map and gestured for Toglos to open the door. They departed.

Once outside, the journeyman said, "That's good news, sir. The water part."

"Yes, it is, and now we know that the old mill wheels can't be reused. They'll be too small, even if the fire and water didn't shatter them." It probably had, or at least greatly weakened them. As they walked back to The Green Vulpen, Harald blinked, glanced at the rolled map, and blinked once more. Where had the old mill been? He'd not found evidence of it on any of the three streams. Had it been overgrown so fast that he had not recognized the site? It hadn't burned that completely, had it? Had the Scavenger's temple given salvage rights for any remaining pieces of it to those in need?

He sent word to the count's court that he wished to speak with the nobleman on the next day. "Here," he said, handing the map to Toglos. "You go to the inn and order food and something to drink. I will get something from the market and follow." He didn't care to have to explain why Toglos had his purse once more.

"Yes, sir." Toglos drooped a little, but didn't linger or argue. Two of the watch escorting someone past might be why. The man in the middle staggered, ale-headed, and kept arguing. Harald shook his own head and went about his business. He'd left money for the new soles for his boots, and they should be ready to stitch into place.

When Harald looked in the open door of the workshop, the cobbler said, "Aye, and I've waxed th' thread." Harald removed his boots and stepped well clear of the path of other business. The man worked slowly, but with such care and skill that he seemed to need only two stitches to fix the new soles to the boots, and two taps to set the new heels. No wonder he asked almost a full vlaat for his work. He had truly mastered his craft.

The cobbler passed the boots to a journeyman, who rubbed grease into all the seams, sealing out more of the damp and keeping the leather younger, longer. Harald thought he sensed a bit of magic. Perhaps the journeyman had a little preservation magic skill, like the man who made baked stone for a mill down near Gheelmouth. The man had a little water magic, just enough to draw more moisture out of the sand and clay before baking. He lost far fewer of the stones in the oven than any other man in the trade, or so Harald had heard. Also used less fuel for his fires.

"Have ye heard anythin' 'bout a new temple outside th' walls?" The cobbler asked as his journeyman finished.

Harald shook his head. "Nae, but I've not asked. New temple for Valdher?"

"Nah, mayhap Donwah, mayhap Korvaal." The stoop-shouldered man shrugged. "Probably 'bout as true as th' story 'bout th' old mill burnin' 'cause Rella took offense at stones in water."

Harald blinked a few times. "'At makes no sense t' me, but I'm not a priest." What had Rella to do with wood and stone, unless it was using spark stones to light a fire? He shook his head. "No idea."

The journeyman looked up from the boots. "Probably came from the same place that says the Great Northern Emperor can ask Donwah to move Her waters, and that some fish walk on land if they're minded to."

Harald made the Horns, but low and half-hidden. No man, not even the Great Northern Emperor, could ask Donwah for more than mercy. "If I see walkin' fish, I'm goin' t' climb a tree. After I toss the rest of what was in the ale barrel."

The others chuckled and nodded. "Aye that, sir," the journeyman averred. "An' eat nae' more of that kind of mushroom."

Harald pulled on the boots and took two steps. He no longer felt the joints between the boards of the shop floor. He paid. "My thanks for yer' work. May Yoorst and Marsdaam both prosper yer trade."

"Radmar turn the Wheel in your favor." The cobbler turned to his next task, and Harald hurried out to see what trouble Toglos had found to get into.

"... Well, I don' care, so long's we get a mill," someone snarled as Harald passed. The big man thumped one fist against his palm. "Old Kolbein can run it, other miller can run it, so long's we can grind grain."

"Kolbein hear ye', he'll curse ye along with the rest of the world," a slight, age-stooped goodwife declared. "Some day he'll run out of curses."

"Aye, an' great haulers'll fly, an' Gember Herself will help boys over th' wall to take from Her ovens," a younger goodwife declared with a snort and a wink as she half-dragged a young boy by one arm. Judging by how red his ears were and how he rubbed his rear, he'd been caught tryin' to do just that. The others all chuckled, Harald included.

He'd gotten half the way back to the Green Vulpen when he saw a youngster in the colors of Count Ealdred. The boy looked carefully at each person who passed by. Harald turned slightly and went to him. "Ye seek Harald Tolson?"

"Aye. Have you seen him?"

Harald glanced left and right, then showed the messenger his seal. "I'm Harald Tolson."

The messenger studied the seal, then returned it. "My lord count asks that you come to court before midday tomorrow."

"Before midday tomorrow, aye," Harald repeated. "I'll be there, Radmar and Donwah willing."

The youngster trotted off, errand completed. Harald shrugged and ignored the curious looks and outright stares that followed him. He'd be in sufficient trouble soon enough, once they learned that he was the millwright.
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Harald did not stare back as two of the count's court studied him the way dogs studied meat. He wore his boots, polished, fine black trews, a brown and cream leather-belted tunic over a fine white linen shirt, and a soft, dark-blue sea-linen neck scarf from the island kingdom of Chin Mai. Around his neck he wore a silver master's chain with a pendant of blue and brown woodstone, cut to the shape of Radmar's Wheel, with a smaller waterwheel below. After a bit of time, the door before him opened. "My lord, Master Harald Tolson," the page declared. Harald stepped forward and bowed to the count.

The man sat in a chair on a low platform, something not really appropriate for a low-ranked count young in his authority, but who in Jerwood was going to complain? Count Ealdred wore a scarlet shirt, blue-green tunic, and dark blue trousers. The black shoes and belt looked like quality leather, not fancy shoddy. At least the noble knew that much, or his staff did.

"At last. You have news?" He drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair.

"Yes, my lord." Harald lifted the rolled parchment. "This is a fair copy of the property record for the mill site, and temple confirmation of all wood claims made to date—eich, bech, castana, and weepin' salla for the matting needed for the mill channel. I also made initial contract with a carpenter for the main bulk of the work, aside from stone work and moving the earth as needed." He took a deep breath. "The temples of Donwah and Korvaal confirm the claims, and found no fault in the mill site, or the proposed channel, mill pond, and downstream channel. It will perhaps improve the ford, although that might not be the case, my lord."

As he spoke, Count Ealdred's eyes grew larger and larger. The count's mouth sagged a little, then closed as he caught himself. "Ah, thank you, Master Harald." A new respect came into his tone. "Ah, I was not aware that so much had been accomplished so quickly. Thank you for the news."

"I thought it best to begin with what must be done first, then give you news, my lord. The site of the mill is indeed on your lands, not far upstream as the birds fly from where the east road crosses the stream. The wood will come from either your lands or temple lands. With your permission, I would like to make winter work of cutting the trees and moving them to the mill site to season, and preparing the ground before spring." It would also keep the workers busy and fed, something that often earned friends for both owner and millwright.

The noble blinked again, then glanced to the side. His lips moved as he thought, and his fingers twitched like a man counting off a debit or credit. He nodded once and met Harald's eyes once more. "Do it. The sooner done, the better for everyone. The priests of Gember have hand-mills and a smaller man-powered quern, but they prefer to keep those for their own use."

"Very good, my lord. Come the hiring fair after Gember's great feast, I'll find the men and start work."

Count Ealdred nodded again. "And this is on the stream near the east road?"

"Yes, my lord. Not directly on the road, but a short walk upstream."

One of the men standing with the count put his hand to his mouth, then leaned closer and murmured into the noble's ear. Ealdred's eyebrows rose, and he frowned. "It's not near the rock pile, is it?"

Why was that important? Aside from people coming to mischief in the rocks. "No, my lord, it is well south of the rocks and the jer."

"Good. I would not tempt my Lord Scavenger if He retains claim to the stones."

Harald tucked the idea away for the future. "A very wise concern, my lord count."

"You are dismissed." He waved one hand.

"Marsdaam prosper you on your way, my lord count." Harald bowed and turned to depart, ignoring the insult. Or was it an insult? With a noble he never knew.

A commotion rose from well outside the doors, like a man arguing at the top of his breath with someone. A guard hurried in and spoke to an older armed man. The elder shook his head and made a shoving gesture with the hand not resting on his sword belt. The guard nodded and bustled out. Harald pretended not to notice. Probably someone claiming justice, or mad about taxes, or the like. He'd heard it before, be it noble court or town council, or temple court. Although that had only been once, and had ended badly for the man who thought he could shout down the law speaker of Korvaal of the Woods. By the time he departed the sturdy, well-built wood and stone keep, whoever had caused the disturbance had departed.

A few yard fowl pecked and clucked here and there, and a great hauler hissed at someone hurrying past the bird pen. A maid walked by, balancing three buckets of water, one in each hand and one on her head. Harald caught himself before he stared at the feat. All seemed quiet and common, as it should be.

He'd gotten to the main market square when an old man yelled, "You, stranger!"

He slowed his steps and turned. A wizened man hobbled toward him, fire in his eyes, rage twisting his face. It was the man from the road, the miller. He did not carry a knife or staff, but Harald shifted his weight and braced even so. "Sir?" He kept his voice and face calm.

"You're the mill builder, come to steal my birthright, aren't you?"

It was Kolbein, the old miller. Harald hesitated, then said, "I'm a mill builder, yes sir. I do not steal."

"You work for the count, Scavenger take him. He ruined me when he refused to rebuild my mill." He growled. "May his bones rot while he yet lives, may his first-born die before his eyes, and may all he touches wither and die unless he grants me my justice!"

Harald took a step back from the words and made the Horns, then the Wheel.

"And I curse you!" Kolbein's eyes narrowed and his voice dropped again, to a hiss. "I curse you for denying me justice and mill right. May your tools turn against you, your wood rot as you watch. May the gods turn their backs on you and all your work fail if justice is not done." The old man advanced until he stood almost nose to nose with Harald. "Do you hear me? I will have what I am due, by all the gods."

Harald bit his tongue and waited. The old man's eyes bulged with his anger, and he panted, breath sour and bitter like herbs. After a handful of heartbeats, he leaned back, then stalked away, still muttering. Harald waited a bit longer. When nothing happened, he shrugged and returned to his errand. There was nothing he could do about the curse, not yet. And what injustice? By whom, unless Kolbein meant the count not rebuilding the old mill as it had been and making Kolbein the miller once more.

One of the market guards caught Harald's eye. The guard nodded toward Kolbein's back, then tapped his temple, eyebrows rising. Harald caught the meaning and nodded in turn. Kolbein's obsession had turned his sense, perhaps. "I do nothing unless someone else swings first," he said, as if answering a question. "And I'll remind my assistant."

"Ye do that, please. I'm tired of draggin' the ale-addled out of the market, Marsdaam my witness." He sounded tired. "Three already and midday just now passed."

Someone must have brewed an exceptionally good batch. Or she had added something stronger to the ale, spirits of fruit, perhaps?

Once back at the Green Vulpen, Harald put away his fancy clothes and pulled on sturdy working garb. Then he sat down in the common room, near the light of the door, and made a list of tasks. First they had to prepare the ground for the mill and mark out the mill race and pond, so digging could begin before the land froze with winter. Once the woods slept, he'd start cutting the trees and having them brought down to the mill site. Alas that he couldn't claim the noble eich in the grove near the temple of the Lady of the Wild, but drawing the anger of the Lady of Laupen and other wild beasts would be pure folly. Worse than folly. And collecting rocks for the foundations and other things.

What had the count meant about the stones? Harald heaved himself to his feet with a wince and silent groan. He didn't like asking questions of the Lord of the Hidden, but better to ask and know than to discover. "Toglos, we need to visit the temple of My Lord Scavenger."
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The black hood tilted to the side. Harald and Toglos waited. After a while the priest shrugged. "I do not know. The temple does not have a claim to those lands, aside from acknowledging the jer."

Harald relaxed, but not too much. "Thank ye, sir. I'll instruct the workmen to avoid it even so. There is no need for the rocks in the mill. The stone cutter has his own sources."

The hooded priest made an intrigued sound. "Interesting. He cannot use local stone?"

Harald wagged his hand. "He might, if he can find the proper sort. I don't understand all the secrets of his trade, sir, but I know it has to be of the proper grain and toughness, not too sandy, and not contain lots of thin layers like woodstone has."

"Ah. Like not all things can be used for whetstones or writing stones." A dry chuckle. "I would not want sand ground into my flour. Thank you, Master Harald."

Harald and Toglos both bowed. "Thank ye, sir, for clarifying things."

The black gloved hand rose. "Go with the blessing of the Lord of the Hidden."

"Thanks be to the Lord of the Hidden," they murmured, then departed. Oh, the rays of Rella's Lamp felt good on his shoulders when they returned to the street. The halls of the Scavenger's temples always felt cold, even at the southern edge of the empire at midsummer.


11


Winter Work and Water Woes



"Ah, sir, should we be concerned?" Toglos asked, mindful of the listening ears. Count Ealdred had come to the site of the new mill, bringing a dozen of his nobles and pages with him. Now the group stood off to the side as Harald swept the loose dirt away from Toglos' find.

Stone. The site of the mill's foundation rested on stone. Dirt gave way to rock half an arm length below the surface. They had been digging the outer edge of the foundation, to show where it would be, when Toglos hit stone. They'd widened the trench all the way around the site of the building. The dark grey stone extended the full way, and perhaps farther toward the west, where the meadow grasses grew thinner and shorter than elsewhere in the meadow. It faded quickly to the east, on the stream side of the mill.

Should he worry? If they dug down to the level of the stone, it would put the mill... Harald glanced toward the stream, eyes narrowed as he thought. It wouldn't interfere with the millrace and drop. The mill would still stand above the yearly flood line, but they'd have to dig more to draw rainwater and snowmelt away from the building. That might not be bad. They'd know soon.

"Not concerned, no." Harald spoke more loudly and clearly. "It will make the foundation a little easier to do, since less stonework is needed. And fewer preservation spells and less earth tar on the lowest wood, too." If the rock was smooth, if it was sound enough to bear the weight of a building, if nothing lived under it, if.

Count Ealdred's people made murmuring noises behind their hands as they talked among themselves. The noble frowned, then stalked forward, a guard coming behind. Harald swept more, then gestured for Toglos to dig the next section. They'd made a place for the dirt where it would not wash into the stream. They'd need it for other things later. "My lord?" Harald inquired, touching his forehead under his hat brim.

"Stone. Does this mean the Scavenger approves?"

Harald considered the rock, the stream, and the priest's words. "I do not know, my lord. He does not disapprove, according to the temple priest on duty when I asked." Donwah had more say and was more to be feared, at least until they got everything finished and water flowing through the mill channel and back to the stream. And after.

A bit of fear flickered across the pale face, then the man's usual bored expression returned. "I see." He stalked back to where the courtiers waited. Harald returned to work. Onlookers mattered little, but getting the site prepared before the first snows mattered a great deal, at least to him. There would be more than enough other work once the leaves dropped and the trees slept.

The small crowd left just after Rella's Lamp crossed the peak of the sky. Toglos shook his head a little and twisted left and right, easing his back before returning to marking the land-side edge of the mill channel. Harald finished his second sausage bun and took the heavier shovel, a sharpening stone, and water skin with him as he walked upstream and upslope from the mill site. The first place he'd thought to use for the inlet had proved to be rotten, sandy and likely to collapse. It had looked like clay until Harald tried to dig. No place else along the stream bore thick sand, so where the sand had come from only the Scavenger knew. Or perhaps Radmar.

Ten long paces farther upstream seemed suitable. The bank of the stream did not run as high on this side, the outer curve of a shallow bend. Stone kept the inside from walking upstream, or so it appeared. A straight piece of stream would be better, but he'd yet to find one long enough. Harald shrugged. Waters did as they and their Lady willed. They had more patience than he did. No man outlived a stream, and water could outwait anything, even stone. He found the spot he wanted and started to dig.

He cut a strip of turf and set it to the side, then moved farther, removed more turf, and so on until he had a bare, shovel-wide line five times his own height long. Then he went back and dug it deeper, a hand's length deep, before stripping away more turf. He'd have to come back with level and water-dish and do a proper check, but this gave a rough sense of the channel's heart and route.

Had Jil yet lived, survey'd not be needed. Jil's eye for ground had far outdone his. But the Scavenger had called her, and that was that. He still hated run-away wagons and people who thought that pestering great haulers brought no harm. Harald moved more turf and dug a little deeper in the sandy, brown soil. He dug more, then stopped to drink some water and sharpen the shovel.

Come the Eighth Day eve, he and Toglos had the foundation for the mill cleared, and the route of the channel roughed across the ground. That was more than he'd hoped to do. "Enough," he commanded. "Rest, then gather our tools. We'll leave 'em at t' farm, then go t' town for th' Eighth Day."

"Yes, sir!" They'd missed Gember's great feast, but the Eighth Day market should still have some of the fancier breads and pies. In two eight days came Yoorst's beast market. Slaughter would follow soon, and he needed to contract for sausage, dried and smoked meat, and other things for the winter. A man burned as much food as wood come the cold, especially if he was out working, which they'd be. Now he just wanted a bath and hot meal. Goodman Godrick and his sister-by-marriage had made long-keeping food available to them, but Toglos deserved a good meal.

Harald got them space at The Green Vulpen while Toglos hurried to the baths. "Yer alive," Goodman Ingolf observed as Harald slipped in through the half-open door.

"Aye. Need a room, my journeyman and me, and supper."

The innkeeper nodded. "Have space. Kolbein's sayin' his curse struck an' ye' died."

Harald shrugged. Compared to what Kolbein had wished on the count, what he'd called down on Harald hadn't amounted to much. "Not yet."

A voice from one of the benches called, "No, but I'll be callin' a great hauler to sit on ye' if this tankard doesn' get filled."

The skinny innkeeper glared at the voice. Harald eased out of the way, then glanced up at the sky. First the bath, then anything else. The Three Ears would probably be closed for the day, since tomorrow was the market. The air felt a touch cooler than it had before, and the sky seemed harder, crisper edged. Mayhap a killing frost crept down from the north. They were due. Hard frost brought butchering in its wake.

Oh, the steam and hot water felt good. His hip and back quit their grumbling for the moment. "...Not that I heard. Last I heard, it was the cooper's second daughter, not the bodger's eldest," a tired man said, words dragging. Harald shifted, making more room as two younger men climbed the short steps and eased into the soaking tub. One nodded to him, then settled chin-deep in the water, eyes half closed.

"That makes three versions of the story. We'll know eventually," the other stranger declared.

"Aye."

Quiet returned, broken by the sound of quiet splashing behind a wall, and the dull thunk of wood being added to the fires. Harald levered himself more upright and eased out of the water. He'd fall asleep soon, and Donwah would smite him for foolishness if he drowned in a public bath, in front of witnesses.

A commotion at the head of the street warned of trouble, and Harald turned. He followed the side street past the spicer's shop. A blend of warm and bitter scents came from the open half-door. He smiled. Mistress Osbruga must have ground spices earlier in the day, filling an order as well as luring in custom. He slowed his steps, then continued on his way after two deep breaths. He had no use for spices on their own, since he did not cook and was not on the road. Nor did he need herbs for ailments, aside from sun-stem.

Toglos appeared to be hiding in the far corner of The Green Vulpen's common room when Harald returned. "Trouble?" he asked as he sat beside the journeyman.

"Almost, sir. Someone started a rumor that you'd died and I was the reason one of the tanner's daughters suddenly went to live with an aunt." He kept his voice low, eyes on the door. "Her swain took offense to my being in the market square. I didn't stay to argue, sir."

That explained the rumor. Harald scowled at the top of the table, then made his hands and shoulders relax. "Well, you weren't. And we've witnesses." The boy might need to swear on the truth chain if it continued, though. Maude slid two tankards of beer in front of them, then bustled off. Harald sipped and thought. Nutty, a little sharp, good beer.

Bread, cheese, and two large bowls of something meaty appeared as well. He considered the meat, then shrugged. A bite told him that a schaef had caused trouble once too often. It had been stewed long enough to soften, but still tasted of schaef and kobloch root. How drunk did a man have to be to mistake schaef meat for great hauler? Drunker than he'd ever managed and still been awake. The heavy, crusty dark bread tamed the strong flavor of the meat, while the mild cheese gentled the kobloch.

"Oh good, yer not dead." With that statement, Master Leofric thumped down onto the bench across from Harald. "I'd hate to ask the priests of m’Lord Scavenger to petition their patron to ask you where you wanted the timber delivered to." He held up a mug. Maude filled it and scrawled something on the table with bit of chalk.

Toglos rolled his eyes but kept eating. Harald shook his head, swallowed, and said, "Not dead yet. The meadow north of the east trade road afore it crosses th' stream. Foundation's cleared, 'an come the last leaf fall of 't season, goin' t' need rough cutters and haulers."

A short, very broad younger man came in, peered left and right, then saw them and eased around two day-laborers. Leofric beckoned. The journeyman carpenter saluted Harald, then sat. "Sirs."

"Trouble, Matyo?"

"No, sir. Goodman Vencel's calling the count everything but honorable, at the top of his lungs. I closed th' shop early and th' 'prentices are eatin'."

Leofric rubbed his forehead with the fingers of his empty hand. "Schaef shit and punky rot," he sighed. "Wish he'd find somewhere else to be."

Harald looked a question at the carpenter.

"Vencel the tanner. His daughter caught the big belly, and won't say who."

Not his business. "Someone said it was," he pointed to Toglos. "It wasn't."

Leofric jerked his head toward Matyo. "Nor him, nor my apprentices." Food arrived, and more beer for Harald. "Happens every few years."

"Aye."

The next morning Toglos went early to pay his respects at the temples. His master did the same after Rella's light filled the street. How the boy could be so awake and cheerful so early... He's been born for Rella. That had to be the difference. And over twenty years of age.

Harald bowed low as he entered Donwah's domain. The small temple smelled of clear water, rain-washed air, and damp ground, but not unpleasantly damp. Harald went to one knee as he paid homage to the Lady of Waters, then left his offering and departed. Radmar and Korvaal had more power over his work at this point, but only a fool denied Donwah Her honors.

By the time he finished, the market had opened. Now the air smelled of grilled meats and baked things, apples and pears and other fruits wrapped and spiced before baking. Harald fancied he could hear sniffing as people eyed baked goods and breathed deep of their scents. He ignored the lines of sweet and spiced goods. After some searching, he found a stall off to the side with journey breads. He waited for a young matron to finish her purchase. One of her children already worked on a flat, tough, meat-laced piece of twice-baked bread. The toddling baby smiled, showing four teeth, then gnawed on the bread corner once again. Harald chuckled.

"Greetings," the baker said. He leaned to the side, like an uneven chair, and limped.

"Greetings. I need to place a winter order, if you can take it now, and to buy two pfund of," he hesitated, then nodded to one stack of blue-streaked bread disks. "Of those."

"Two pfund of great hauler with saurseed, aye, and I can take the order. Twenty percent down." The baker set one bread disk on the scale, then added balance weights to two pfund, and stacked four more disks. They didn't quite balance, so he rested a thin, seed and herb-rich wafer on the top. The pans shifted a little toward the bread side.

"I call fair dealin'," Harald called.

"Seen and witnessed," a matron replied as she hurried past.

An apprentice echoed "Seen and witnessed" as he toted a large basket of something up the aisle between stalls.

The baker slid the loaves into Harald's sack. "And the winter order?"

"Fifty pfund, not too spicy, great hauler if ye have it, mixed meats otherwise. For winter work."

The leaning baker pulled a wax board out from under the edge of the stall, and a bead-frame. He moved the beads, then wrote on the board. "Fifty pfund, not too spicy, great hauler should be plentiful since Vencel's takin' a big leather order. If not, it'll be kine. Comes to thirty vlaat silver, twenty-five in town coin."

Given how much meat looked to be in the loaves, the price sounded fair. "Thirty vlaat, ten down." Harald counted the coins onto the counter, plus today's purchase.

"I call fair dealin', and Gember strike me if I don't have it ready by the Eighth Day following next."

"Fair dealin'," Harald replied and they touched palms.

A green and brown clad man behind them called, "Seen and witnessed, and noted." They both saluted Gember's priest before he continued on his way.

"Come to the Split Sheaf."

Harald nodded. "The Split Sheaf. I'm called Halfpaw."

The baker smiled crookedly. "I can see that. Easy to remember."

Harald got out of the way of a man in teamster's clothes, taking the bread with him. He found a corner out of the way of the buyers and sellers, near the market well. The wafer bread tasted...earthy, dark spices and good grain on his tongue, then something with a little bite to it. If the way bread tasted close to the wafer bread, it might be the best way bread in the empire. The wafer wouldn't fill a man, but it didn't leave him empty, either. How would it taste with a mild cheese? Probably too good. He'd want more of it. He finished the piece, got some water from the well, and went to find his journeyman.

"...I don't think so, sir," he heard Toglos say. "But I'm a journeyman, not a master wood wright. Master Leofric would be the person to confirm." Harald eased around a pair of haggling craftsmen, skirted three matrons studying used goods, and found Toglos talking with a short, square, pale-haired man with a pattern of needle leaf and cervi stitched on his vest. Toglos inclined toward him as Harald arrived. "Sir."

The stranger studied Harald. "You know wood?"

"A little. I'm a wood worker and buyer, not a master wood wright."

"That'll do. Any eich have leaves like a man's hand, turn red, bright red, like that?" He waved to a young woman wearing a flame-red scarf over her chest and shoulders.

Harald shook his head. "No, sir. That sounds like sweet-sap. Some places tap it for the sweet sap in early spring, boil the sap down into a thick juice they use like honey. Pale wood, good for furnishings and some dairy buckets, if I recall. Has flat seeds instead of round ones. Red eich leaves are reddish brown and eich shaped." Did the man not know anything about trees?

"Scavenger take him, he lied to me," the man snarled. "He promised me a grove of eich for her dower. I can't use sweet-sap."

"Ah, sir," Toglos ventured. "Master Leofric might need sweet-sap, and would pay coin for the wood."

"He here?"

Harald nodded. "I'll take ye to his shop. He knows me, we've done trade."

"Good."

Toglos trotted ahead, to make sure the shop was open. Harald and the stranger followed more slowly. As they made their way around the edge of the market square, the pale-haired man growled, "I need eich and bech to repair my wagons and sledge. My woodlot has fuel wood and hatsel but no eich. Count Ealdred wants too much for his trees."

"How big wagons and sledge?" Harald asked.

The stranger gave him a considering look, eyes narrowing for a moment, before he turned his attention back to avoiding distracted people and great hauler dung. "Up to fifty hundredweight per load. I've got great haulers and wagon kine both. Why?"

Korvaal and Yoorst be praised! Should he? Harald considered matters, then nodded to himself. "Come the true cold I'll need timber moved down from the hills, off temple land. Eich and some others. Can't roll it."

The stranger snorted and grinned. "Not if ye want t' fetch it without wakin' every beornd and laupen in th' empire." He sobered. "After true cold ye need 'em?"

"Aye. Pay in coin, distance an' pfund."

The stranger stuck out his right hand. It bore scars and the calluses of a man who used a guide stick. "Wigmund I'm called. Ask at the Three Ears, they can send word to me."

"Wigmund, ask at the Three Ears," Harald repeated. "Harald called Halfpaw."

They touched palms, then walked a little farther, rounded the corner, and found Toglos coming the other way. "Master Leofric's in today, had a last-minute rush on an order for a cradle. Seems the young one's impatient." He winked.

Once they reached the shop, Harald left Wigmund with the master carpenter. He and Toglos returned to the market and found the stalls of fine breads and sweets. The journeyman went straight to the stall of the Three Ears, of course. Harald stopped by one that had lots of pastries with nuts of all kinds, including castana. Then he followed Toglos. "May we get some of the spice braids, please, sir?"

"Aye. Six, and three of the filled golden buns," Harald said. He studied the other wares. "What is on those?"

The baker's wife pointed. "These?"

"Aye." He'd never seen the yellow-green strips before. They curled like gilded snails atop the buns.

She nodded. "They're a new honey-soaked rind. The fruit's big as my two fists, they make jams of it down south, but pack the peel in honey and ship it. Mistress Osbruga tried some to sweeten cough preparations, but the peel's nature weakens the nature of the horehunde?" She shrugged. "Tastes wonderful on milk buns."

"I'll take six." It was more than he'd planned to spend, but it won friends, and Toglos had worked hard. And would work harder, come full winter.

He tried one later. She'd been right—the peel tasted sweet, then tart and warm. Or did the heat in the honey bring out the heat in the peel? What did the fruit taste like? He shrugged. Mayhap he'd have a contract near where the fruit grew someday, and find out.

The next day dawned cold, hard cold. White fur covered every roof and frost flowers bloomed on window glass. His breath steamed gold in the dawn light. Harald nodded and made his way to the Chain o' Sausage. The sign showed a chain made of silver-pink sausages wrapped around a single liver sausage. As approached, a cat scampered across the street and vanished into the shadows of the alley. He heard scurrying, then a soft thump and, "Mrow!" The cat emerged with a fat mouse or small rat and crossed the narrow street once more. Harald hesitated, then shook his head and entered the shop.

He left it with an order for dried and preserved meat, enough for him and Toglos for winter. If the journeyman didn't start growing again. He was tall enough as it was. He'd probably grow sideways, as Harald himself had.
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Nine days later, Thunk! rang through crisp, clear air as the ax took the first bite of wood. Harald moved to the next tree, marking where he wanted the cut. As he started to bend, he noticed the trunk one tree over shimmering and trembling. Oh no. He marked the tree, then five more. Rella's Dancers wove closer at the edges of his vision. He left the work and returned to where Toglos sat, sharpening another ax. The journeyman looked up, then set aside his work and got to his feet. "Sir?"

"Dancers. I'll be under the wagon." He needed to save the healer's powder for true need. Radmar and Korvaal be praised that they were already going to stay overnight, and that Toglos had come with him.

"Yes, sir."

The journeyman followed him. Sickness swept over him, and he lost breakfast, then everything else. Toglos guided him to the wagon. Harald rolled under it. Toglos slid Harald's blanket roll in beside him for later. He heard the sound of canvas, and voices, and the thunk, thunk, thunk of an ax biting into eich. Each blow rolled through his head, pain rolling with it. The light dimmed as canvas rustled down on one side, hiding him from the strongest of Rella's rays.

Sometime in the day, angry voices rose and fell, then faded. Three trees also fell, perhaps. Oh, he hurt, his guts hated him. Day faded into darkness, blessed lightless darkness. He smelled a campfire's smoke. His gut churned, then subsided. He undid the ties on the blankets and rolled himself in one, keeping away the dew. At last sleep replaced sickness.

He woke at dawn, cold and terribly stiff. Eyes still closed, he moved legs then arms, easing muscles tight and aching. The Wheel had turned. His head ached still, but he could see and think. He stretched more. Someone stoked the fire, and he heard water pouring into metal. He eased out from under the wagon and got to his feet, using the side of the wagon for support.

"Ye look 's if Yoorst's cattle trompled ye afore Korvaal dropped a tree on ye," one of the woodsmen said, voice pitched low and quiet. "No offense."

"None taken, an' I feel as if every great hauler in th' empire kicked me in th' head, jus' fer spite." The man offered a tankard of hot tea. "Thank ye." It tasted of sun-stem and honey, nothing more. He drank slowly, gentling his stomach.

The wood cutter nodded. "Yer journeyman told us. Heard of t' Dancers, never met someone with 'em 'afore."

"Don' recommend 'em, Lady of Light forgive me." The worst spirits of plum hangover was better.

Toglos bounded up, too awake by half. He added more water to the pot, and tossed in more sun-stem to keep up the strength of the tea. "Three trees down and trimmed, sir," he said quietly. "No problems yet, but one of the ones for today looks shifty."

"Dangerous?"

The woodsman wagged his hand left and right. "Not sure. Reminds me of one of the Scavenger-born pouch lifters, ye ken?"

Someone to keep an eye on, not necessarily dangerous. "Aye." He drank more. He'd not emptied his bladder in the night, and he needed a lot of warm water to rebalance his nature before trouble started. Radmar and Korvaal be praised that Toglos had come with them. He'd had to deal with the Dancers among strangers once. He'd managed, but he'd almost lost his purse and more.

The Lamp had risen high enough to brush the tops of the eastern trees before everyone began to move easily. Harald ate a piece of toasted bread. His stomach grumbled but didn't refuse the dry bread. He drank more tea and moved, easing the catches and warming his joints. He wanted to get all six trees cut and trimmed before Wigmund brought his heavy wagon up this way. More bread stayed down, as did meat tea.

Thunk, thunk thunk. Thunk, thunk-thunk creeeEEEEEAAAAAAK! "Hai, shiftin' tree!" Everyone moved well clear of the big eich. It shivered, creaked again, and a sharp crack followed by ripping sounds tore the air. The men hurried to the edge of the stand as the eich leaned to the right, shuddered, then toppled— Onto the uncut tree beside it. The thing lay at an angle, snagged. Harald crept closer, ready to turn and run. The second tree leaned a little as well, its roots lifted a little ways from the soil. He smelled fresh-cut wood and moist soil.

"What say you?" the woodsman called.

"Radmar turned the Wheel. It's jammed, tore instead of waiting for us to cut it." Was the wood bad? He eased around, but couldn't see into the cut because of how it had shifted as it fell.

Toglos and the others came closer. "Can we pull— No," the journeyman caught himself. "Not enough of us, and no place for the pulley."

The woodsman had ventured almost under the snag. "That way, no, but if we can get a rope on it and pull it to the right," he waved, "it should come clear."

They needed a small, nimble apprentice. Instead they had full grown men. Harald considered the tree and the others. "I can do it, I think."

"I'll do it. I move faster, sir," Toglos said. Harald didn't argue.

First they needed rope, and a place to anchor it, and clear ground. Harald considered, then nodded. "We'll do that, if we have enough rope." Everyone carried rope, just in case, but would it be long enough once they tied it together?

The group returned to the wagon and started sorting through the equipment. Harald gnawed on some dried meat as the others hefted rope coils or tended to their tools. "It'll do," the woodsman declared. "We use looping knots so there's no tear points to slip, an' pull sideways. If the branch hasn't broken before then."

"An' if the wood's not punky, an' if th' rope doesn' break, or t'other tree fall on us," Harald muttered, making the Wheel as the others made the Horns. The branch breaking as Toglos tried to loop the rope was more likely, Korvaal have mercy.

The woodsman and teamster secured the three ropes into one as Harald and Toglos considered the half-fallen eich. "Does the branch look cracked?" Harald murmured to the air.

Toglos eased closer from the other side of the limb, peering up and ready to run. "N— No, sir, nothing looks bad and I don't see gaps in the bark. It looks like a sort of castana, but different. The bark's closer to birker, but those don't grow here do they?"

"Nae, an' they'd not take the weight. Soft wood, good for carving when green, hard and white once it dries." Harald joined him. "Not birker, not castana." He shrugged to himself. Whatever it was, it was stout, he'd give it that much. Ironwood? He'd not seen one for a long time, and those were all coppiced for small wood.

"Right," the woodsman called, coming toward them. "Got the ropes." He pointed to the eich, just above the snag. "Put them there, two turns. Then wet the wood. We pull that way once you're down."

Toglos nodded. Harald moved so he was out of the way. Toglos considered the slanted trunk and nodded. He pulled off his boots and socks, took the rope, and scampered up as best he could. The teamster carried a bucket of water and waited beside Harald. The millwright held his breath as the journeyman made one wrap of the tree, then a second one.

Creeeeaaaak.

Toglos wasted no time getting back to the ground. Silence, a few bird calls, silence. The teamster handed Toglos the bucket. He swallowed hard and went back up.

Splash! CrrrEEEEEAAAAAAK.

Toglos raced down the trunk. Harald grabbed one of the ropes, as did the other men. The journeyman joined them. "On three, " the woodsman commanded. "One, Two, Three!"

They heaved. Something shifted. "On three."

"One, Two, Thr—Shit! Korvaal have mercy!"

The eich lurched toward them. Harald pulled once more, then dropped the rope and lunged well clear. The trunk shifted, shifted again. Crack! The offending limb snapped and the eich crashed down. Dust, leaves, and nuts flew through the air, and Harald turned away, coughing.

As the others untangled the rope from the eich, he studied the cut and tear. The wood looked and felt sound. He poked it with his knife, then pressed harder. No rot, the heart and layers showed no decay. "Ah." The rings folded inward at the place of the tear instead of making even circles. Something had damaged the tree when it was young, not enough to kill it, but the wood had stayed weaker than the rest. Harald backed away and considered the other trees around the grove. Had they eased the wind enough to allow this one to grow despite the damage? Only Korvaal knew. He'd best make a larger gift the next time he visited the temple, that he did know.

"We were due," the woodsman said, hefting his ax to start trimming the branches.

"Aye."
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Lumber and Curses



Two eight days later, an unwanted voice observed, "That's a lot of wood." Count Ealdred stood, arms folded, eyes wide over his scarf. The stack of trimmed, bark-on logs had risen to man height, four trees across, three thick. A rough shed and roof covered the stack to keep off the worst of the wet until the men could clean and rough-saw the logs. The castana sat off to the side under its own roof. "What now, Master Harald?"

Hard work and more work. Harald weighted his words, measuring them against the count's temper, then said, "Taking off the bark and setting aside the eich for the tanners, my lord. Then measuring the foundation once more and cutting the logs into proper shape and length before building the frame and walls."

The count turned to face him. "What else are you spending my coin on?"

Harald held his tongue between his teeth and counted to three, then said, "This way, please, my lord." He set off upstream, angling toward the stream. He heard unhappy mutters from the courtiers as boots crunched on the hard frozen grass. They'd had another deep frost, and beast slaughter had begun with a will on the farms. "Here, my lord." He pointed with the long staff in his hand. "The stakes mark the path of the mill stream."

Four men worked with picks and adzes, breaking up the soil and cutting the sides of the ditch. They'd cut two hand lengths down into the ground, then move and start again. Harald paid them for both distance and clean cuts, so there would be less work once they began to line the channel. "A bonus if they cut the entire length two hands deep before the ground freezes. Anything more than that is a gift of my Lord Scavenger."

Count Ealdred shuddered and made the Horns. Several of the courtiers glared at Harald. One's hand went to his knife before he caught himself. Harald shifted his weight, ready. Nothing happened. The count said, "How deep will the final channel be?"

"One man height, my lord, and as wide as what you see. After the spring flood settles and the ground softens, we will build the gate and start deepening the channel behind it, Donwah willing."

The count turned to face him, arms folded once more. "When will it be done?"

"Donwah, Korvaal, and my Lord Scavenger willing, my lord, in the fall of next year." So many things could go wrong, would go wrong.

"Give me your word."

Harald leaned back. "I cannot, my lord. I make no promise I cannot with sureness fulfill." That way led to naught but trouble.

"By Marsdaam's Staff, I will have my mill!" Ealdred lunged, grabbed Harald by the shoulders, and tried to shake him. "I'll not suffer like this under a curse for nothing, you hear me?" He tried again to shake Harald and almost managed it. His breath smelled of sourness and badly-made small beer. The noble backed up two paces as his courtiers hurried to his side. The tense one started to draw his knife again.

Harald waited. He had the stout eich staff and experience. They had numbers. The count needed his knowledge and skill. Breath steamed in the cold air. The ripping sound of an ax stripping bark from a tree sliced through the air, followed by a crack as a different man cut a trunk to length. A bird called, chiming notes that dropped into the morning like water drops from leaves after rain.

"My lord?" the edgy courtier began, hand still on his blade's hilt.

Ealdred slid his right hand sideways, hard, like a cutting blade. "No. I will have my mill, curse or none." With that he spun on his heel and stormed off, five followers streaming along behind. Harald waited until they'd entered the woods to lower his shoulders and relax. What did he mean by the curse? Was it something Kolbein, the old miller, had said? Or someone else? Radmar knew, nobles attracted curses the way honey attracted flies. So did any man who collected taxes.

"Sir?" Toglos asked from off to the left. Harald turned. "The sun-stem tea is ready." They'd started breaking twice a day, plus noon, to drink hot tea. One of the diggers had gotten bladder rocks, and no man cared to endure that affliction. The temple healers recommended sun-stem. It warmed twice over, and also kept those with dry natures from getting unbalanced.

"Good." Harald joined the others.

The heat from the steaming water in his tankard eased some of the chill in his hands. Toglos had added a little honey to the pot, just enough to soothe cold-roughened throats. One of the diggers, Osbrug, sniffed. "Heard that the first of th' winter cough's down in Gheelford."

"'Ey can keep it, ye ken?" one of the others growled. All made the Horns toward the south.

"Aye. Not th' bad one, jus' t' usual." Osbrug drank more as he shrugged.

Harald shrugged as well. Coughs came in winter like fluxes came in summer. Happened every year, all over the empire. He drank more. Not his problem unless the count ordered the gates closed, or he or Toglos took bad sick.

"Ah, sir, while you were with the count, a message came from town. Master Leofric's ready to start shaping some of the wood. He'd like a wattle wall on the north side of the tree shed, to block the worst wind. Man high plus a little."

Harald pinched his nose with one hand. "We'll do it." Wulfgar had also sent word that he would be coming, with another stone cutter named Sigeln. Toglos had found plate stone when they were looking for more straight eich, and Harald had passed the word. Wulfgar must be close, for him to answer so fast. Jormund...was wherever he'd gone. Probably in a tavern owned by a rich widow. Harald snorted a little and finished his first tankard of sun-stem. Toglos refilled it, along with the others' mugs and tankards.

Two days later, Harald and one of the wood trimmers went to the middle stream and cut weepin' salla, four bundles worth. The other trimmer had stayed with the wood at the mill site in order to cut some of the straighter branches into posts for weaving the wattle wall. The weepin' salla wasn't as pliable as it would have been in the spring, but they'd make do. If they had to, he'd soak it in the stream, even cold. He didn't want to—working with wet wood made men's joints freeze, like to like. Korvaal be praised that they'd found the stand back in the fall, and no one had a claim to it yet. He tried not to strip any one thicket. Yoorst might take offense if they left no shelter for His creatures, Valdher likewise.

Leofric came the next day as Toglos pounded the support posts into the ground beside the shelter protecting the wood. They stopped work as a quiet baaaa and the sound of creaking wheels came from the road. The carpenters had brought a schaef cart with them. The large schaef glared at the world from under a flop of fleece, then started grazing as soon as the apprentices unhooked him from the cart. The millwright blinked at the cart, then shrugged. Made more sense than carrying all the tools and supplies on a man's back. The master carpenter followed Harald to the site of the mill as his apprentices and journeyman started selecting logs or sorting the withies for the wall. "Here's the site. On stone."

Leofric whistled. One of the diggers cringed and made the Horns, then returned to his work. Had he been born in a mining or sailing family? Leofric crouched and ran his fingers over the stone. "This makes it easier and harder. Easier to protect the wood, harder to lock to the ground if we need to."

"Do we need to?" He'd not heard of doing such.

Leofric waved toward the stream. "Does it get this far?"

Harald shook his head. "Mill channel won't flood. Close th' end gate first, keeps water out at high water or ice or trees comin' down th' stream. Pond eases the flow too."

"Then we won't try to tie it. You want a cover over the wheel, a roof to keep off snow and hail?"

He shook his head. "Nae. Won't be liftin' t' wheel out of t' water, so no over-frame or gear above t' wheel." Run-of-river mills had that, but not a channel mill. "It needs t' stay wet."

"Huh." Leofric didn't challenge him. "So, the building frame, then the shaft and gears, then bins and other things?"

"Aye. Let the building rest once it's set. Won't know gear size until the stone cutter gives me th' grinding stone size. He needs t' see local grain and the site first to be completely sure."

"Huh. Hadn't thought about that. Good to know." Leofric looked toward the waiting logs. "Is the scrap claimed?"

Harald shook his head. "Just bark for th' tanners is all. An' some of the trimmed branches to the temple for mercy fuel."

"Good. I'll work on some scrap to learn the gears. Don't cut much in the round."

"You're th' master." Drum gears and the imperial gear required far defter hands than he'd ever had himself, no matter how he tried. The last time he'd tried to cut gear teeth, Radmar's Wheel had spun and his hand slipped at the worst moment, ruining the piece for anything save firewood. Bleeding all over it hadn't helped, either.

Leofric muttered something under his breath and snorted. Harald saw Toglos waving and strode over to see what had gone wrong. "Sir, shall I start on the wall?" All the supports sat ready, as did the withies. The youngsters had sorted them by thickness and length.

"Aye." Harald pulled his gloves tighter and picked up one of the thickest withies. Toglos held down the fat end as Harald wove the branch between the upright posts. They used narrow mallets to tap it firmly into place. Harald wove a second, then third on top of the first withy before moving down the wall. It worked better for him if he could see where the ends needed to fit, narrow to fat to narrow. Each row helped hold the posts steady as well. He heard Leofric giving orders, and the steady whack, whack, of one of the trimmers stripping more bark. They'd filled five bushel baskets already. That should sweeten things with the other trades. Harald tapped the next withy down and selected another one. They bent more easily than he'd feared. Granted, the posts were not as close as if they built an inside wall, or intended to cover it in proper daub.

Matyo, Leofric's journeyman, came over and studied their work. It had reached waist high when they stopped for dinner at midday. "You've done this before, sir." Respect filled his voice.

"Aye." He stretched and shook out his hands. The right one ached from the work, as always. He had to hold it "wrong" in order to keep pressure on the withys so they didn't spring out at him.

They ate and drank as much sun-stem tea as they could hold. A thin veil softened the glare from Rella's Lamp, filing the edges off the shadows. "With the ground measured, now we do the longest, straightest logs," Leofric told his apprentices as the others listened in. "They'll be the base. The less we have to take off, the better it is." He looked to Matyo.

The journeyman shifted his hat back and blinked, then drank from his leather tankard. "One, less waste and less work, sir. Two, the wood'll be more solid and less inviting to creepers and crawlers, even afore we coat it with earth pitch."

"Aye," Leofric said, nodding his agreement. "Earth pitch or limewash, either one. Limewash is better here, not as friendly to fire." He looked to Harald.

He nodded. "Gears run dry, or grain dust gets too thick an' someone brings in an open lamp, or Rella's spear strikes, an' fire comes. First two more often." And sometimes someone tried to burn a mill for spite, but that wasn't as common, Rella be praised.

"Another reason not to run iron on iron, sir?" Toglos asked.

"Aye. An' the metal complains t' m’Lord Scavenger so long's th' wheels turn." Everyone within a day's travel knew a metal on metal mill by the sound, or so it seemed. He'd found one once, and hadn't ventured near. The local lord had demanded metal on metal gears, the fool. He couldn't keep millers past a year and a day, for that and other reasons. "An' work needs doin'."

By the time the Lamp touched the tops of the now-bare trees to the west, they'd built the wattle wall shoulder high. Oh, his hands and lower arms ached from the work. Toglos looked as tired. "Shall I take these to town?" Leofric asked, waving at the baskets of bark.

"Aye, if ye have room. Four go to Master Damek at his shop, one to Master Vencel if he wants it." He'd not contracted with Vencel, but something to soothe the man's anger might not be amiss.

Leofric gave him a narrow-eyed look, then nodded. "Contract's with Damek?" Harald nodded. Leofric's shoulders sagged a touch. "Good. A little peace token to Vencel's not amiss, since no man knows aught of his daughter's lover save her, and she's not saying." He rested one finger beside his nose and raised one eyebrow.

Harald nodded again, and glanced to Toglos. The journeyman was speaking with Matyo as they studied one of the logs. "A road word—Count Ealdred's not pleased wi' how slow th' work goes. All blame's on me."

Leofric leaned closer. "You and Kolbein. Rumor has it that one of his curses found a nest in the count's keep." He leaned back and said loudly, "Better you than us working men." He winked. Harald mock-growled and winked back.

That night, once Toglos fell asleep, Harald eased closer to the small fire in the hearth and sketched the mill with a bit of charcoal on a flat piece of wood. Should it have a cover on the wheel? No. They wouldn't lower the wheel into place that way, and had no need to raise it above the water. A wheel shed cost more in time and material, especially material. He considered and nodded—just the wheel in the channel, and the shaft into the building below the grinding stones. How big of a wheel? He'd need to confirm with Wulfgar. The stones determined everything tied to them. The site looked right for the building and wheel. Harald set the scrap aside, tossed the charcoal into the fire, and brushed off his hands.

Kolbein had cursed him to his face. Harald stretched. Who hadn't Kolbein cursed, if a third of the rumors were true? It had not shown any effect yet, and the priests all said that a man knew if a curse had settled on him, especially a curse with magic behind it. And a god curse...all knew that, saw it, and only priests or an injured innocent could cast one. No, he'd not worry about curses yet. The angry tanner, Vencel, now that he would worry about, but not tonight.

Come the dawn, the air smelled soft and wet. Harald listened hard. Thick silence covered everything, muffling the usual morning chatter of yard fowl and the sound of Goodman Godrick and his sister-in-law as they went about their business. Harald added a stick to the fire. Toglos rolled over and yawned, then stretched. "Sir?"

"Snow."

A grumbled mutter greeted the words. Harald turned his back and dressed in warmer clothes, then pulled on his boots and eased the door open a tiny crack. It resisted the push. Clean-scrubbed cold air trickled into the small building, but no wind yet stirred. Harald closed the door again. "Snow. We'll need to check the work site." After tea and breaking their fast.

"Aye, sir. I don't think the count can blame us for the snow."

He might. Harald shrugged. Donwah and Rella shaped the weather, with Radmar turning His Wheel of seasons as He would. "We've plenty to do even so. Easier t' move t' logs, once snow deepens." If the teamsters had winter-trained birds, that was.

A muffled sigh, then, "Aye, sir."

Once they reached the mill site, Toglos swept off the snow that had gotten onto the stored wood. Harald checked the foundation site for the mill. He'd need to scrape the snow off come the morrow, if it had not melted. How heavy were winters here? He'd worked farther north, but that had been by the sea, and Donwah's waters held winter at bay, or did now. Well, he'd find out. Now he had parts to shape, stone to find, and other things to keep him and Toglos out of mischief. He snorted. As if they could afford mischief. It would be a while before the next coin came to their pockets.

Soon the thunk of digging came over the quiet of the snowy morning. Harald nodded. He and Toglos could do that as well, so long as the ground remained soft enough. The more of the wheel pit, pond, and channel they had dug by spring, the better for all.

Matyo and two apprentices arrived with the schaef cart, now a sledge with runners fastened over the wheels. The schaef looked as pleased with the day as the men did. Mak and the other boy cleared some grass for the beast, then brushed off and started work helping trim the timber for the frame. "I brought the baskets back, sir," Matyo told Harald. "We might fill two more this day."

"Good. You can take the mercy branches as well, and any other wood you might find." The men trimming the bark had already claimed their share, as had Leofric the day before. They took turns tending the fire and the tea. Working in the cold wore down a man unless he had something warm to drink. Harald chewed on some of the journey bread with meat, drank more sun-stem tea, then went back to measuring and marking the second log. Leofric had done the initial work, so Harald copied what he'd done. It would have been easier with a saw pit and saws, but he'd seen that only once, and the cost of the saw, and of sharpening it—! No wonder blacksmiths charged so much for making one. Ax, adze, and skill would have to do. He helped Matyo, Toglos, and the others work the part-done foundation log onto the supports. It now rested on wood off the ground, easier to work and to measure and shape properly.

They labored until the Lamp touched the top of the trees. "Enough," Harald called. "We're finished for this day and the Eight Day."

The others gestured their agreement. Toglos, Matyo and the apprentices covered the half-hewn log with branches and brush to protect it from snow or rain, and everyone gathered up tools. One of the diggers quenched the fire. Harald checked the ashes, as did Matyo—no one wanted Korvaal's wrath on his head.

Harald and Toglos went to Jerwood with the others. They'd stay the night at The Green Vulpen, easing the burden on Mistress Hulda and her brother-by-marriage's hospitality. Harald also needed to leave tools with Criba for sharpening and repair.

Toglos went to the inn to get space for them for the night. Harald edged around a trio of murmuring matrons, one of whom studied him with hard eyes, then shook her head and went back to the gossip. Whatever it was, it concerned him not at all. A wagon creaked past, pulled by a wing-banded great hauler. Everyone eased away. The bird liked to strike out with his wings, so the owner had strapped them close to the bird's flank. The male's head harness kept the beak mostly closed, another warning. "Southern blood, hot blood," one of the watch said as the bird passed.

"Aye," a notary agreed. "Good wind but fiery. Wife's cousin raises birds, says it takes two generations to cool southern birds."

The watchman spat, then said, "I believe it."

The stench of something very badly rotten swirled out of an alley, and everyone hurried past, grumbling and cursing. Someone would have to pay extra for that, if the watch and the count learned who. Miasmas brought sickness, something no one wanted inside the walls. Harald strode quickly until he reached the cross street that led to the blacksmiths' and potters' workshops. Earth coal and wood smoke replaced the earlier foulness.

Clang-bang, clang-bang pause clang-bang, clang bang. Two big journeymen or general helpers pounded on a bar of red-hot iron. The master flipped it a quarter turn, and they pounded again, then he flipped it and the pattern went on. Harald continued past that workshop to a smaller one with a chisel and file painted on the sign above the door.

"Greetings to the workshop," he called.

"Greetings to the street," Criba said, then coughed. "Ugh. Breathed too close to the fire, come in," he hissed, then coughed again. An apprentice trotted up with a bucket and dipper. Harald waited until Criba drank and asked, "You have work or just curious?"

Harald took his pack off his back and removed two tool rolls and Toglos' ax, then slid his own axes out of their loops on the sides of the pack. "These need th' edges reworked." He gestured to the blade on the larger of his two. "Found a stone under t' wood." He held out Toglos' ax. "Th' smaller ax feels off."

A tall, broad-shouldered apprentice winced at his words, then picked up the larger ax and studied the chipped metal. Criba extended a charcoal-stained hand and studied the tool in turn. "I can probably work the rest of the blade back and salvage it, if the core's not cracked." He nodded once. "If it's cracked, I'll give you the value of the metal toward a new one."

"Agreed." They touched palms. "At market close tomorrow?"

Criba nodded. "Aye. Ye at the Vulpen?"

"Aye."

"I'll—" He held up one hand, turned, and strode deeper into the workshop. Thump. "Not so fast. You'll burn up the metal with the charcoal, boy. Wait for Idra's nod, as I told you." The blacksmith returned. "More enthusiasm than sense, and I'll send word on the larger ax."

Harald left two silver rings as earnest money, then plodded back to The Green Vulpen by a different way, one that avoided the alley. The Scavenger's servants would have to hurry to get whatever it was outside the walls before closing of the gates, unless the watch gave them permission to return late, as a mercy act. As foul as the stench had been, the entire town might hold the gates open to make it easier. Hot food and good ale or beer sounded better than the finest festival loaf from Gember's oven just now.
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Harald dismissed Toglos the next morning. "We leave before the gates close," he reminded the eager young man.

"Yes, sir." With that the journeyman raced off, more or less. Harald stretched more, then made his way to Radmar's chapel, followed by paying his respects to Donwah and Korvaal. The wind's edge cut through his scarf and around gaps in his hood, stinging skin as it hissed down the street. No one lingered unless he had business, and even that moved quickly unless a man visited a bake shop or smithy.

As Harald turned to leave Donwah's temple, a soft sound behind him stopped him. He turned and bowed to a priestess. She wore an elaborate chain of office with a pendant of leaping fish and waves that surrounded a blue stone. He bowed again, lower. Donwah's Daughter said, "Thank you, Master Harald. A word."

"Ma'am?"

She limped closer, her staff making no sound as it touched the stones of the floor. "Beware words on the wind, mill maker. There are some who claim that your work offends the Lady of Waters and Lord of the Forest. We—," she touched blue-gloved fingers to her chest, "know otherwise, but not everyone asks of us before they speak." Age-thinned lips frowned below her half-veil.

He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them once more. "Thank you for the warning words. My journeyman and I will remain outside the walls as much as possible, and I will remind those working on the mill channel to be even more careful, lest inadvertent offense arise." All the more reason to insist that the channel be blessed before they began to line it, or built the head gate.

She raised her right hand, and he bowed. "Go with the blessing of the Lady of Waters. May your work prosper those who aid you."

"All honor and thanks to the Lady of Waters." When he straightened, she had gone. He made Donwah's Wave and departed.

Harald stopped at the corner of the market square. Should he go by Three Ears? No, he needed heavy food, not sweet, in this cold. The Brown Bun, the leb baker, had what he needed. Then he'd confirm with Leofric when the purchased dower wood would be ready to move to the mill site.

As he departed the baker's shop, the hairs on his neck rose, or would have if he'd not retied his scarf so tightly. Someone stared at him, angry. Harald shifted the edge of his hood to see better, but the woman wore a scarf over her hood, hiding all but her eyes. He fancied he could see fire in them. Who was she? Or did she mistake him for someone else? That could well be, as many men and boys hurried about their business, hoods up and scarves over their faces in the cold. He ignored the challenge and turned his back to both her and the wind. He eased past a very full great hauler cart and the slick-feathered beasts pulling it. One tried to snap at a passerby, or would have if it didn't wear a face harness already.

He reached Leofric's workshop just as a girl in the colors of Donwah's temple raced up. "Is Master Leofric in?" she gasped, panting, eyes wide. "The healer priestess seeks any who knows Master Harald Halfpaw, or Master Leofric."

"I'm Master Harald." What had happened?

The girl took several breaths, puffing steam as she breathed out, then said, "Sir, the healer calls for you at the chapel on Fountain Street, north gate."

"Guide me, please." He'd not been that way.

"Yes, sir." She darted off, or started to, then slowed her steps to a trot. He stretched his stride, ignoring the warning sting in his legs. He'd not walked so in too long, and the cold made him stiff. They took a side way north, past the count's town house and some of the master craftsmen's dwellings, into a rougher part of town where day workers and the journeymen's meetings kept space. A brightly clad woman in a red and yellow dress smiled a question at him as she lounged in a doorway. Her dress displayed her ample favors very well. He ignored her, at least for now. Why did a temple healer need him?

The blue-painted gate stood open. Donwah's Wave flowed above the door, and he stopped long enough to touch his forelock, then entered behind the messenger. They both bowed to a painting of the Lady of Waters. "Here, Mistress Timea, I found Master Harald."

"Thanks be," a rough voice called. Harald eased back his hood, lowered his scarf, and inclined to a tall woman with very strong hands and thick wrists. "Come. I need you to confirm a man's name."

His gut turned to stone as Harald followed her down a hall. An older guard in temple colors stood beside a door. The healer gestured for silence, then opened a door and led Harald into a warm, dim chamber that smelled of herbs and blood. A young man lay on a low, padded table, draped in a blanket. Blood-stained bandages had been wrapped around his head and down over one ear. It was Toglos. His left arm and his hand also sported bandages. Basins of bloody water sat beside a low fire, and a pile of bloodied clothing sat near the table.

"You know him?" Mistress Timea murmured.

Harald nodded. He spoke slowly, to hide his accent, and said, "Donwah my witness, it is Toglos Ahlson, my journeyman sworn, born to Korvaal, for Rella."

"Good." She led him back out into the corridor and closed the door. The guard moved closer. Mistress Timea folded her arms. "When did you last see your journeyman?"

"Early this morning. He left The Green Vulpen before I did, to get a bath and shave. He also planned to tend to personal business. I went to the chapel of Radmar, then Korvaal's marketplace temple and the temple of Donwah at Well Court, and to pay my homage. I stopped at the Brown Bun to purchase breads, and was coming back through the market to Master Leofric's shop when the messenger found me."

As he spoke, the guard had tilted his head, listening carefully. "Personal business, sir?"

"To worship, and perhaps seek company. I did not ask, since he knew to be back to The Green Vulpen before the Lamp touched the western roofs."

The guard frowned, deepening creases and a scar on his face. "Could he have been meeting a young lady? Not a working woman," he added quickly.

Harald thought, then shook his head. "He should not. He's been working outside the walls, with me and with Master Leofric's journeyman and apprentices. He's not spoken of courting a young woman, nor has any man approached me about Toglos as a possible husband for a daughter."

Mistress Timea listened, head tilted slightly, then made an affirmative gesture. "One of the potter's assistants heard sounds of a man fighting off an attack, and called the watch. They found Toglos with stab wounds to his arm and hands, and blood on his face. Had he not been wearing a thick hood, Master Harald, he'd likely be dead. As it is, if he recovers safely, he'll not be working for at least three eight days."

Harald turned away until he mastered his anger and expression both. He faced the healer and guard once more. "I will pay for his care. My thanks to all who helped him. We are staying outside the walls with Goodman Godrik, the woodsman, and his sister-in-law, on the west trade road. Can he stay here, in the walls, until he recovers?"

"He can, and must. I insist on it. This kind of injury may grow worse before it grows better, and Toglos needs to be here, under watchful eyes, until the danger has passed. The cuts might also turn rotten, if the blades had been rubbed with corruption or more than just dirt got into the wounds." The tall healer tapped the floor with one booted foot. "You said he's born for Korvaal, to Rella?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Do you know his natures?"

What were they? He should remember, because when they'd caught that fever along with the rest of the workers down south of the Moahne... "Ah, hot and dry, as I recall. He over-dries easily during hot, dry weather."

She had made notes on a little wax board that hung from her heavy belt. "Thank you. If he starts a fever, I'll make sure to keep him moister to balance." She looked up again. "Once he passes the danger period, Donwah willing, I will ask my associate at the temple of Rella to take him in. He's very skilled with injuries to muscle and tendon, and easing problems if something heals too short and catches."

"Thank you, ma'am. Donwah willing," he made Donwah's Wave. "Is there aught I can do, aside from pay for his care and pray?"

"Watch your back, Master Harald," the guard stated. "Several people don't like you and your work, all for different reasons." He snorted. "Although I don't think you need to worry about the wench from the Beer Beorn who claims you're her long missing father. She's got over three tens of years to her name, and claims that every new older stranger in town might be her sire."

Harald covered his eyes with one hand and shook his head. "Nae. That's not me. Nor is she my sister. I've four tens and five."

"Not you."

The healer frowned at both of them. "The Green Vulpen, Master Harald?"

"Aye, ma'am. Goodman Ingolf knows me, and I can leave funds with him, or get messages from him, or Master Leofric." Not the count, not with people angry at both of them, and the curse—.

Harald caught himself before he swore. "Mistress Timea, I was cursed to my face. Could that have led to—?" He gestured toward the door.

She pursed her lips, eyes narrowing, then wagged one hand a little. "Probably not, unless someone thought to act on a curse directly in hopes of a reward of some kind. Was Toglos also cursed?"

"Not that he told me, and the person who cursed me did not refer to Toglos by name or position."

"Then I would say no, again unless someone sought to hurt you through him." She sounded very certain.

"Who?" the guard asked.

"Goodman Kolbein. Me and half the town, or so I hear."

It was the healer's turn to cover her eyes. She shook her head, then retreated to the room with Toglos and closed the door. The guard pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head a little as well. "You and two-thirds of town, and the count ten times over, Master Harald. And the other third of town sides with Kolbein and says that he should have his old mill or miller rights back." The grey-haired guard exhaled and shrugged, then rested one hand on a very long knife. "Go wary, if you will, and watch your back when you come inside the walls, Master Harald."

"I will. Thank you, and my thanks to whoever called the watch."

"I'll pass the word."

He wanted to curse, or to find the attackers and give them blow for blow in payment. Harald bowed once again to the Lady of Waters as he departed the small chapel and healing place. Two flakes of snow danced down before him as he strode up the road. Of course it would snow more, now. Radmar had turned His Wheel with all His might behind the push.
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Harder Work and Stones



Harald fancied he felt eyes on his back as he went to collect the tools from Master Criba. He feigned ignorance, walking as if untroubled. He shifted his grip on his staff and acted as if he worried about his footing. So did many people as they grumbled by, hurrying out of the cold. The snow softened sound, at least for now. Come the morning, if the sky cleared, it would blaze with light and blind him.

A steady ringing and scraping of metal on stone drew him to Master Criba's workshop. He smelled both earth coal and charcoal. The door stood open, and a few souls lingered in the warmth, including a Scavenger-born worker. The small woman turned, saw him, then shook her head and eased to the side. If she sought to lift his purse, she'd have trouble finding it under his cloak, jerkin, and tunic. She already carried a sack with what looked like rags and other scraps and bits over her shoulder.

"Greetings to the shop," Harald called once the ringing and scraping paused.

"Greetings to the way," Criba called. Harald ducked under the low doorframe, then straightened and let his eyes settle. "We just finished with yer tools. You know about the crack in the ax handle?"

"No." Criba handed it to him. It was Toglos' ax, which explained it. "It won't be used for a while. Can someone here replace the handle?"

Criba shook his head. "Nae. No proper wood, not right now. Just finished doin' work for two wood cutters and a charcoaler, an' it'll be after m’Lord Scavenger's midwinter feast afore I get proper handle wood."

The Wheel had indeed turned. "I'll take it, then, and see what I can do."

He inspected the tools, tested two edges and studied one repair, then nodded. "All as asked. How much?"

"One town coin and two rings, or one and a half out-wall silver."

Harald counted out one Plaatport vlaat and six silver rings, then another half ring. "For speed and good counsel."

"I call fair dealin's," Criba declared. They touched palms.

"Heard and witnessed," the Scavenger-born at the door called.

"Heard and witnessed, aye," a passing watchman said.

Criba glanced out the door, then leaned closer. "Watch told me 'bout yer journeyman. Any word on who?"

Harald too glanced back, then said, "Nae. Might be personal to him, might be at me. No witnesses yet."

The blacksmith nodded and leaned away. "I'll be keepin' mine closer to the shop, just in case. Trouble don't wait for a good time to visit."

"Aye that! Rella and m’Lord Scavenger prosper yer trade."

"Radmar turn the Wheel in yer favor."

For once it felt good to leave walls. Harald stayed to the edge of the road. Winter had come truly, and tonight would likely be cold indeed. He'd have to be twice as careful, since Toglos couldn't help him, and he couldn't help the journeyman.

"Oh, Scavenger take it," he snarled, almost stumbling. If the Dancers came, Toglos couldn't help. He'd be in true danger, depending on where and when his affliction struck. What would he—? No, he had the herbs from the healer, the Rella-blessed herbalist from the Gheel road temple. He'd start keeping them with him, in case the Dancers came as he worked. "Thank you, Rella of Lights, blessed are You, Korvaal of the Fields and Gember of Grain who send herbs of blessing."

The next day, just as the Lamp crossed the peak of the sky, one of Leofric's apprentices called, "Ah, Master Harald?"

Harald straightened up from measuring the log for the third time. Matyo had already measured it, but didn't like what he saw, and had asked Harald to check his work. A grey man in a grey coat and large pack stood beside the apprentice. Harald left his work and extended his hand. They shook. "'Bout time," Harald said.

"Road trouble. Here now," Wulfgar said. "Siward follows. Where?"

Harald waved to the base of the mill. The stone cutter stomped over to look for himself. "That's Master Wulfgar," he told the others. "He cuts millstones, and will do the stones here, Scavenger willing. Do what he says, when he says it."

Matyo nodded. "Master Wulfgar, aye sir." He turned to the half-shaped foundation log. "Did I measure wrong?"

"No. I think the tree's wrong. Here," Harald returned to the task.

Wulfgar shed his pack and began inspecting the logs. Two of the castana had been cut and brought down from the hills. He studied them intently. Harald kept his attention on the eich as Matyo found a thin, curved, tong-like tool in the schaef cart and brought it to the problem log. He opened it, checked the end of the log, reset the tool, and slid it up toward the top of the eich. "Here's the problem, sir." The middle of the log tapered in, then fattened out once more. "Might have bent here once, or been shaded, or m'lord Korvaal tapped it in." The journeyman shrugged.

Harald marked the points where the log grew thin and fat. "Tell Master Leofric, and we'll move this one aside for now."

"Aye, sir. Might be good for where we need a door opening."

They wrestled the barked and shaped log off to the side with others, and both Harald and Matyo marked both ends to be certain that no one accidentally used it unwarned. Soon more bark flew as the apprentices stripped the next log, looking for other surprises and damage.

Wulfgar had finished his inspection of the castana. "This. Main shaft," he stated, marking it with his sign on each end. "Gears?"

"Master Leofric's work, with the building. He has rounds to start practicing on. Have bech, it's seasoning. That and eich?"

"Aye. Stone shaft castana, mayhap, or eich." The stonecutter stared into the distance. "Stone in the hills, aye?"

Harald wagged his left hand. "Check temple. Might be, didn't ask. They've maps and lists." He leaned close, so Wulfgar could see his lips clearly. "Watch yer back in town. Toglos hurt, ambush, no witnesses. An' th' old miller hates th' count and me both."

Hardness swept Wulfgar's face. "I'm warned." With that he got tea, then shouldered his pack and stomped off. Harald watched him go, then shrugged once more.

Leofric himself came the next day. "Matyo said your stonecutter's here?"

"Aye. Claimed that castana for the wheel shaft, castana or eich for the stone shaft, and eich and bech for the gears." Harald waved toward Wulfgar's log. "Won't know size 'till wheel's started."

The master carpenter nodded. "Always one piece that determines the rest." He pressed a bit of scrap parchment into Harald's left hand. "From healer."

"Ah." Harald slipped it into one of his belt pouches. "Here's the odd log."

That night he glanced at the message, then tossed it into the small fire and growled, fists clenched. Korvaal and Donwah willing, Toglos would recover from his injuries. Did Wulfgar know yet? Perhaps, if the Scavenger's servants had warned him. It was in the hands of the healers and gods—for now. Harald banked the fire and went to sleep.

Two eight days passed swiftly. The weather eased, cold but dry, and the dower wood arrived at the mill site. Prickly eich, two bech logs, and four white needle leaf. "All sisters, aye," the teamster, Wigmund, declared as the others unloaded the needle leaf. "Leofric said that matters?"

Harald and Matyo both nodded. "Aye, sir," the journeyman told him. "White or black needle leaf does best with others from the same stand. They grew together, and are of the same size and health, and toughness."

"Good to know." Wigmund's great haulers all dipped their heads, as if agreeing with him. Harald made Yoorst's sign, but behind his leg.

Come midday, the birds around the mill site acted restless, calling and fluttering here and there, crossing the meadow more than usual. Harald glanced at the sky. A few rags of cloud hurried past, but the air near the ground remained still. A faint ring surrounded Rella's Lamp. That decided him. "We stop," he called.

"Why, sir?" one of the apprentices asked.

"Storm. The beasts know. Get your tools, finish the tea and go."

The others wasted no time packing their things and covering the work as best they could. The diggers had stuck a tall, bare stick into the ground to mark the end of their work. Harald confirmed it, paid them, and they started toward Jerwood. The carpenters followed. Harald made certain that the fire's remains had gone cold, then betook himself to Goodman Godrick's farm.

As he entered the gate, the farmer waved to him. "Good. Need help 'afore th' comin' storm. Move more fodder into th' barn, and wood to th' house."

"Aye." Harald left his gear in the smaller house and set to work carrying hay and grain sacks as best he could, then moving dried wood into the farmhouse as Godrick and Hulda chivied schaef and yard fowl into the barn. The wind had begun to sing in the trees, and the Lamp disappeared behind heavy cloud.

Godrick helped him fasten a rope to the small house and run it to the bigger one. "So we can dig ye out if need to," the woodsman told him.

Harald blinked hard, then nodded. He'd heard stories of such, but never believed them. "Good to know." He and Godrick finished moving the last wood into the house, and a little more into the building he rented.

"Here," Hulda told him, giving him a very large and heavy basket lined with straw. "Has lendle stew."

"Thank ye. Gember bless."

"Radmar turn th' Wheel in yer favor."

The whistling turned to howling, then hissing as snow joined the storm. Harald ate, checked the fire, and dozed. He didn't dare sleep deeply, not alone in this kind of storm. If the fire died, Rella might take true offense. It was as well that Toglos rested inside the town walls instead of trying to heal here.
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Harald wrapped his scarf over his eyes, dimming the blaze of light on snow. He'd be more than warm soon. He and Godrick gathered the branches and other things that had fallen into the farmyard from the storm. None of the buildings suffered true harm, thanks be. "Beasts and fowl'r safe an' fed," the woodsman grunted. "Ye need aught?"

Toglos back working, patience, and for the wood to have survived the storm undamaged. "Nae, thank ye."

"Ye have snow walkers?"

What? His confusion must have shown, because Godrick smiled, revealing a stagger of missing teeth. "Thought not. Come." Harald shoved through knee-deep snow to the back of the house. "Here. Ye step on like so," the woodsman planted one boot on a mesh of leather inside a paddle-shaped wooden frame. "An tie th' straps round yer boot an' ankle. Keeps ye on th' snow ‘stead of in it." He demonstrated. Harald watched, then nodded. The man floated on the snow instead of sinking.

"Use these," Godrick told him. "Wipe th' snow off 'afore ye go in, an' keep 'em away from fire. Grease th' leather once an eighth day, same as boots, aye?"

"Aye."

Once he sorted out how to walk in the snow paddles, Harald made good time between the forest farm and the mill site. Walking so felt odd, but far easier than wading through the drifts. He used his walking staff to balance, and to test the depth of the snow when he stopped. Birds called, and he saw tracks where cervi had passed through the forest. Veshla skittered up and down the tree trunks. In the north men trapped veshla for their fur in the winter. He'd not heard of anyone doing so here. Perhaps the fur stayed thin, like schaef in the far south of the empire, down near the Comb.

Harald stopped at the edge of the woods, looking at the sheds and what he could see of the mill site and work area. All seemed as it should be. Or was it? Tracks from north of the end of the woods, back where the meadow opened, led toward the shed. Someone had pushed through the snow, recently. Harald shifted his cloak and opened two toggles on his coat, so he could reach his knife. He eased forward over the snow, listening hard. He heard panting from the shed, behind the wattle wall, and dragging. He crept as best he could around the other side of the shed, hidden by the stacked logs. He leaned a little around the end of one of the trimmed logs.

A man in a patched cloak wrestled with one of the smaller eich logs. He had an ax, but it lay off to the side. Harald came closer. Intent on his fight with the tree, the man ignored him. Harald knocked the ax out of the way with the end of his staff. "If ye seek the Scavenger's toll, ye've come to the wrong place," he growled.

The man jumped, then spun. He reached for his ax. Harald shook his head. "I claim leb-fuel," the man panted.

"This isn't Korvaal's temple. That's where the leb-fuel is," Harald said. "It was sent two eight days ago, and again last eight day.

"I claim leb-fuel!"

"Lind, alm, needle leaf's leb wood. Not eich. Ye have hook and crook right?"

The man started to shake his head, then said, "Aye! I claim this hook and crook." He tried to come toward Harald, but the end of the staff stopped him.

"Nae. Ye can nae move it, 'tis nae hook and crook. Go."

The man hesitated. Harald braced. The stranger lunged. "Yaaaa, tis mine!"

The snow walkers almost tripped him, but Harald caught himself and thumped the stranger with his staff, blocked a fist, and thumped him on the back of his hood as the man staggered in the snow. "Nae! Any man may take wood from a cursed work, Vencel swore to me. Give me my right."

"Vencel spoke in error," Harald panted. "Go to the woods and gather fallen branches, or to the temples. They will confirm leb-right."

"Korvaal smite ye, bastard. May the Lord of the Forest hear me, I curse ye for injustice." He got to his feet and took a step toward Harald. The brandished staff stopped him, and he turned. He picked up his ax and trudged back along his own steps, cursing as he went. Harald watched to be sure that the man had gone, then inspected everything with great care.

Would he need a guard on the wood? Surely not. He rubbed his forehead. Except what if someone else decided to act on Kolbein's curse, and claim that the gods had inspired him? It had happened before. "Ugh, Radmar hear me, please, turn the Wheel and roll sense to Kolbein and Vencel both." He would ask Leofric his thoughts, and Wulfgar.

How had the stone cutter fared in the storm? "Scavenger keep him safe, please." Harald checked the site of the mill's foundation, then the channel. The markers still stood, half their length above the snow. He listened to the quiet and the soft plop of snow falling off of branches, the rustling hiss of his own breath. The scarf clung to his cheeks, starting to freeze from his breath.

He'd trudged most of the way back to the farm when colors appeared at the edges of his eyes. He stopped and hung his head. So be it. By nightfall all he could do was push wood into the fire and whimper from pain and sickness both.

A full day passed before he could keep anything in his stomach, and a faint ache remained in his head. The ache grew when he looked at the snow-covered world outside the door. Harald moved more wood for Godrick, then hid once more. He needed to go into Jerwood and see how Toglos fared, pay for his care, tell the count of the progress being made. Did he dare? Yes, if he went to the temple first and confirmed the law of leb-fuel.

The next day, Famric, the law speaker at Korvaal's temple, listened, then frowned. He turned and went to the large book resting on a special stand and turned several pages. A mage light sat beside the book, casting clear light on the pages of small words. Famric peered at the page, then nodded once. "Eich is not leb fuel unless a temple so declares it in time of great need, or after a storm that blows over trees and need is proven."

He looked up, "And no, a curse does not give a man right to claim what belongs to others, unless the gods speak and grant it. No temple in Jerwood has done so that I or my brothers and sisters have heard of, and we would be told." Famric tapped the stand with two fingers. "Whoever spoke so is in error."

"Thank you, sir. I thought so, but I needed to be certain." He thought for a moment, then half-asked, "Should a man go into the hills to bring back claimed trees, would it be amiss to bring leb fuel for the temples as well, should it be found?"

A deeper man's voice said, "No. Such is never amiss, if leb wood can be found and safely brought back." Famric inclined toward the voice, and Harald bowed. The short, broad, white-haired man wore a heavy gold chain around his neck. The chain ended in a pendent of leaves around a green and brown stone. The priest's robe bore embroidered trees, leaves, and fruits on it. "Especially as we enter the cold season, Master Harald."

"Thank you, sir." What Korvaal's Son said, he would do, if he could.

"Despite what gossip claims, you are not under temple ban, nor are you cursed, nor is Count Ealdred cursed at this time." The Son scowled. "I am heartily tired of rumor, gossip, and tales that grow from acorns to forest emperors between one end of town and the other."

Harald smiled a little. "I suspect many share your fatigue, honored Son, at least those who are subjects of the tales."

"I liked the one about docile swine, sir," Famric chuckled. "They are cousins of the great haulers that can swim, or so I was assured."

The Son wagged one finger at the law speaker, then smiled. "Go in peace, Harald called Halfpaw, and Korvaal bless and keep you."

Harald bowed. "Thanks be to the Lord of the Forest." He left a small donation as he departed.

He pulled his hood up and wrapped his scarf tighter around his lower face, leaving only his eyes free. Most men and women wore their cloaks and scarves so, and he joined the townsfolk in the streets, one of many going about their business. No one gave him a second glance. He glanced at the table outside the cobbler's shop, blinked, and hurried on. How did he turn leather that brilliant crimson? And how much would the belt and pouches cost? More than he cared to spend.

The scent of bread, spices, and nuts pulled him into the Three Ears. Harald unwound his scarf, the better to smell the goods as well as be understood. He waited just outside the door as a goodwife finished her business and departed, then stepped into the warm shop. "Greetings to the shop," he called.

"Greetings to the way," a man replied. "What would you like?"

Everything, save that he'd need a hand cart to carry it. "Four sausage rolls, please, two meat loaves, and two nut braids." Once the breads had been set on the counter, Harald added quietly, "And to leave word for Wigmund the teamster that I have need of his labor once more, if he and his team of kine are free. Moving wood from the forest."

The baker nodded, "Word for Wigmund, aye, and three rings and a quarter." Harald paid and added a broken bit of ring as well. The baker murmured, "Wigmund knows where to find ye?"

"Aye, or he can leave word at Th' Green Vulpen." More loudly Harald said, "Fair dealin."

"Fair dealin indeed." They touched palms. Harald tucked the breads into his sack and made way for the next customer.

Hooded and wrapped once more, Harald betook himself to the temple of Rella on the market square. He stepped into the main sanctuary and paid homage to the Lady of Flame, then went to the side door and tapped four times.

"Do ye seek healing?" an acolyte asked, opening the door part way.

"Nae, I seek to leave payment for a patient and to hear news of him. I am Harald called Halfpaw, asking for Toglos Ahlson."

The acolyte opened the door farther. "Enter and be welcome in the name of the Lady of Light. I was told to let you in, and send word to Mistress Ilma. Wait here, please, sir." The young man trotted down the corridor. Harald bowed to the painting of the Lady of Light. The red and orange clad goddess smiled, or did She? She carried flame in one hand. Rays of light from Her Lamp made a crown around Her head, and golden stars decorated the hem and sleeves of Her over robe.

A woman easily a head taller than he and as broad in the shoulders strolled up the hall toward him. "Master Harald?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Good. I am Mistress Ilma. Your journeyman has just finished his day's work, so this is a good time to speak with him. Follow me, please." Harald did as asked, going down the hall and into a large room, like an inn's common room but better lit and cleaner. It did not smell of food and spilled ale, either. Toglos stood beside one of the tables, opening and closing his left hand around a ball of wood. He frowned with concentration as he worked.

The healer extended her arm and stopped Harald in the doorway. "A word. Your journeyman was truly blessed, Master Harald," she murmured. "Most would have lost use of that arm, and perhaps speech or vision as well. The blow to the head drove out his memories, but they return. Speech returns as well. He still sees two instead of one, but it is better than before. Another two eight days, Rella willing, and Toglos can walk out on his own without someone to catch him should he lose balance."

Harald studied the floor under his boots until the red anger faded. "Thank you, Mistress Ilma. I wish that he could work sooner, but healing and recovery comes first. I will not press for more."

"Good. Now assure him that he is not without a patron, and that the work has not suffered overmuch in his absence. He worries constantly."

Harald cleared his throat as Toglos set the ball into a low place carved into the top of the table. The young man turned his head slowly, right hand still on the table. "How fare ye?" Harald asked, coming slowly into the room.

Toglos started to bow, then caught himself and said with slow care, "Better, shir. How faresh the work?"

"Wulfgar's here, another stone cutter follows. Carpenters shape the wall wood. A few storms and snow, no other surprises." Harald watched his journeyman closely. One of Toglos' eyes twitched to the side. No wonder he saw two where one should be. "T'will fare better once ye can return, Rella willin'."

Toglos seemed to sag. "Yesh," he caught himself again. "Yes, shir." He looked down, then sat on a stool beside the table. "I recall sh- someone callin' my name, I think? I slowed down and looked—" He looked down once more. "Nothing more, sir. I'm sorry."

Harald rested one hand on his shoulder and squeezed. "You're alive. 'At's what matters now. Get better, an' don' force yerself." He held out his maimed hand. "Heads heal slower, aye?"

"Aye," Mistress Ilma said. "Slow and steady, like the return of the Lamp after the turn of winter."

Harald inclined to her and eased away. Toglos' eyes had begun to sag, as if fatigue threatened to put him to sleep right there. Harald left the room and found another healer priest waiting. "Sir?"

"I'm Rotulf, Master Harald. I'll be brief. We've heard nothing from the watch about who attacked your journeyman." The square-built healer scowled.

Harald studied the wooden floor, left hand clenched. "A man tried to claim a trimmed and shaped eich log as leb-wood, said that Master Vencel told him that any man may take wood from a cursed work without penalty. The law reader at Korvaal's temple said the law disagrees, and that none of the temples have declared the mill supplies to be leb-wood."

The priest made a half-growl, half thoughtful sound. Harald looked up. The priest's eyes glanced to the side, and the man frowned deeply. "I will speak with my brothers and sisters. It may be that reminding all of the winter laws would be wise, lest misunderstandings become feuds." He closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. "I get tired enough stitching up the ale-headed on market days, Lady knows. A town fight in winter..." Another sigh.

Harald had to smile a little. "Yes, sir." He'd not needed stitching, but he'd had a sore head and bruised muscles more than once, and a bent nose from a flying clay tankard.
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Snow, Stones, Stories



" 'An stay out!" Harald jumped well clear as a woman with arms almost as big as his own tossed dice and dice cups after a skinny man. "Ye had yer last chance, Dasko. Be gone."

The part-time cooper shook his fist at the ale-wife and mouthed a curse, then snatched up the dice and scuttled off. Harald made the Horns, more out of habit than fear. Dasko glared at him as well and threw a rude gesture his way. He ignored it.

"As if ye knew how," a younger woman called after the cooper. Her snug crimson and green bodice barely contained her charms, which were great indeed. Harald admired the view before she returned to the warmth of the ale house. He glanced up at the painting over the door. A large bush bore tankards instead of fruit or flowers. The Ale Bush. Was that one to avoid or to try? He considered as he continued on to the usual. Today wasn't the day to find out. He didn't need to get into a fight of that sort. He had a different one on his hands.

"Let me guess. You want beer, food, and to steal the heat from my fire," Goodman Ingolf grumbled as Harald ducked into The Green Vulpen.

"Aye, aye, and how's it stealin' if I pay ye for it?" Only a handful of people sat at the benches, so Harald found a place not too close to the fire, but not too far, either. The plain hot sausage and spicy pickled roots warmed him, and the trencher filled any last holes. He took his time on the beer and stared at the fire, watching the tongues of flame lick the wood, turning it black, then white.

He left a silver ring when he stood to go. Goodman Ingolf added wood to the fire, and Harald touched his forelock in salute to the Lady of Flame. Then he followed the thin innkeeper to his seat by the door. "Wigmund the teamster may look for me."

"Ye owe coin or honor payment?" He winked, one finger beside his nose.

"Neither," Harald growled, then caught himself. "I have work for him and his team. I'll be at th' usual place, workin' outside the walls."

"If he asks, I'll tell him." Harald gave him a quarter ring. "Radmar turn His Wheel in yer favor."

"Gember prosper yer trade." He pulled his hood over his head and wrapped his scarf over his face once more. The wind didn't sting as much as when he'd arrived, but clear skies meant hard cold. The guard on watch at Jerwood's gate frowned, but said nothing as Harald passed out of the town. Someone had followed him almost the entire way from The Green Vulpen to the gate. Harald wanted to turn, meet the man, and beat whoever it was, beat him until Toglos recovered. He would do no such thing. It might just be Dasko, wanting to toss another insult, or to demand work. Or the wench from the Beer Beorn, although she should be working, not following men strange to the town.

"An' they wonder why I stay outn' th' walls," he grumbled to himself. Cold and vulpen and falling logs only killed a man. They didn't stab him in th' back, or call curses down on him for workin' for another. The snow squeaked under the runners of a sledge. The birds pulling the heavy sledge leaned into their work, probably eager to get to a good feed and water. Did they feel cold the way men did? He shrugged. Yoorst had made them as He saw fit, and probably gave them something extra so that they did not suffer from the cold as men did. Men could make clothes and fires. Beasts had their own ways to keep warm. Men worked and grew warm that way.

Indeed, two days later, as he, two wood cutters, and Wigmund plodded up to where the next claimed trees stood, Harald loosened his scarf. The wind blew from the south, not truly warm but not as cold as before. The teamster shook his head. "Snow'll soften and strand the sledge, or soften then freeze a skin and we'll fall through every four steps, Radmar my witness."

Mmmmbwoooo, one of the four big kine grumbled as the men made the Horns or the Wheel. The shoulders of the dark grey beasts stood level with Harald's shoulders. They reminded him a little of very large, square schaef, with heavier heads and smaller, less curved horns. Short, thick hair covered them from flat noses to the little tuft at the bottom of their tails. Kine moved slower than great haulers, but hauled much greater loads. Kine didn't fare as well in the southern heat, either.

They'd cut the farthest trees first, so each trip should be easier on the beasts. Would that men had it so well. The sledge carried shelters for the snow, and all had packs with food, fire-starter, spare gloves and other things, as well as tools. Korvaal bless the man who created snow walkers, Scavenger look kindly on his shade. Harald and the others waddled, but he'd rather do that than break trail through the drifts.

The air smelled clean, with a little needle leaf in it. When they stopped he heard birds, but not many, and the sound of water from the stream. "Master Harald, what if someone's claimed yer wood?" one of the hired woodcutters asked.

"They'd best unclaim it. It's all blazed and marked, temple witness and count's mark and mine. Less'n it's needle leaf, or hook-and-crook wood." He'd not begrudge anyone that, and the fewer limbs to trim, the easier to load the logs and move them.

"Good."

Korvaal be praised, all the trees stood as they ought to, aside from two that had fallen over of their own will. One of the woodsmen nodded to the roots and snorted. "He won' do 'at again." The paw of something stuck out from under the trunk. "Root-chewer."

Harald shrugged. The Wheel had turned on the beast. He set to work, trimming branches on the downed trunk as the wood cutters worked on one of the standing trees. A steady thunk, thunk, thunk, replaced the earlier quiet. As he and the cutters worked, Wigmund cleared snow for his beasts, and trimmed some of the brush for them as well. Then he made a fire and boiled water for tea. Harald shed cloak and coat, but kept the scarf over his eyes as he worked.

Four days later, they brought five trees down to the mill site. Two messages waited for him there, along with Master Leofric. "Good. We'll help unload," the carpenter declared.

"Good. Five eich." The extra backs and shoulders made unloading the sledge easier than loading it had been, even with charms that Wigmund had purchased to ease the weight of the logs as they were skidded up onto the sledge, then hauled most of the way to the site. Harald wanted to find a dark corner and sleep right then. He'd put shoulder to the load a score of times, helping the team when the going slowed. Wigmund's fear of soft snow proved to be warranted, and Yoorst had no patience or mercy for a man who abused His beasts by making them work in excess without aiding the animals as best he could.

That done, Harald paid the teamster and the woodsmen, then read the messages. He closed his eyes. Thanks be to Rella, Toglos continued to recover and regained stamina as well as speech and sight. And Wulfgar had weathered the storm and found rock that would serve as mill stones.

"News?" Leofric sounded worried.

Harald smiled. "Good news. Millstones found near here, and Toglos recovers."

A broad smile greeted his words. "Very good news. Any word from the watch?"

"None yet." Should he pass the temple's words? Yes. "Some are sayin' 'at to take wood from a cursed project is lawful. Temples all say no, and no curse rests on the mill."

As he spoke, both Leofric and his journeyman scowled, and Matyo made the Horns. "That explains the story, sirs, and the recitation of the winter laws in the market yester morn." The stout younger man's eyes narrowed, and he glanced to the side. "Market talk had it that Kolbein's pleas were heard, and Korvaal, Donwah, and m’Lord Scavenger all turned Their backs on the work."

"Nae." Harald spoke more loudly and with care, so the apprentices heard as well as the others. "The law reader at Korvaal's temple, and the Son himself, both say that no god curse rests on this work, or on the count, and that to take wood from here is not leb-right. Eich is not leb-wood unless the temples so declare in a time of great need, nor is castana wood ever leb-fuel."

Leofric's eyes threatened to leap from his face, they bulged so far. Red flowed into his cheeks. "Castana? Leb-fuel?" he squeaked. "Korvaal wouldn't have to smite anyone for being so foolish, because every builder and wood-worker in the Great Northern Emperor's lands would do it first. That'd be as impious as burnin' black nut wood." He made the Horns, then spat through them.

Harald tucked the news away for the nonce. "This one only tried to drag off an entire shaped eich log, claiming it as leb-fuel, then as hook-and-crook wood."

One of the apprentices rolled his eyes. "If ye can nae move it on yer' own, can nae claim hook-an-crook."

Leofric nodded once. "Aye. And I'll hook and crook all of you if you don't get back to work." The boys scurried back to the shed to trim more bark and limb stubs.

Wulfgar and two others joined them on the eve of the Eighth Day. "That the channel?" He waved to the poles.

"Aye, two hands deep. I'll mark the rest, an' pond, an' see what can be dug before spring."

Wulfgar nodded. "Good. We're for town," he said. He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. "Siward and Sarika. He cuts, she spots and shapes. Has a drystone eye. Doin' channel stone."

Harald blinked, then nodded. Not many women followed the stone cutter's trade, but who was he to assign gifts? Sarika stood as tall as her man, and wore skirts over trews tucked into heavy boots. Siward nodded, but didn't speak. Mayhap he was as deaf as Wulfgar, or was just one who spent words the way the count spent coin. Which reminded him, he needed to report progress to the count and collect payment for the winter work done so far. "Good. I go to town on the morrow. Watch yer backs, aye?"

"Aye. We're for Th' Green Vulpen. She's Scavenger born, he's born to Scavenger, for Donwah."

Harald nodded again. That explained why they could work with Wulfgar. "Teamster called Wigmund has birds and kine, been workin' for me. Good hand with beasts."

"Wigmund," Siward said. He sounded more like a boy than a man grown. "Kine team?"

"Aye. Up to six hitch."

"Good." With that the stone workers shouldered their packs and left. Harald shrugged again and went back to his own tasks.
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"...Donwah my witness, his name should be 'Blister,' not Dasko," a growly voice opined from the other side of the common tub at the baths. Harald eased deeper into the hot water. " 'E never shows till most work's done. Kaldal's almost as bad."

Every town and trade had one of those, or so it seemed. Several of the men nodded or grunted agreement. Harald tightened then relaxed his shoulders and right hand. Oh, the hot water helped, so helped. Pain flared then eased. Rella and Donwah be praised for hot baths!

"Is there a trade that can't do winter work of some kind?" a much younger man asked. He barely had a beard, unlike the others in the enormous wooden tub.

A man with a face as thin as an ax head said, "Aye, but none here. The Five Free Cities stop sailin' over winter an' ports close, but men work on th' ships then, an' prepare goods for sailin' season. Beast caravans likewise."

"Saltin, in some places," a white-haired oldster declared. "Halfeld Fluss, couple others, salt boilin' stops for winter. Save fuel an' gather more salty waters. Gods declared it, an' no man challenges."

"Huh." Harald grunted. He'd not heard of such, but he didn't buy salt alone, just salt already in food. "Some stone cuttin'. 'Cept ice cracks t' stone over winter, speeds work come spring."

Two men nodded. "Aye. Wife's cousin's worked with such. Winter's for shapin' cut stone and buildin', weather an' m’Lord Scavenger permittin'." He stood, nodded to them, and eased out of the water.

Silence took the place of talk. Once everything had eased as much as it ever would, he too stood, saluted the others, and went to the changing room. Someone had brushed his clothes, and the smalls he'd left last time had been cleaned. He dressed in the dim warmth, left a quarter ring, then stepped into the cold afternoon with a silent grumble. It lacked an eight day to the Scavenger's mid-winter feast. They needed to do more work, but would the weather and the gods permit it? He shrugged. One he could do nothing about. The other—? Unless the temples said no, then he'd do what could be done.

As he waited outside the count's hearing chamber, Harald ignored the whispers and glares from the page and courtiers. Toglos' vision had almost returned to normal, or so Rotulf had said when Harald had left coin at the temple of Rella. He should be able to return to work soon, easy work. That Harald fully agreed with. "And the watch is speaking with some people, but more they will not say." The healer had given him a significant look, one finger beside his nose.

"Ah." Did they stalk prey, or did they not want to accuse falsely? Either was sufficient reason for silence. Now he considered one man's boots. Would those last past an eight day on the road? Showy, yes, but the wrinkles on the ankle and the stitching said no. Other men's sore feet were not his problem.

"Master Harald," a voice called from the now open door. Harald stepped into the cool chamber. Both the air and the looks from Count Ealdred carried a chill. He bowed and waited.

"You have news?" The count drummed his fingers on the arm of his seat of office, one foot tapping the hide on the floor before him.

"Aye, my lord. Enough wood has been cut and shaped for the frame of the mill to the height of a man's shoulder. The stone cutter has found millstone material on your land, and has begun work freeing and shaping the stones. That will spare a thin half kog of cost, at least, sir."

The nobleman sat up, now interested indeed. "Millstone rock, here?" One tan and green glove pointed down.

"Yes, my lord. I did not ask of the amount of rock, but such is indeed on your land."

"Hmmmm." He sat back, lips pursed as he thought. Several of his courtiers murmured behind their hands, likely explaining the news to their slower fellows. Harald waited. Even cool, the room felt warmer than the street did. "And all else goes as it should?"

Other than Toglos' injuries. Should he speak of them? Not directly, no. Something warned against it. He glanced off to the side. The man who had reached for his knife back at the mill site now stood, hands on belt, glaring from under a flop of hair. Harald pretended not to notice. "Aye, my lord. The gods willing, another experienced worker will rejoin the project within an eight day. By true spring, all should be ready to construct the mill and finish digging the channel and pond."

He glanced to the side once more, and added, "A few men spoke out of misunderstanding concerning winter leb-fuel rights, and the temples have all reminded your people of the current laws. Several loads of small wood have been given to the temple of Korvaal in your name, sir, as mercy fuel for those in need, and the bark delivered to the tanners."

"Good. My clerk reported payment for those." The count nodded, the red-dyed feather in his black velvet hat bobbing as he did. "And the curse has—" He caught himself. Harald glanced to the side. The knife man smirked, or did he? The expression had flitted away. "Good. Continue, Master Harald."

Harald bowed. "Yes, my lord. May Marsdaam favor your trade and path."

"Radmar turn His Wheel in your favor." The words had no weight behind them. Harald backed two steps, turned, and left. Hisses and mutters followed him.

"Goodman Schaefer," a tired voice called.

A young man who smelled strongly of schaef and sweat brushed past Harald into the chamber. "I demand justice! Tyreman still owes me, he does, for what his birds did to my—" The door closed. Several of those in the hall shook their heads, and one goodwife rolled her eyes and made the Horns at the door. A long-standing dispute that all tired of hearing, in other words. Harald betook himself out of the building.

Beer. He needed beer or ale, hot food, and company besides himself. Several people glared at him as he passed, but no one did more than that. "Nah, can't be him," one of the watch said to a narrow-eyed man, nodding toward Harald. "Yasper passed him in through the gate this mornin' an' at's th' first time in two eight days. 'Sides, his hands 'r in his own pockets." Harald snorted at the old joke and continued on. Anyone trying to lift purses in the cold would be sorely disappointed.

"Good," a familiar voice said when he eased into The Green Vulpen. Once his eyes caught up with the rest of him, Harald saw Wulfgar and the other stone cutters sitting near the fire. He joined them. The serving boy came, and Wulfgar said, "Beer and meal," nodding toward Harald. Harald gestured his agreement, and the boy returned with a very full tankard. Harald saluted his fellow tradesmen and drank.

"What know ye of one Vencel?" Wulfgar demanded.

Harald drank more beer and sorted words. "He's a tanner, don' know what kind. Daughter's with child an' won' name t' father. 'E was accusin' ever' young man on t' count's lands, last I heard." A large wooden bowl of something meaty slid onto the table, along with bread and cheese, and a small firkin of something thick and pale. He tried it. Tangy and sharp, like a fruit he'd eaten once down south. He got his spoon out of his pouch and began to eat. The others finished their own meals.

"I got an earful from the goodwife who sells leather bits and flawed pieces," the woman, Sarika, told him. "Vencel's decided that your journeyman had summat' to do with his datter's load, even if 'e's not the fadder." She spoke through her nose, flat voiced, like those of the far northeastern coast. "He's also tellin' all in the walls that the gods have rejected the mill, any mill, unless it is a copy of the burned one and Master Kolbein is made whole."

"Goodman, not master," Maude, the innkeeper's daughter corrected. "Kolbein watched the mill an' sacked some flour, but he's not a guild miller." She added to Harald's beer. "Took his living from his farm." She hurried off as her father waved to her.

"Interestin'," Wulfgar growled. "Mill burned?"

Harald glanced around and nodded. He leaned closer and said with slow care, "Aye. Sideways wheel in a seasonal stream, fixed stone. Building burned, wheels dropped into the water. Still there, mayhap."

"Storm?" Siward asked. "Or accident?"

Harald shrugged. "Don't know." He'd not heard. "I've not heard, not from anyone. Huh."

Siward and Wulfgar shared a look, and Sarika frowned into her bowl of soup. "Strange," she said at last, after everyone had eaten more. "Most places, the how'd be as known as the what."

Why did no one speak of the accident? He tucked the question away for now. Not his problem, since the ashes had grown cold. "Any other news?"

Siward sat back a little. "Paste goes on the cheese. And that noble upstream of Moahnebrig, the one with the wandering eye and hands?"

Which noble? Oh, him. "Heard of him, the one who never met a married woman he didn't fancy, and all others as well?" Men who thought with their manhood instead of their head didn't last long unless they were nobles.

"He was hunting with the Duke of Milunis. Everyone swore it was an accident, wild pig came up the spear afore the archers could help. He was blessed only to lose leg meat an' 'is manhood, not 'is life." Siward closed one eye. A smile danced around his wife's lips.

"Hogs'll do that," Wulfgar said, straight faced. He also winked.

It took labor, but Harald kept his face and voice properly serious. "So I've heard as well. Never hunted 'em, don' plan to." Cervi if he had a bow, and vulpen, snare veshla and other small things, but no man with sense hunted the wild swine of the south. Which explained why nobles did. True accident, or had the duke served justice along with hospitality? "I hope he recovers his health."

"As do all men," Sarika averred. The noble's attentions hadn't been desired by the women he pursued, in other words.

"An' this man wishes people would find new gossip," the tool maker, Criba, grumbled as he sat on Harald's other side. "If one more person asks if any of my journeymen knew Vencel's daughter, I swear, I'll use my big bellows and force sense into the space between their ears."

Maude returned and set a tankard of spiced ale down for the smith. "By now everyone south of the emperor's court knows about Vencel's daughter," she muttered. "Be nice if, oh, great haulers flew over, or fish walked in procession to Donwah's temple, or something new."

"I'll take the fish. Won't need a bigger hat," Harald said. Chuckles and nods followed his words. "Criba, Wulfgar, Siward, his lady Sarika. All stone workers. Master Criba's a tool maker for the trades."

They touched palms around. "Good. Need chisels hardened," Wulfgar said. "Got spares. Tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow aye," Criba agreed. Wulfgar passed him a half ring as promise coin. The smith slipped the token into a pouch, then said, "Got handles in."

"Good. I'll bring the tool next Eighth Day. Owner'll need it soon, Rella an' healers willin'."

Criba made Rella's Flame, then glanced left and right. "Heard an' interestin' story. Seems Dasko and Kaldal both paid several debts, just after Gember's great feast. Didn' get more coin for a while after that, an' Kaldal's banned from all inns until Rella's spring feast. Count agreed to it. Dasko's dice rolled his favor too often. An' e's not Radmar born." He leaned back. "And Balint, my brother-by-marriage, is lookin' for a son for his daughter."

"Am not," the tinsmith declared, making a rude sign at the blacksmith. "She's not the emperor's daughter to contract afore she walks, thank you." He waved to the serving boy. "Whatever he's not drinking. It addled his head."

Harald finished the meal, one ear on the talk around them. The stone workers too favored silence. The fruit and cheese went well with the bread, all hearty and flavorful. The watchman who recommended The Green Vulpen had spoken well. When he finished, he paid his bill, then nodded to the others. "M’Lord Scavenger be with ye."

"Radmar turn His Wheel to your fortune," Siward said. Criba nodded and gestured his agreement, mouth full.

He'd gone halfway to the town gate when fast steps came up behind Harald. He moved out of the way and half-turned. "You!" the man called, pointing at him. "You owe me honor!"

Harald shifted his grip on his staff. "I do not, Vencel."

"Called me a liar, accused me of speakin' falsehoods, denied a man leb-fuel," Vencel shouted, red faced with rage. Several people stopped and turned to the sound, including a man of the watch. "And your journeyman helped whoever took my daughter's honor. You tried to buy me off with the tanner bark, but it won't work, cursed liar."

He shifted his weight and said, "I denied a man the right to take finished eich building wood that he could not carry, Master Vencel. Eich's not leb-wood unless the temples declare it so in time of dearth. My journeyman and I are strangers, and he did not speak with any other young men aside from the needs of his trade. He spoke with no women aside from those in trades."

The tanner's eyes bulged. "Are ye callin my girl a whore?"

What—? Oh, Scavenger take it. "Not unless she works for the Dancin' Feather."

The watchman stepped between them before Vencel could reply. "She did not, Master Harald. Such are registered with us and the healers both, and the tax gatherer." He turned to the other man. "Master Vencel, go in peace. The temples corrected any misunderstanding, and several people spoke in error about hook-and-crook, and leb woods."

"He's a cursed liar, I tell you," Vencel hissed. "Korvaal my witness, I'll have justice for my honor."

"May Korvaal grant it," Harald said. He took two steps backward, away from both tanner and watchman. "I go, with your leave?"

"Go, Master Harald."

He touched the edge of his hood and wasted no time getting away from the staring eyes and the raging tanner. The heat in the man's voice would bake every loaf in Gheelford and Jerwood both. The man on duty at the gate marked the list and waved him out ahead of a four-bird hitch. "Why doesn't he have to show his trade?" the teamster demanded.

"One, he's not carryin' goods. Two, I don' care to be part of the fight someone wants t' have with him. An' ye don' either."

"No. Got enow for myself, Yoorst my witness." The teamster folded back the cover over his wagon as Harald made his way around the birds and out the gate.

Oh, it felt good to be away from the walls. That night he stared at the fire in the small house, not thinking. Unless he had no choice, he'd stay away from Jerwood, aside from his patrons' feast days and leaving the ax with Criba. He had enough trouble already, thank you. He didn't need other men making theirs his as well. "Lord of Changes, please change hearts as well as seasons, if yer minded." He banked the fire and went to sleep.
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Walls



"And heave!" Everyone strained against the ropes, birds and men. "Heave!" Thump, thump, thump, the drum tapped a steady rhythm. The shaped timber moved, moved again, and started to slide. "Steady, pull, pull, pull," Toglos called, tapping the drum to keep the pace. The wood slid more easily on the snow-damp grass, but they did not rush. The men and boys and birds moved the timber to the stone, then shifted it until it rested in the proper place. "Little, little, little, stop," Toglos called.

They removed the ropes and went back for the next one. By midday, two sides worth of logs rested in their proper places, the shape of a man's pointer finger and thumb outstretched. Harald and Leofric called a halt. Everyone needed to rest, men and beasts both. Hot tea, sausage buns, and other food filled and refreshed the men, while the great haulers gobbled grain, then drank warmed water. "Beast healers don't know if cold unbalances them during work, but I'm not takin' the chance," Wigmund told all within hearing.

Since cold water unbalanced a man hot from labor, it probably did the same to birds. Yoorst had made all living things save flying birds, and those He shared with His sister, Rella of Light and Flame. Harald finished eating and checked on Toglos.

"I only see one of everything sir!" Toglos smiled. "No doubles yet."

"Donwah be praised," Harald said. "But don't force it."

Toglos shook his head. "No, sir. It was like being ale headed, but worse." He sipped sun-stem from his tankard. "I want to do more, sir."

"Not yet. All things with time, and you help more by watching the rest of us and keeping us from rushing." Slow and steady accomplished more than haste and error. It brought fewer injuries, and wasted less wood, as well. Three eight days had passed since the Scavenger's mid-winter feast, and Leofric had declared that the wood would fare better in place. It also made room for more materials in the roofed shelter. Harald and the apprentices had cleared all the old snow from the stone platform for the mill before they started work.

The carpenter nodded and gestured with the chunk of bread and cheese in his left hand. "Aye. Liftin's different, but for moving the timbers, a drum man works better than a caller." He bit a chunk off, chewed, swallowed, and said, "Too bad we can't do timber and stone. I'd love to have some of yon for in-town work." He waved the tankard at the shelter's contents.

Harald frowned. "Th' dower wood's not enough?"

"Oh, aye, but ye bought this, not me." He winked and grinned, then ate the rest of his food.

Toglos coughed, as did Matyo, and they looked away from their masters. Harald feigned anger, shaking his fist a little at the carpenter before getting more sun-stem tea. He moved out of the others' way and picked up one of the sample gears that Leofric had brought. It was as wide as his hand at full stretch.

Harald studied the piece. Matyo and Toglos came up beside him. "Sir?" Toglos asked, then drank more.

He turned the gear, studying the supports and bracing, then flipped it back tooth-side-up. "It's a start, but the teeth, even small, need to be deeper." Matyo leaned close, peering at the scraps of bech and white needle leaf. "Hold this." He handed the tankard to Toglos, then led the journeymen to a bit of bare, soft ground. Harald found a stick and drew a circle in the dirt. "Here's the gear, aye?" He added marks for the teeth.

"Aye," Matyo agreed.

"So, turn it on the side." Harald drew two lines that tapered at top and bottom, as if he looked at a wheel rim-on. "The teeth are proud of the wheel." He added them, small rectangles along the edges of the gear. "But they go into the gear, like so." Some he extended into the thickness of the wood wheel. "Harder to break, and?" He met each man's eyes in turn.

Matyo rubbed his chin with his free hand. "Harder to make, sir. But there's a reason." He frowned at the drawing, then closed his eyes. His hand moved as if it were on a turning wheel. "More push, sir?"

Harald smiled, as did Toglos. "More push. Toglos?"

The journeyman gave him back the tankard, then said, "Teeth inset into the wheel move more of the turn of the water wheel into the grinding wheels. Some of the push becomes heat and wear, so the gears are greased to ease it, but teeth in the wheel break less than teeth on the wheel. They also put more strength into the grinding. Like a bird-tail joint is sturdier than a lap-and-peg joint, aye?"

"Aye!" Matyo nodded with enthusiasm. "Now I see, sir. Thank ye. More work now is much less work later, and helps the grind."

Harald nodded in turn. "An' Korvaal favors those who don' waste either wood or labor." He'd seen a pegged cog once. If one peg sheared or snapped, well, that was the end of the gear. And the gear that drove it, like as not.

"An' neither Rella nor the trade favors men who waste daylight," Leofric called. Harald and the journeymen finished their tea and got ready for more work. The next timbers would be harder. Then they'd tie all three sides into place before starting the fourth. He'd mention the gear to Leofric later. They needed all attention on the task at hand.

"Enough," Wigmund and Leofric called together as Rella's Lamp touched the top of the western trees. "Birds are tired, I'm tired, we stop," the teamster declared.

Trrrwheeee, the lead female called. Everyone chuckled, and most made Yoorst's sign.

"What she said," Leofric sighed. "I thought masters didn't work this hard."

Harald glared from under the brim of his hat, then shook his head. "We do when we're trainin'. Twice as hard, Radmar my witness, since we're teachin' an' workin' both."

"Heard and witnessed." Leofric made Korvaal's sign. "They're done, we're done. Cover th' wood and we go home."

Done and done. Indeed, he almost had to drag Toglos the last way to Goodman Godrick's farmstead, the journeyman stumbled so badly. "I'm sorry sir," Toglos began.

"Nae, yer exhausted. No apology. Ye worked with this," Harald tapped his head, "as much as this." He tapped his arm. "An t' cold drains a man."

A well-bundled figure opened the gate for them and said, "An' a woman. Ye goin' t' town soon, Master Harald?"

"Not less'n I have to." Trouble?

Hulda nodded once. "Good. My brother Godrick says 'at rumor's spread 'bout th' mill, 'at th' gods'll allow it to be finished, then destroy it for bein' unjust." What he could see of her face above her scarf scowled. "Iffin th' gods haven't spoken now, why wait?"

Both men shrugged. "I don't know, Goodwife Hulda," Harald said. Toglos shook his head as well.

"Yer gods be with ye, an I'll bring soup an' cracked marrow bones for ye, iffin ye want them. Godrick slaughtered an old gelding, and he don' care for marrow." She shook her head and shrugged. "Says it unbalances his natures. "

"We'll take 'em and gladly, Goodwife." Hot roasted marrow? His mouth watered already.

Toglos managed to eat before he fell asleep, but Harald had to nudge him several times. He let the journeyman take the place closer to the fire. What had happened to the old mill? Flood he'd have been told of, plain collapse from age all talked about, fires too, save here. He slid a bit of wood farther into the fire and went to sleep.

Leofric brought the next try at gears the day after the Eighth Day. Wulfgar happened to be there as well. He peered at the wood, tried to wiggle the teeth, and checked to see if the back was true. "It'll do," he said. "Grindstones'll be three ells, wheel five."

Harald stared into the distance. With the flow of the stream, he could do five. That meant ... sixty-six cogs in the wheel gear. "Sixty-six cogs," he said aloud. "Mating to the imperial gear, water to the main wheel at twelve turns in one recitation of 'Donwah's Dawning'." He turned to Wulfgar. "Aye?"

"Aye. Local wheat slower grind."

"Imperial gear ninety turns per 'Donwah's Dawning'."

Toglos had written out the numbers and the calculation in the dirt. Leofric boggled, then repeated, "Wheel five ells, stone three, what kind of imperial gear? Solid or cage?"

"Solid," Harald and Wulfgar said as one. "For here, solid. Want something sturdy, single gear," Harald continued.

"Castana shaft, gears of bech, eich tolerable," Wulfgar ordered. "Will cut stone to fit shaft, not other way."

"Square?" Leofric asked, eyes half closed.

"Square. Won't slip."

"Square. I'll work up to it. Make two imperial gears, one spare, since Radmar will turn His Wheel."

Harald made his patron's sign, as did several others. "Gears first, or main wheel?"

"Gears. Wheel needs pit finished, aye?"

Harald's shoulders hurt already. "Aye. Channel's started, pond's started, pit's next."

"Good." Wulfgar turned and went to look at the channel and measure something. Harald pinched the bridge of his nose, eyes closed.

The carpenter spoke with his journeyman and apprentices. "Master Harald?" Leofric began.

"Aye?" He opened his eyes.

"For the gate closing the end of the water way. Only wood, or wood and iron?"

"Wood and iron, because it will have to be replaced before all else. Eich can't eat the iron fast enough to cause trouble." He'd need to see if Criba could do the straps, or Leofric could use the smith he preferred. That might be better—Leofric knew what he needed and who did that sort of work.

Harald left the rest of the construction of the walls of the mill to the carpenter. Instead, he and Toglos started digging, along with the hired men. They'd dug two hand-lengths deep for the length of the mill channel, from where they would steal the stream to where water rejoined the original channel. A little would go past, Donwah's portion that could not be stolen, and more in times of high water. "Channel block after Gember's midsummer feast," Harald decided. He hefted the mattock and cut down, tearing out a chunk of dirt and some rocks. He and Toglos would set the depth, and the others would match it. The pond would be only a little deeper, but wider.

"Why so deep, Master Harald?" one of the men demanded. "The pond an' pit's for the water, aye?"

Harald gestured with the mattock. "Aye, but stream's movin' from old channel to here. Have to turn wheel slow and steady, and keep all t' water. Stone on bottom and sides, weepin' salla downstream of t' mill's tail water t' where it returns to the stream. Donwah demands it, m’Lord Scavenger agrees." A smaller mill could use wood to line the channel, eich or alm if they had it, but not a mill of this size.

The smaller of the four men looked as if he wanted to argue, but the others shushed him and they went back to digging. The dirt already had farmers who wanted it, so they piled it off to the side. He'd hire more diggers soon. They needed to get it done by planting, Scavenger and Radmar willing. He'd not rob the farmers of their labor. He had enough curses on his back without adding all those.

Three days later, as Harald rested from digging, a tall woman with a pack on her back approached. It was the stone cutter. Sarika touched her forehead, and he returned the salute. "Came to see the channel," she said. "We found a place where plate stone grew to the surface, so we're using that. M’Lord Scavenger provides."

Harald blinked, trying to hide his surprise. Platy stone broke into flat slabs, making the stone cutter's work easier, sometimes. "He does. Toglos and I have this part done to depth." They'd finished it a hand earlier by sun, and now Toglos rested in the shade. His head had started to ache, and Harald ordered him to sit and recover.

"Thank you. That's easier." She slid her pack off her shoulders and took out a thick piece of wood. She climbed into the hole. Harald had left the ladder of rope in place for the moment. Harald watched as she unfolded the wood? No, it was many pieces of wood, each fastened at both ends to another piece, making a measuring staff. He'd not seen one of that style for several years, and nodded to himself. She held the thick stack at the top of the hole and tested the bottom with the end of the folding stick. Then she turned and measured the other side, frowning a little as she did. He held his peace and drank some tea, then turned his attention and back to deepening the next section.

Sarika emerged from the hole and brushed off, then slipped the folding stick back into her pack. "Good, Master Harald. It's within a finger-width of what we need." She held out her smallest finger. He noted the calluses and cuts, and a swollen joint. She'd earned them. Stone cutting had to be the trade that aged men the fastest.

"Good. If you need to move stone, it should be safe near the mill site."

To his mild surprise she shook her head. She gestured over her shoulder to the diggers, both of whom watched with expressions of dislike. "Not with town trouble brewin'. Got an ear full last trip into the walls. Master Wulfgar says keep the stone near the face, and move it when it's needed. Farther from weak-hearted men, aye?"

He nodded. "Aye. Move it, put it in, work faster." Once men got a pattern and tempo set, repeated tasks went smoother and faster.

That evening, he stared at the wall, watching the shadows flicker and jump as Toglos added a little wood to the fire. What was in the water in Jerwood? People didn't seem unhappy with the count, or at least no more than usual. No one loved a town council or ruling noble, at least not that he'd met so far. He snorted a little. If the Great Northern Emperor were closer, people would grumble about him too, probably. No, it was Kolbein and Vencel who seemed to be stirring up the town, and the usual little winter irritations. "Belts and tempers shorten together," he sighed.

"Aye, sir." Toglos echoed his sigh. He shifted, then asked, "Have you heard what happened to the old mill, other than it burned down?"

"Nae, nor did I find sign of it when we studied the streams." He should have, shouldn't he? "Unless it was on a smaller stream, or upstream of where we were." He shifted to face the journeyman.

Toglos frowned at the floor. "I— I think it was, sir, upstream. I sort of remember one of the priests saying something, explaining to an acolyte, that the old mill sat over the stream? If I recall, the stream sounded to be more of a summer burn, with a mill house like a small bridge, a bit away from town, but no farther than we are here." He looked up.

"That ... matches a horizontal mill. Most straddle the stream, since there are no gears, only the wheel, the shaft, and the two stones. They need no miller, most of them, but a few have a miller of courtesy." Kolbein should not have charged the miller's toll, not if it had been his grandfather who built the mill. It should have paid for itself within the first generation.

Harald shrugged. "It is said they were the first kind built after the Great Cold, because streams flowed either so high no man could use them, or so small no man could take water for other than his livestock or household."

"Ah. Without gears, they needed less space and materials, so farmsteads could build their own, sir?"

"Aye." Harald stretched. His shoulders protested, and his back grumbled along with them. He should have become a weaver or whitesmith. They worked indoors, in the warm. And they did not travel from contract to contract. Alas that he was too old to apprentice into a new trade. And weavers and whitesmiths starved in winter, like so many, if they could not work, or if people had no need of their hire. A murrin ruined schaef growers, schaef herders, and weavers alike as the beasts sickened and died. To each trade its weakness. He stretched again. His right shoulder caught, then released with a flare of pain. He tried again and it only grumbled at him.

"I need to hire more workers for the digging and lifting of the timbers," he thought aloud. "Planting starts after Gember's spring feast and Rella's full day, since they fall together this year."

"Master Leofric is also going to hire, sir, for lifting the timbers for the frame. He didn't say how many." Toglos yawned, then yawned once more. "Sorry."

Harald shook his head. They both needed rest. And he needed to think about how to hire without earning more anger.
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Threes of Trouble



"How much longer, Master Harald?" Count Ealdred demanded. The courtiers scowled as well, mirroring their master. "All I see is spent coin."

"The walls begin to rise, my lord, and the work on the channel proceeds apace. The mill stones are being roughed out, as are the stones for the mill channel. Winter work continues, and, Donwah, Korvaal, and my lord Scavenger willing, it should be done just after harvest."

The count jumped to his feet. "I need it sooner. I tire of the threats and curses." He paced the platform where his seat of honor stood. A glance to the side showed that the quick-tempered courtier again rested his hand on his knife, although it remained in the sheath. "I need it sooner," the count repeated.

"My lord, what threats have been made? I have heard of the rumors of a curse on me and on the mill, but no threats aside from those Master Vencel has made against all the young men of your city." Harald kept his tone mild and calm.

"That the gods will strike me and mine for injustice, and that the Great Northern Emperor himself will order the destruction of the new mill." The fair-haired nobleman clenched his fists on his elaborately tooled and embroidered belt.

Harald nodded. "What say the temples, my lord?"

The count opened his mouth, then closed it again. Mutters and a few growls rose from the watchers. The knife man's lips had risen in either a snarl or sneer, or perhaps a look of disgust. Harald glanced away before his interest grew too obvious.

"They ..." The count paced once more. "They say that there is no curse, and that they have heard of no appeal to the emperor for justice, nor to any of the temples." He stopped. "I am the final law, not the temples?"

Harald considered words, then said, "My lord, I have heard of times when the temples did act as arbiters between a lord and his people, but that was only when the noble or one of his servants broke the laws of the gods as well as the laws of men." Murmurs rose and fell as he spoke, and several of the men and women shook their heads or made gestures of negation. Tension eased, perhaps. Harald did not look at the knife man.

"Ah. Speed the work, Master Harald."

"Now that my journeyman has recovered from his injuries, I hope so to do, my lord."

The count waved one hand as he sat firmly in the ornate chair. "You may go."

Harald bowed. "Marsdaam be with you, my lord count." He turned and departed. The knife man's glare followed him out the door. What troubled the man, and who was he to act so? Not a guardsman, or was he?

On his way out, Harald held the door for a young woman carrying two very, very full buckets of water. She nodded, slowed, and whispered, "A road word, sir."

"Yes?" He opened the door farther, as if giving her more room.

"One of the court, Tyrkir, speaks ill of your work, sir. He's quick to anger." She glanced left and right as she spoke, as if fearful.

He nodded. "Thank you." He caught sight of motion, a matron approaching, and said, "My apologies for startling you. I will look more carefully."

"Thank ye, sir." She scurried as much as she could with her burden. The matron's frown unfolded and she followed the girl back inside. Harald wasted no time leaving the count's residence. The rays of Rella's Lamp added no heat to the day despite their growing strength. The passersby ignored him for the moment.

He thought, then turned down the side of the ornate dwelling and the other large houses near it. A few turns and a back street later, he reached the court of the fountain and Donwah's temple. Two women waited in line for a third to draw water. She struggled. "May I help?" he asked.

"Please, sir." She held up a bandaged hand, the wrist held steady by pieces of wood. He cranked and filled her buckets, along with those of the other women. "Thank ye, sir, and Donwah bless you."

"And you as well." He considered the pulley and crank. What was that? He moved a little, to get more light on the machinery, and peered closer. Something had gotten into the mechanism, fouling it and making it harder to work. It also needed lubrication. He'd mention it to the priest on duty.

The young man followed him to the well and looked where Harald pointed. "I don't— No, I don't know what that is. Thank you. I'll tell one of the others and we will get the smith to fix it."

"Again you show grace and wisdom, Master Harald," a woman stated. Harald and the younger priest turned. They bowed to a blue-clad woman. She wore a pendant on a gold chain. Fish and waves surrounded the blue stone, and Harald inclined more deeply. She carried a staff with silver on the ends.

"I do only what all men would, honored Daughter," he murmured.

"With more patience than most," she said. The lips below the veil frowned. "The tales grow wearisome, as do the words of those who think to speak when the gods remain silent."

"Yes, honored Daughter." He hesitated, then said, "If word is sent to the temple in advance, would it be possible to have the site of the mill channel and pool inspected, to ensure that all is as the Lady of Waters requires?"

The lips below the veil pursed, then she nodded. "Yes, Master Harald. Send word in advance, and we," she rested her fingers on her chest, "will come and make sure that all is as it should be. Blessing the waters is never inappropriate."

"Thank you, honored Daughter. I will do so." It would also stop some of the whispers, perhaps. Should he ask about the old mill? No, now was not the time.

She raised one hand and made Donwah's Wave. "Go with the blessing of the Lady of the Waters, and may your work flow as a stream in spring."

He bent the knee, head bowed. "All thanks to the Lady of Waters."

The air seemed warmer as he threaded his way past a group of chattering women and then around a schaef cart with a barrel in the back. "Nae, too early. The first layers have just started, and Pa won't send those eggs to market," a young woman told an apprentice. The young man looked to be a baker's boy. Harald continued on his way to the Split Sheaf.

As he passed the end of an alley, something flashed. He spun and ducked, staff upraised. Thunk! The stout wood caught the blow, but he staggered. "Bastard!" a harsh voice yelled. The stranger wore a scarf over his face, hiding it. Harald braced and caught another blow, then ducked a buffet to the head. He sensed a second man coming alongside the first. He slid one foot back and feinted for the ribs, then snapped the other end of the staff down. Crunch, it hit the man's knee. "Aiiee," came the wail. Harald jammed the staff's butt into the man's foot as well. "Owwww!"

"I give full measure for my trade," Harald panted. He shifted his grip and his footing, ready for the second attacker. Instead, the larger, hooded figure dragged the injured man into the alley. Harald hesitated, then hurried on his way. Whoever had attacked him would be nursing that leg for a while. If it was a Scavenger-born, well, his temple would have a word or four with him. If someone just wanting to make trouble, he'd found it.

Harald left the Split Sheaf with four pfund of sausage bread and bread planks with meat and dried fruit in them. He also got an ear full of complaints about Master Vencel. "If he's so determined to punish his daughter's lover, he should call for a market court and the truth chain," the baker had snarled. "He's going to cause real trouble, mark my words."

"Aye. He accused my journeyman, and he was outside the walls, under my eyes, the whole time." Harald paid for the bread. "I call fair dealin's."

"Heard and witnessed," the man in line behind him said.

He and the baker touched palms, then Harald took his purchase and returned to the warm afternoon. Heat came from the hard-packed dirt of the street outside the shop as well as the stones of the wall. The warmth felt good on his shoulders and hip. He put the bread into his sack, then started for the market. After two steps, he caught himself, turned, and went to the Scavenger's temple. He left word that he needed diggers, and gave a thanks gift for the stone. Then he mentioned the need at the temple of Gember. He also left word with the mage on duty at the guilds' office that he'd be needing spells and charms for easing weight, and preserving wood, but not today.

"Thank you for the notice, sir," the matron said. "I'll leave word with the preservation mages and the man who does loads and measures, so they can plan for the request."

He paid a quarter ring as earnest coin. "You are welcome. Marsdaam be with ye."

"Radmar turn his Wheel to your favor."

Halfway to the main gate, one of the watch stopped him. "Are you Master Harald?"

"Aye."

"May I see your seal?"

He opened his pouch and offered it to the watchman. The man squinted, and the spell on the seal flashed.

The watchman returned the seal and leaned on his heavy staff. "Did you happen to notice a disturbance by the alley between the spicer's shop and lower market street?" He raised his eyebrows.

"A small disturbance, aye. Didn't see who, and didn't see any damage." He'd heard the injury, not seen it.

A knowing smile appeared under the brown mustache. "Thank you, Master Harald. One of the usual layabouts claims that he and a friend were standing at the corner beside the alley, minding their own business, when a man with a staff and dressed as you are attacked them without provocation and cracked both their heads as well as one knee and a foot."

"Tsk tsk," Harald replied. "I'm warned, and I'll stay alert for trouble. Near the alley, they said?"

"Yes, sir." The watch man shook his head, still leaning on his own staff. "Got in the way of one of the night soil collectors, I suspect."

"Aye. Some men don't take kindly to their work being interrupted."

A dry chuckle, then, "Aye that! 'Specially with a full night soil cart. Thank ye, Master Harald. Radmar be with ye."

"Gember prosper your household."
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Thunk, thunk, clang! "Ow, Scavenger take it," one of the diggers yelped two days later. Harald hurried over to see. The man held his wrist with one hand. "Th' dirt's rock," the big man hissed.

A large chunk of rock glared up from the trench. Two hands of sun later, Harald and two others prized it out of the way and moved it to the side. Another two hands of sun passed before they got through the cobbles and gravel and back into plain dirt. His back and shoulders ached, his wrists threatened to down tools in protest. As he drank more sun-stem and started to bite into one of the sausage buns, the light flickered at the edges of his vision. Radmar had turned His Wheel. Should he take—? No, he could get to the farm before sickness struck, Radmar and Rella willing. The need wasn't life or death.

"I was due for a Turn." He raised his voice and called, "Toglos."

"Aye, sir?" The younger man looked into his eyes, then stopped. "I'll finish for the day, sir, if you need to go."

What had he seen? He sensed Leofric staring as well. Harald grunted, "I do. Thank you." He pulled the hat down closer, hiding his eyes from the Lamp's glow. He plodded toward Goodman Godrick's farmstead, trying to watch his footing without looking at the ground and the shining bits of snow among the older, dirtier lumps. He lacked two bends in the road to reaching the farm when the waving, multicolored dancers met in the center of his vision. Sickness and raw pain slammed into him like an ax into a tree limb. He staggered to the edge of the woods, where his guts gave up their contents. Two-thirds blind, he leaned on his staff, barely able to find the way down the road to the gate.

He'd not been stricken so hard in a handful of years. He found the little house, thanks to the rope that remained affixed to the corner. From there he reached the door, and fell inside. He closed the door, somehow, and crawled to the blankets. Sickness ebbed and surged, along with pain.

Toglos came in some time later. Harald heard very soft footsteps, and muffled breathing. A different voice whispered, "I'll help." Four hands took his shoulders, dragging him to the darkest corner. Something cold and wet rested on his head, easing a tiny fraction of the pain. He whimpered, couldn't stop himself. "Worst I've seen in years," the voice-not-Toglos' murmured, jamming spikes of pain into Harald's head. Then quiet.

The fire was out. Harald felt cold air around him and opened his eyes a sliver. Darkness filled the little house, not even the dull red of the banked fire. He started to sit and caught himself as his stomach clenched. His head still ached. He adjusted the blanket and relaxed as best he could. He heard Toglos move, felt cold again, then heard a soft scraping sound followed by silence. Not too much later, the soft scraping repeated, as did the flow of cold air. "Sir?" Toglos breathed.

"Aye."

"I've ingwer root tea with a little honey. Master Jormund says it will help settle your guts."

Not until he'd sat up, then drank two cups of the hot, spicy and barely sweet drink did Toglos' words register. "Jormund's here?"

"Yes, sir. He came just before the Lamp crossed the horizon to the west. He's gone to the work site. I follow. There's a box with a blanket-wrapped pot of meat tea for you when you can, sir." Again the door scraped then closed.

By the time the others returned that evening, Harald had recovered enough to relight the fire and drink more heated water and sun-stem tea. He forced himself to try a corner of one of the bread planks with dried meat kneaded in. It stayed down, but chewing sounded almost painfully loud, so he soaked a bit in water and ate it that way.

He should have used the herbs the healer had compounded. He had them with him in his small pack. No, he should save them, in case he was away from shelter. The days grew longer, but Radmar's hand had not yet fully turned the wheel of the seasons yet. He drank more sun-stem tea and stared at the dark wall of the little building.

Taps on the door, then it opened and Toglos looked in.

"I'm here." Harald blinked at the spill of light.

"Oh, good, sir." The journeyman entered, along with a bigger, older man. Jormund carried a pot of something that smelled edible. "How are you?"

"Better. I've not had a spell so bad in a while."

Toglos nodded as he added wood to the fire. "Your face turned greenish-white, sir."

Jormund crouched beside the fire. "We let the fire die to spare your eyes. The diggers made good progress, and the carpenters have four of the loft supports up and ready for the cross beams. The master, Leofric?" Harald nodded, and Jormund continued, "Leofric said that he'd provide his own labor for that, since he knows who here can be trusted with the liftin'."

Toglos offered him a bowl of the food-smelling blend. It proved to be kash-grain mixed with dried fruit and bits of smoked meat. Harald ate two bites, then two more. It stayed down, so he finished the bowl. The others ate twice as much, but he'd had the meat tea and bread earlier. And he didn't want to push things and have his guts rebel. "Find any more rocks?"

Toglos shook his head. "Not big ones, no sir. A bit of sand and gravel, but that was at the bottom of the channel cut, and only four or five hands'-width long. One of the men, a Scavenger-born, said he'd heard stories that streams once flowed in different places, and wondered if we saw the bones of the old stream." Toglos shrugged. "As deep buried as the spot was, I've no idea, sir. The pond's started, with channel to and from."

Harald shrugged as well. Jormund looked thoughtful, then shrugged in turn. "Don't know, but could be, back just at the end of the Great Cold, when the gods was reworkin' the world." He settled in, leaning back against his roll of blankets and pack. "I'm here to find water for Jerwood town, called by Lady Duna, Donwah's Daughter. Someone needs to replace the pulley and gears on the well at the temple courtyard."

"Aye, and not me," Harald said. "You saw the map at the Temple of Korvaal's records chamber?"

"Not yet. Went to speak with the Daughter, got an ear full from the leb baker about idiots who accuse people without cause, and came out here to see what trouble you'd gotten into." Jormund grinned. Harald started to make a rude sign, then stopped, since Toglos was present.

The scout's grin faded. "Also heard more about the old mill. You know where it was?"

Harald and Toglos both shook their heads. "No. Not on this stream, at least not that we found, and we went up to the stinking spring and the edge of Valdher's lands. Didn't see any trace on the other two streams, either, but we didn't go as far upstream."

"It straddled the stream and was a horizontal mill, sir," Toglos reported. "It burned, that much all agree on. Why it burned, none say, not even the old miller."

Jormund's eyes narrowed, and he looked to the side. He reminded Harald of a carving he'd seen, supposedly from Chin-mai, the sea islands far to the west. The moment passed. "Mayhap none know, if the mill was untended at the time." He shrugged. "After this night, I'll board elsewhere. Outside the walls, since I'm supposed to be lookin' for town water. Any claims ye know of?"

"Ask for Famric at the Temple of Korvaal. He's th' law speaker an' land speaker, has maps and knows what's where. Count's lands are two days' walk, plus a little more, then temple land north and east. Didn' look t' th' west."

A grunt followed his words. "Good to know. Don't care to deal with four generations of cousins again for pass-through right."

Where—? Oh, yes, the town with the spring inside the walls that needed trade water. All the males of each generation had demanded a fee for permitting the town to lay pipes to carry water under the family's lands. The temples of Donwah and the Scavenger had mediated between the town and the families. Harald got to his feet, then stepped outside to tend to his needs.

Stars shone down through the still-bare branches of the forest around the farmstead. A soft, warm breeze teased, then faded. The faintest stars hid themselves, a sign of warmer days and perhaps rain to come. Or perhaps not. Harald shrugged. Radmar turned the wheel of the seasons along with the wheel of luck. One seemed certain, the other? He shrugged once more, then went back inside.
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Wulfgar and Count Ealdred both arrived on the next Eighth-Day eve. "Checked the channel. Looks good," Wulfgar said. "Gates ready soon?"

"I'll ask. Wood with iron binding, eich," Harald replied.

"Huh." Men wearing bright colors appeared in the shadows of the forest, and Wulfgar sniffed. "Not here to work."

Harald shook his head. "Nae. Count Ealdred and servants. Inspectin' the work."

"Huh." Wulfgar turned and made his way down the path of the channel, looking into the trench as he went. Harald squared his shoulders and went to meet the noble before he interrupted work or someone got injured. He bowed.

"I came to see where my coin goes," the count declared. He planted his fists on his hips. "I see dirt and a barn."

"Aye, my lord. Farmers have come for some of the dirt, adding it to their fields. By taking it away, it lessens the chance that it will wash into the channel in the rain and pollute the stream. The Lady of Waters frowns on that, even for a mill channel." Especially for a mill channel. "When the channel is finished save for the lining, and the pond finished, the temple will send priests to inspect and bless it."

Several of the courtiers frowned, perhaps with confusion, and one glared at Harald, then looked away. The man with the knife, Tyrkir, folded his arms and stared at the count's back. For his part, Count Ealdred rubbed under his nose, then folded his arms as well. His brilliant green shirt and dark red tunic cost easily as much as a two-ell mill wheel, three-ell if the boots and belt joined them on the balance scale.

"And this?" Ealdred waved one hand toward the mill building.

"You see the bones of the mill proper, my lord."

The count frowned. "I see a barn with cross-beams laying on the floor. Where are the stones?"

"Being carved as you speak, my lord. Stones for the channel as well were found on your lands, platy stone that cuts easily, Scavenger be thanked." As he spoke, two of the courtiers blanched and made the Horns at him. Why? Didn't they know that stones and metals in the ground belonged to the Scavenger? Or did they think Him only the god of thieves, scavengers, and the dead? If the latter, the priests needed to have a word with them. Harald shrugged a little. Not his problem unless they made it his, and then he'd ask the temple to have a word.

"Stone for what? The walls?"

"The channel, my lord. To keep the water in it, and keep the water clean until it returns to the old stream way. The Lady of Waters requires that Her waters remain unfouled when they are used for your mill."

"Oh." The count stalked off, making his way around the building. Several of the men tugged their forelocks and bowed. Those straining to lift the next timber up into place ignored him. Count Ealdred stayed away from the row of men working the timber into place.

"Finish my mill, Master Harald," the count commanded when he rejoined Harald. "Soon. People grow tired of grinding their flour with hand mills or at the temple of Gember, and I want my mill rent." He tapped the ground with one well-shod toe, impatience plain to see.

One of the courtiers, Tyrkir, came closer. "Yes?" Ealdred asked.

"My lord, perhaps it would not be amiss to require Master Harald to swear on a truth chain that he does not dally or waste the days. It would ease concerns among your people, and show that you are taking due care of their needs." Tyrkir's words flowed like warm grease on gears, oily and clinging. Something else seemed to flow with them, and Harald caught himself bristling like a false-teasel seed. Contempt fought with concern in the man's expression.

Count Ealdred hesitated, then shook his head. "Not yet. The truth chain is for serious claims and demands. This has not reached such a point." The word "yet" hung in the air between them.

"Certainly, my lord. I only sought to offer an idea, nothing more." Tyrkir bowed and glided away from his lord.

"Speed the work, Master Harald," the nobleman commanded. Harald bowed as the count departed, marching with a determined step into the forest. His men followed, after glaring at Harald and the other workmen.

Timber safely in place, Leofric stomped over. Matyo supervised the men positioning the next piece of wood for the lift and made sure that the weight-ease spells still held. Leofric spat, then said, "I heard the bastard's accusation. I'd have downed tools, were it me."

Harald snorted. "If he demands truth chain, then do it, and I'll order the stone workers to do likewise."

"Good." Something creaked inside the mill building, and a man called a warning. "Not good." Leofric hurried back to the tasks at hand. Harald went to the fire for tea and to eat. He'd spent the morning with the diggers deepening the wheel pit as Toglos supervised the channel workers, until the builders got danger-close to that end of the building. But the walls rose, and the pieces for the second floor stood ready. He drank tea and nodded to himself.


17


Turn of the Spring and Turn of the Wheels



"No, like this," Harald told Mak, taking the maul out of the apprentice's hand. "You've set the wedges, aye?"

"Aye, sir." The boy gestured to the row of wedges set along marks in the white needle leaf log. "Set to measure, and Geddy checked as well."

"Good." Harald got as good of a grip as he could on the heavy, hammer-like tool. "Make sure your space is clear," he reminded the apprentice. "Then like so." He brought the maul straight down on the wedge. "And again." Bang. "And again." Bang. The log cracked, opening a run toward the next wedge. "Straight down, for a straight cut. Wedge to wedge."

"Aye, sir."

He returned the maul to Mak and watched him do the next two wedges, then returned to his own tasks. The floor of the first floor would be needle leaf. He'd not seen white needle leaf so straight in a handful of years, and the wood split perfectly. That was, if a man treated it with respect. Whacking at the wood and hoping to hit the wedge was not respectful.

Toglos had gone to the head of the channel with Leofric and two others to work on the head gate. The gate was ready, but the frame and foundation needed to be built. Three wagon loads of lining stone now graced the start of the mill channel.

Thunk, thunk, thunk, pause, squeak thunk. Four senior apprentices and a journeyman worked to fasten the end gable onto the land-side of the mill. Leofric wanted to get that done now, then the floor for the storage level, then build the works for the gears and stones. He'd already set aside wood for the main wheel, and worked on the practice piece when they couldn't work here. Twice rain had stopped them, and once snow. Harald rubbed his forehead, then settled his hat once more. The journeyman dropped a peg. Harald strode over, found it amidst the bits and trimmings, and tossed it up to him. "Thank ye, sir," the young man called, then set it in place and tapped again. This time it stayed, and he hit more firmly.

When the Lamp passed half-way between the sky's peak and the horizon, Harald waved everyone to a stop if they could. "Drink and eat," he ordered. The men and boys did so happily, and a few went to the stream to cool heads and hands.

"Good," a stranger's voice called. "The worthy master cares for his men as well as his tools." Harald turned and waved. Famric, the law speaker for Korvaal, and two other priests emerged from the dappled shadows at the edge of the woods. One wore the green and light brown of Gember, and the other's black hood and gloves told all who she served. Harald and the men bowed. "Thank you," Famric said, and the others nodded. "Keep eating. We come to look at the work and make sure all is as it should be."

What did he mean? Harald didn't ask. Instead he gestured to the channel trench and wheel pit. "Please stay back from the edges, sirs, ma'am. It's not shored up for holding weight. If you need into the channel, ask and we'll get the ladders for you. "

"Thank you, Master Harald," the Scavenger's priestess said. "I hope that is not needed. We were asked, by different people, to confirm that the gods have not cursed the mill-to-be and that all is in order, as the contract stated."

He inclined to her. "Certainly. There is nothing unsafe at the moment, no part-covered holes or lifting of timbers, aside from the channel. It will be lined with stone soon, my lord Scavenger and Radmar willing."

A chuckle came from the hood's shadows. "Indeed. Master Wulfgar can be somewhat—blunt—when discussing his work."

"Yes, ma'am." What had he said, to whom? Better not to ask, lest he learn. The priestess waved him away, and he went to finish his tea and see how the splitting went.

The priest of Gember waved, catching his attention, and Harald went into the mill's frame. The space smelled of hot needle leaf, sawdust, and damp soil. "Yes, sir?"

"How does this part work if the water is out there. The moving of the stones," he added. "Shouldn't they be over the water?"

Had he never seen a large mill before? Perhaps not, since the temple mills lacked gears, the old mill likewise. Harald found one of the measuring staffs the carpenters had stored in the building and used it to point to the channel. "Not a mill this large, no sir. For the water wheel to turn fast enough to turn the stones directly, the mill would have to be a sort of bridge mill or ship mill on the Gheel, and even then the flow might not be enough.

"The water flows over the top of the wheel," Harald pointed to the far end of the open space for the gears and the half-dug pit. "The wheel turns top to bottom, not sideways."

"Yes. But the grain can't flow in sideways." The priest caught himself. "Can it?"

"No, sir, although a few mills do use side power for machines." Harald found a bit of charcoal for marking and drew the water wheel, then the main shaft and drive gear. "There's another gear here, the imperial gear," he drew it in, "that has the drive shaft for the turning wheel. The bedding stone doesn't move. Since the grinding wheel needs to turn about eight times for every one turn of the water wheel, the imperial gear speeds the turn and shifts the force sideways." He set down the bit of black and twirled the measuring stick between his hands.

"How large is this imperial gear?"

Harald spread his hands apart. "Like so. Master Leofric knows better. It is based on the number of teeth and the size of the drive shaft and the water wheel."

The man's eyebrows rose, and his mouth made an "O". He looked at the open space for the gears and wheels, then at the little drawing, then nodded once. "Now I understand. I have only been to mills like the old one here, or at the temples. None have gears such as you describe, Master Harald. Thank you."

"You are welcome, sir. It is a touch confusing to hear described, or read described, and sometimes easier to see."

Famric waved from the doorway. Harald bowed to Gember's priest and went to see what was needed. "Question, Master Harald. How are you paying your workers?"

"The count gives me coin, then I pay all full-time workers on the eve of the Eighth Day. Those who work only a day or two are paid at the end of work, or I pay toward their debts on the Eighth Day, sir." Which was what the contract said, and what all masters did, unless the contract stipulated something different.

"Good. I spoke with those here, and they said the same, although the apprentices get paid through Master Leofric." The brown law speaker folded his arms and looked down, shaking his head a little as he did. "A rumor went through town that you denied a man his pay because you heard him say that Kolbein should be the new miller." The priest looked up again. "Did you?"

Harald bit his tongue on his first words. Instead he said, "I paid every man his wage. If you mean the digger who refused to dig, and whose workfellows complained of his laziness, there are a dozen witnesses that I paid the man for what he did and sent him home. I have not heard anyone speaking of the old mill, or of who should be the new miller. If Goodman Kolbein has apprenticed as a miller, and did a journey year, then once he presents his letters to the temple of the Lady of Grain and to the count, he can run the mill."

Famric nodded and unfolded his arms. "Thank you. I looked, Gember's Daughter has looked, and neither of us have records that Goodman Kolbein ever worked a mill larger than the one built by his grandsire. I've not heard a solid complaint against your work or conduct, or that of your journeyman, yet." His tone and frown suggested that he was as tired of hearing the stories as Harald was.

Harald nodded. "Thank you, sir. I give full measure for my coin. Once the gate is ready, I will ask the Temple of Donwah to come and bless the work, and to be certain that all is as the Lady of Waters prefers."

"Do that. I see no signs of wasted materials or wood used improperly." Famric lifted his hat and ran his hand over short, brown hair. "I had hoped that with the coming of spring, rumors would wither and melt. Alas, I hoped in vain."

Should he ask? "Sir, has anything been said about finding the one who attacked my journeyman?"

"Yes and no. The watch has four men they think might have done it, or have encouraged it. They have no proof sufficient to call for the truth chain." Famric sounded frustrated. "Nor has Master Vencel called for any young man, even your journeyman Toglos, to swear on the chain concerning the child-to-be."

That ... Harald grabbed the thought before it became speech and pushed it away for now. "Thank you, sir. We have been staying outside the walls as much as possible, to prevent a second attack." Third, but if the watch had not spoken of the assault, then he would not, either.

A knowing look in the law speaker's eyes suggested that he did indeed know. But he only said, "Very wise, Master Harald. Vencel has sufficient work, as do Dasko, Kaldal, and several others who should not be left with idle hands."

"If you mean my apprentices, then I agree whole-heartedly," Leofric called. "Do I need to warm them for laziness?" He strolled up, Toglos and the others following at a respectful distance. "The gate's ready. We found foundation stone waiting, Scavenger and Korvaal be praised, and everything is in order. All it needs is for the hole to be dug."

"Do it soon," a hollow voice said from behind Harald. He turned and went to one knee, as did all the other men and boys. Only the two priests stayed standing. "The waters drop, then rise once more as my Sister commands. Build your block and set the gate Harald Tolson," the Scavenger's Voice commanded.

"It shall be as my lord Scavenger orders. All thanks and praise to the Lord of the Hidden," Harald murmured.

"Good." The priest glided away. Harald shivered despite the heat pouring down from Rella's Lamp.
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Harald rested on the Eighth Day instead of going into Jerwood. He did visit the temple of Valdher and left a small offering, lest the wood harvesting or stone cutting cause accidental offense. As he left, he stopped to study the carved figures on the fence around the small building. Someone had done beautiful work, joining the animal shapes to the wood of the fence so closely that a man couldn't feel the joints. The carver had been gifted. He'd never be so skilled, even if he practiced daily for the rest of his years.

Siward, the stone cutter, sauntered in the next morning. "Wulfgar says temple says now for the dam and gate?" As before, the man's boyish voice caught him off guard.

"Aye. M’Lord Scavenger spoke. The Lady will be lowering the waters, and now is the time." He shivered once more.

Siward's eyes opened wide, then he nodded and glanced over his shoulder at the channel. "Then we work now. Stone's there already?"

Harald nodded. "I'll shift the diggers to making a dam once you say. Cut the stones for the gate, gate's there now, we'll open the channel head when stones' done."

"Good. I'll start measuring and cutting. Next load of stone ready on the morrow." He picked up his pack and big hammer and ambled up the channel toward the stream.

Harald watched him for a handful of heartbeats, then returned to working out the measurements for the grinding stone mounts and support frame. The supports under the mill had gone into place, now that the wheel pit reached its full depth there and they could brace against the stones of the pit. The lump of rock under the mill extended below the depth of the pit, Scavenger be thanked, so they didn't have to shore up that side more than usual. He rubbed his forehead. "No, but we'll have measured the pit depth wrong, and one of the support timbers will crack or have a hole, and the frame won't be true." He made Radmar's Wheel.

The next morning, he and five of the diggers went up to the head of the channel. "Donwah have mercy," one of the men gasped, and all made the Wave of the Lady of Waters. The stream flowed less than half of what it had just two days before. "What happened?"

"Summat' upstream," Harald said. "We work, now, build a diversion to steer th' water that way," he pointed to the far side of the stream bed. "Then open end of t' channel an' drop th' gate." He hefted a mattock and bucket.

The five murmured amongst themselves, then set to work. They'd been storing some of the snagged and crazed wood here, and two of the men dragged the chunks to the stream as the others built a mound out of dirt and stones, packing it as they worked. The wood served to hold the dirt, and to protect it. They only wanted to move the water away for the moment, not stop it fully. That would come later, when the temple gave permission. Harald got the men started, then shifted his labor to working the channel end closer to where the gate would fit. Siward already had some of the stones cut, making a pair of sturdy guides for the gate to ride up and down in as needed.

By the end of the day, the temporary dam sat ready. The stream's flow had neither grown nor faded, warning that whatever happened upstream had been serious. He was not going to send someone to find out. If the stream stopped entire, then yes, so they could be ready for trouble when the dam broke or ice melted. He'd seen that once, as an apprentice, and he made Radmar's Wheel at the memory.

"Tomorrow, cut here," Siward ordered, pointing down. "Bottom stones'll be here midday or so, Radmar an' Yoorst willin'."

Harald nodded and gestured his agreement, as did the diggers. They looked as tired as he felt. They'd started sleeping near the mill site, saving strength for the work. It also kept eyes on the materials, lest temptation strike again. Harald flexed his right hand. The remaining fingers ached, as did the meat of the palm. That shoulder too complained, along with his knees and back. Digging was for young men. He shouldered his tools and plodded back to the work site.

Food waited at the work site. "It's warm, sir, and a veshla found a snare." Toglos gestured to the small pot. Several of the carpenter's helpers grinned and winked. He winked as well. "We told it not to eat the white root, but it insisted."

They'd set a baited snare, something nobles did not like at all. Harald shrugged. One or two fewer veshla would not be noticed. And Count Ealdred already did not care for him. All the more reason to enjoy the meal.

"Come to the channel head tomorrow," Harald told Toglos. "We'll fit the gate's guide pieces into place. Stream's down halfway."

Toglos blinked several times. "Yes, sir. We noticed it ran quieter, but didn't go see." He looked thoughtful as he added a little wood to the fire.

As soon as Rella had lifted Her Lamp high enough for a man to see the way, they went up to the head gate. Toglos found a safe place for a fire and started tea water boiling while the others cleaned up anything that had fallen into the channel in the night, as well as making sure the temporary dam held. The stream remained low. Did the fish notice? Harald shrugged and clambered down the improvised log ladder into the channel to start work. They'd all take turns digging, lifting out dirt, and fitting stones. Work went more smoothly, and no one felt overworked.

As hoped, the wagon with stone creaked into sight just before midday. Sarika and Wulfgar walked with the teamster, Wigmund. He had his hands full with the four kine, all of whom snorted and tugged like untrained yearlings. "They like downhill. Had to redo the brakes twice," the teamster grumbled.

"All unload," Wulfgar bellowed. Harald joined the line of men lifting the finished pieces of stone out of the wagon and passing the gritty, tan rock along to stack beside the channel. The three stone cutters conferred, then set to work. Harald rinsed his hands in the stream before he got tea. Chips of stone and dust rose as the trio shaped the last of the side pieces that would guide the gate when it slid up and down, opening or closing the channel. Another gate helped control the flow at the mill proper. The head gate itself lay on the ground, planks almost as thick as his hand was long. The wooden mounting frame lay beside it. They'd erect the frame and lock it to the ground, then the gate. Siward and Sarika took turns checking the fit of the cut pieces against the gate itself, widening the grooves as needed.

"Tomorrow," Wulfgar announced as the Lamp touched the western trees. "Bring wood workers and we do the gate tomorrow." He turned and studied the stream, then turned back to face the men. "All of it—gate, guides, open the channel."

Harald took a deep breath. "All of it, aye." Something in the stone cutter's manner forbade question or challenge.

"Does he know something, sir?" Toglos asked, very quietly, after they returned to Goodman Godrick's farm that night.

Harald considered as he chewed on the heavy journey bread. The fruit, meat, and spice filled plank fed and filled a man, but it took as much to chew as a man gained from it, or so it felt. He drank some water, then said, "Don't know. Might be, or might be that once the work starts, we can't stop without greater risk."

"Like mounting the stones, sir." Toglos nodded once, then worried another bite off his meal.

"Exactly like." Everything had to keep moving, shifting the weight of the heavy stones and fitting them onto the shaft, or trouble struck.

Toglos beat the drum the next day, setting the pace for the men lifting the gate and frame into position. They'd mounted all the pulleys and had ropes threaded but coiled and in bags to keep them out of the way. The wood gleamed in the light of late morning, pale against the black of the iron straps and pins reinforcing the wood. They'd already slid the stones into position in the channel.

Thump, thump, thump, "Push!" Thump, thump, thump, "Push!" Ropes and wood creaked, men strained, and the frame and gate rose into position. Harald and Leofric crouched at either side of the base, watching for trouble. Wulfgar and Sarika did the same on the stream side of the work. Siward stood in the channel, eyes on the base of the gate proper. It had to line up on the first try, or as close as possible.

"This way one finger," Siward called. Harald and his partner took big mallets and pounded the frame back toward the land. "Good."

Thump, thump, thump, "Push!"

Creeeeaaaaak. "Easy, easy, let it tilt, easy," Leofric called.

Thud.

"Lower the gate," Siward ordered, eyes still on the guide pieces in the channel. Harald and Leofric unbagged the ropes. Two of the biggest men took them and started to lower the gate, once Leofric knocked the stays out of the way.

Scrrraaappppe, creeeeaaak. Wood slid on stone, metal on metal. They'd greased the gears, and Siward had wet the stone of the guides to ease things, but still the gate complained as it descended into place. Siward gestured for lower, and the men complied. Again lower, again everything moved as it should, and the gate touched the bottom of the channel.

"It's in," Siward called. Cheers rose. Harald backed away from the gate and sat in the grass, breathing. Now it was Leofric's turn, and the carpenter gestured. His men swarmed in, fastening the frame to the ground. The weight of the gate itself would help, because the bottom would never leave the channel fully unless the gate failed and had to be replaced. Toglos watched closely. He'd not seen the last one mounted, and it had been cut into living stone, not guides made of inset pieces.

Sarika appeared at Harald's right shoulder. "Master Wulfgar says open the end, then undo the dam."

"After a drink and a bite, yes." Not ale, no matter how much they wanted it, but sun-stem and ingwer tea, then sausage buns. Leofric had brought them. They had to eat, to rest a little, then they could resume the work.

The Lamp had reached the western sky by the time they finished everything. The wood that had helped form the dam lay on the bank, ready to be hauled to the mill site after the next load of stones for the channel arrived. When the stream rose once more, the gate would keep most of the water out of the channel, Donwah willing.

"Take tomorrow off," Harald told the diggers as he paid them for the last three days' work. "Rest."

"Rest aye," the oldest agreed. "Priest comin?" he waved toward the channel.

Harald turned to Matyo. The journeyman builder nodded. "We'll tell the temple of the gate being up, and ask for someone to come and bless the work so far, and make sure that all's as it should be."

"Good."

Two days later, Toglos trotted up to the channel and crouched on the rim. "Sir," he panted, "The Daughter has come to bless and inspect the work."

Harald blinked up at him, then realized what Toglos had just said. "I come." He clambered up the notched log serving as a ladder. He'd been measuring the depth of the section, reconfirming that it sloped properly. His shoulder muttered something unkind as he heaved himself up the last bit and onto level ground. He dusted himself off as best he could and walked to where the cluster of blue-clad men and women waited. The others gave him space, and he bowed to the veiled figures. "Honored Daughter, sirs, ma'ams," he said.

"Thank you," Duna said. "Please rise, and show us the work." She wore sturdy boots and trews under a knee-length skirt and cloak. Instead of her staff of rank, she carried a heavier walking staff. Her fellow servants of the Lady of Waters had also chosen practicality over rank, he noted.

"This way, please." Toglos trailed along with the group from the temple. As they walked up the channel, Harald said, "Stones will soon line this portion of the millstream, ma'am. It will reduce waste of water, and protect the waterway. It slopes one ell down for forty in length, until it leaves the mill pond, when it slopes one down for thirty, to gain power to turn the millwheel."

"Ah." As they came in sight of the head gate, Harald heard the sound of the stream. The rushing and babbling carried farther than before. The waters had indeed risen, as the Scavenger's voice had warned. He shivered a touch. Sneelah of the Snows, Donwah of the Waters, and the Scavenger were the oldest of the gods, and perhaps the most powerful, although even gentle Gember turned hard and terrible when Her gifts were squandered or Her fields defiled.

One of the other priests stretched his stride and joined his senior and Harald. "This is the head gate, Master Harald?"

"Yes, sir." Harald waved toward the stream and the gate, fully down, that blocked the channel. "When the water lowered, we put in the gate and the stones that protect and guide it. Until the water is needed, the gate will remain closed unless you," he gestured toward the gathered clergy, "order or request that it open. If you do, please let the workers know, so we can make sure that no one is working in the mill channel at the time."

The Daughter's lips twitched, then she frowned. "If need arises, we will send word first. When will you open the gate fully?"

"Not until the miller needs the water. In spring, or at other times of high water, this is part closed, ma'am, so the channel behind the gate does not overflow or tear out. If a lot of rocks, mud, and trees come downstream, it will also close." A little water had leaked in, but only a slight trickle, as he'd expected. It threaded perhaps two ells past the gate, then faded away.

She went to the edge of the bank and studied the free-running waters, then turned back to the gate and part-lined channel. "Ah, I see the stones. Very good. Our brother of the Scavenger mentioned the work of the stone cutters. They have made several visits to the Scavenger's temple, paying honors and leaving word of their work, should any ask."

Harald nodded. One of the priests asked Toglos something, and the journeyman murmured an answer. The priest leaned back, peered downstream, then gestured a question. Toglos crouched and drew in the dirt. Harald turned his attention back to the Daughter.

"All is as it should be, with due care and honor to the Lady of Waters," she declared. "When we return to the mill site, I will bless it and those who work with the waters."

"Thank you, Honored Daughter. The water should return to the stream a quarter league above the ford, as clean as when it left the stream." The weepin' salla downstream of the mill helped with that, drawing any miasmas from the mill out of the water and passing them to the air to be burned off by Rella's Lamp.

"Good." They walked slowly back toward the mill. "Have you any suggestion for naming the new miller?"

He sensed something behind the casual words. How best to answer the unasked question? "Only that he be guild trained with knowledge of both flour and malt, with a letter attesting to such, Honored Daughter. I have heard that Rella-born do not make good millers, because they are quick to anger." He shrugged, "But I do not know, ma'am. Count Ealdred and the temple of the Lady of Grain have the final say. Hiring a miller is beyond my contract and training."

A soft chuckle greeted his words. "Well spoken, Master Harald, and wisely spoken. Could Goodman Kolbein work as miller?"

"If he has a letter from the guild, and proof of training, Honored Daughter. This is more complicated than the old mill, and requires constant tending while grinding, as well as greater care for fire since grain and flour will be stored here as well, Gember willing." The old man probably was not strong enough, but could hire younger men to help him, perhaps. That was not his concern right now.

The veiled head nodded, but the Daughter did not speak. Harald studied the millstream channel as they walked. They'd passed the end of the stone lining, but all seemed as it should be. No small diggers had made holes in the wall of the channel, and nothing had fallen in and died, or become trapped. That had happened once, two schaef, and their owner had threatened him and his then journeyman with death, raining down curses on their heads along with demanding restitution as well as a fine for lack of care in protecting the channel. That was, until his schaefherd confessed to opening a fence so the beasts could graze on the grass closer to the work site. He'd paid market price anyway, and his crew had eaten the schaef. The hides and fleeces went to the temple of Yoorst to be sold for mercy coin. Thanks be that wasn't a problem here, yet.

They reached the work site just before midday. The priests gathered around the Daughter, and conferred in low voices as the workmen finished their tasks for the moment. The priests spread out around the Daughter. She raised her hands, staff held above her head, and all the diggers, carpenters, and others went to one knee. "In the name of Her who rules the waters, Donwah of the Deeps, be blessed. May your work prosper, your labor pass smoothly, and all flow as waters flow, freely and unhindered. Continue as you have begun, Harald Tolson."

"All thanks to the Lady of Waters," the men replied in a ragged chorus.

"All thanks and praise to Her who guides the streams and rivers, who sends flood and ebb, Lady of the Waters," the junior priests chanted.

"Hail Donwah, Lady of Waters."

The Daughter lowered her staff, and the men stood, then bowed. The priests departed. As they did, a weight on Harald's shoulders also departed.
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Town Trouble Overflows



They'd pegged the last of the roof supports, and a green branch fluttered in the afternoon breeze. Harald savored the spring ale, taking his time. The others stood inside the mill, under the finished end of the first floor, out of the misty rain. He preferred the rain and quiet. After a second sausage loaf, he helped himself to the last of the ale in the small keg. Korvaal's priest proffered his own tankard, and Harald let him have the absolute last, tipping the keg a little.

"Thank you, Master Harald." The short, skinny man sipped, then shook his head. "I see why you prefer to stay outside the walls, besides the shorter travel time."

"Aye, sir." A few birds sang, and they could hear the murmur of the stream and the matching murmur and laughter from the workmen. Stacks of stone waited beside the mill, ready to be fitted into the wheel pit. The spout from the channel to the wheel also waited.

"You heard about Master Lenci's trouble?"

Harald blinked and tried to recall. "Not since before the Lady's autumn feast, sir." Lenci the potter, had something go wrong with a load of pots, that much he recalled from the previous fall.

The priest took a sip of ale, then said, "Something went wrong with his kiln. All started well, and he went back to work on the next pieces. Two hands of sun later, he heard a loud sound, and the kiln had cracked through." The priest gave Harald a shrewd look. "Ruined it, ruined the work, of course, and he's having to have a new one built, using as much of the old as can be saved."

Harald blinked. "Never heard of that with an older kiln, sir. New one, once, like happens with some chimneys and smelters." He'd heard other crafts talking about their problems when he built a grinding mill for one of the mines near the Comb.

"Baking ovens as well, although those often crack in part if the bricks and mortar are not fully dry when the first heating is done. Happened here, when Gember's temple dedicated a new oven." The priest gave Harald a look over the rim of his tankard. "Rumor has it that Master Lenci was heard telling Master Criba that since the gods have not spoken against the mill, no one else should either."

Lenci had the right of it. "I see, sir."

"And Vencel's daughter's daughter is healthy, thanks be."

One, two, three, four... Harald counted silently to twenty before speaking once more. "I'm glad that Master Vencel's daughter gave birth safely, and that she and the child do well." No man wanted to hear of a bad birth, no matter whose daughter or wife it was.

"Indeed. She has yet to name a father, but the child will be called Duna, since she is Donwah born. The Honored Daughter permitted it."

"A good name." Why was this his business, aside from Vencel still claiming that every young man in the town might be the father? Harald finished the last of his ale. It stung a little in his throat, sharpened with a touch of spring sorrel.

"So, Master Harald," The priest gestured toward the building. "The roof, then finish the second floor and the bins?"

"Aye, sir, and the frame for the stones. The shafts are ready, the millwheel almost ready." Leofric had needed two tries before being satisfied that he could do the full five ell overshot wheel properly. The castana shaft for the stones had aged well after being cut, the eich for the main shaft likewise. They'd used almost all the eich they'd cut, but white needle leaf served for the floor planks. The airs from the needle leaf would strengthen the tin-lined sweetwood chests for grain and flour. The tanners had all the bark they needed, plus a little more, at least for this year, Korvaal be praised.

"Good. May the Lord of the Forest continue to bless your work."

Harald bowed. "All praise to the Lord of Wood." When he straightened, the priest had turned to go. Harald rinsed his tankard, then found a bit of broken bun and ate it. The Lady of Grain frowned on waste, frowned as much as Her brother of the trees did.

That evening, Toglos broke bits of dry twig into smaller bits, then tossed them into the low fire in the small house at the farm. "Your pardon, sir, but I will be glad when we finish and begin a new work."

"Pardon is given." He'd been caught between town and temple, or man and man before, but this... It was good that the temples sought new water for the town, because something soured the waters in Jerwood, and the people who drank them. "You heard the news of Master Vencel's daughter?"

"Yes, sir. Thanks be to Donwah that both daughters are safe. My mother assisted with births, and said that first births could be harder than later ones." Nothing but relief colored the young man's voice.

"True. For all of Yoorst's creatures, or so I've been told." He took off his boots and stretched out on the blankets. The nights had turned warm, and green covered the world where white had held sway. Toglos banked the fire and slept as well.

Leofric read over his shoulder on the next Eighth Day eve. "Stay with me, both of you," the carpenter said.

"Why?"

"Safer. Goodman Ingolf's a good man, but too many people stay at the Vulpen, and know that you and the other trades frequent it. Come tonight, stay with me." He stepped farther from Harald. "I don't trust the air, an' 'twill shorten yer walk if it storms tomorrow." The general workman coming up behind them gestured his agreement.

"Mayhap." He folded the summons and tucked it into the pouch with the special blend from the temple of Rella on the river road. Thanks be he'd not needed to use it yet. He made the Wheel. He'd probably have a double spell the day the millstones arrived.

"We've got the roof finished." Leofric shook his head. "We should have split more eich during the winter." It had been hard, hard work, with the wood half-seasoned and fighting. "The Wheel turned on us after the white needle leaf."

They both made the Horns toward the shelter with the wood and the half-finished wheel in it. "We were due. Probably come out on the next work day and find that tree-drillers found the wheel and it now looks like festel bread."

The workman nodded vigorously. "Aye that. An' 'at someone thought 'e needed yon gate more 'n we do." He pointed over his shoulder to the gate being slipped into the end of the channel above the spout for the waterwheel.

"Aye." Harald glowered at the work, then shrugged. "We're due, Radmar my witness." All three made the Wheel.

That evening, Harald and Toglos followed Leofric and his apprentices through the town gate. The gate guard checked their schaef cart, then waved them through. "Ye like yer roasts tough, Master Leofric?" He winked.

"Tough's got flavor, aye?" Leofric replied, winking back. The passing journeyman tanner scowled at all of them. Toglos made a mildly rude sign at the journeyman's back, after he rounded the corner.

Leofric's lady, Goodwife Tamsi, didn't blink when two extra appeared at her door. "Good. Supper will be ready soon. Ferla, show Master Harald the guest chamber." Matyo had already grabbed Toglos, and almost dragged him into the journeymen's quarters over the wood shop.

"Thank you, Goodwife. May Marsdaam bless your household and Gember prosper your work." He followed the maid to a small but well-appointed chamber. She returned quickly with water for washing, and a towel. He removed the day's dust, then tidied his boots with the bit of rag beside the boot jack. He and Toglos had changed into town clothes while Leofric and the apprentices caught up with them. He also found the night soil box, so he wouldn't be fumbling in the dark. The room smelled faintly of herbs, the kind used to keep away moths and other small pests.

After a plain but hearty supper of sausage stew, fresh spring greens, and flat bread, along with an excellent beer, Harald joined his host in the sitting room. Here Leofric displayed the fine furnishings that he could make. "A bodger should be coming to Jerwood soon," he said, waving to the heavy chairs with their leather pads. "There's market for greenwood work, and I don't do it."

Harald nodded and sat. Goodwife Tamsi joined them after putting the youngest child to bed again. "The temple of Rella sent word that if we need charms against fire, they will assist, along with the preservation mages," she said.

"Do we?" her man asked.

She shook her head. Her matron's cap was simple but of fine stuff, as fit her husband's position. A wise master did not flaunt his wealth, nor should his family, or so nobles said. It didn't stop the men and women of the Five Free Cities, but then they answered to no lord but the gods and the Great Northern Emperor himself. "No. I checked all of them, and they are still strong, as are the spells on the storage chests for the kitchen and pantry. The spells on the shop remain sound, or so Matyo says."

"Good."

Why had the temple spoken so? "Was there a problem with one of the mages' work, Goodwife Tamsi?"

She shook her head and picked up a distaff and spindle. A large fluff of wool graced the distaff. "No, but a greater call for spells. Several shops have had fires, all small and quickly put out, as well as Master Lenci's kiln splitting." She drew a hank of wool from the distaff and began to spin. A stream of fine thread flowed from her fingers and around the spindle as it twirled toward the floor.

"I like that not," Leofric grated. A maid filled his tankard from the pot on the hearth, and offered Harald one as well. He took it and sipped as the carpenter frowned at the fire. "Someone tried to hamstring one of Goodman Wigmund's great haulers when he came to town with a load of clay for Lenci. It was a hobbled gelding."

"Ah." Otherwise only a fool or a drunkard, or both, tried to touch a great hauler's leg. "They failed."

Leofric drank, then said, "Aye. Bird squalled, other bird kicked, and the person fled. Used a blade on a stick, so he didn't get too close." He gave Harald a half smile.

Harald nodded and drank as well. One of the sweet mints flowed over his tongue, then something slightly bitter, probably water root. They would balance the heat in the water, cooling his nature from within and keeping him balanced. Leofric tended toward cool but dry, so this wouldn't contradict his natures, either. A man could drink more warmed water or tea than plain cold water before illness took him, and they'd all dried out the past few days. Rella had lifted the cover on Her Lamp, and it warmed as well as lit. Longer days meant longer work, also.

"What will you tell his lordship on the morrow?" Leofric asked once the maid had left.

What would he? Harald turned the words over and over, like a man polishing wood or metal. "That, the gods willing, the work will finish before Gember's great feast. Master Wulfgar has both stones done, and a spare is started. The channel stone will be finished soon as well, if my lord Scavenger wills."

Goodwife Tamsi wrapped the thread around the base of the distaff, then drew more wool and spun another length. No wonder her man prospered, as well as she managed the household. Any man who thought he could choose a wife for her face or dower alone soon learned otherwise, to his sorrow. If Jil yet lived, would he do as well? Harald set the memories aside, as he always did. The fire popped, and someone hurried past the open window. Soon the watch would call the hour of covering fires, when all were to be under roof unless they had very good reason otherwise.

Leofric drank more of the tea, then refilled his own tankard after filling one for his lady. "Good. Matyo filled several orders for small works, and the apprentices are making buckets and assisting the coopers with white work." Containers for milk and other liquids often needed hands from several trades. And some places had no cooper, so a carpenter had to suffice. "I will be glad to return to smaller jobs, no offense." He smiled as he spoke.

"None taken. Mills are...almost a barn, almost a house, almost furnishings, but none of them." He finished his tea. "Have you ever made log pipes?"

"Once, as an apprentice, sweet wood for town and temple water." He shook his head. "I drilled holes in my sleep for a year after, my hand to Korvaal. I was never, ever so happy to see the end of a job as when that finished."

Harald glanced at Goodwife Tamsi, then said, "Then I will not tell you that the temple of Donwah seeks good water to pipe into Jerwood."

"Uuuuugh," Leofric shook his head and finger both. "May your next sausage bun come from the day-old stack at the Scorched Cat."

"Cat's not meat, this all men know," Harald quoted with a grin. The lady of the house rolled her eyes and sighed.
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"Fire!" Harald spun and ran toward the call, as did all within hearing. "Fire, grab a bucket, to the well!" Count Ealdred's summons could wait. Harald sprinted to the temple courtyard, joining others in the rush. Fire in the walls had to be dealt with before anything else.

"I'll start, you fill," a sturdy young man said, both hands on the well crank.

"Aye." Soon a line of people passed full buckets up the row and empty ones back, wood and metal and leather. Harald poured water from the well into the empty vessels, and they disappeared down the line.

After a short while, a voice called, "It's out!" The man at the crank slowed, then stopped. Harald filled the last bucket and let the well's vessel ease back into the water. "It's out," an older watchman repeated. "Thanks for your work."

Acolytes of Gember's temple handed out small buns and loaves. Harald took one. At the woman's gesture he took a second as well. Spices bloomed in his mouth, and the woman up the line nodded. "The Three Ears. Must have been part of a thanks offering."

Oh, the heat from the Lamp washing down on them felt good. His shoulders ached, and his right hand refused to close. Harald plodded toward the count's court, chewing the second bun and hurting. He knew not to hold so tight for so long.

The door to the count's room of office stood part open. Harald found a place between wall hangings in the hallway and leaned on the wood and stone, eyes half-closed. Raised voices came from the great chamber.

"... Perhaps she angered the Lady of Flame?" someone both asked and suggested.

"No." The firm word stopped all other sound. "No, this was done to harm, as was the damage to the kiln and the attempted fire and destruction at the Three Ears. And the fire at Master Criba's home, outside the room where his journeymen and apprentices sleep. My lord, someone works ill against the trade masters and those who assist them, those like Goodman Wigmund."

Count Ealdred snapped, "What would you have me do, Honored Son?"

"Enforce the laws, my lord, and set the watch against the fire starter before someone dies." The man's voice changed, took on a more womanly timbre. "I will not tolerate my gifts being abused, and that abuse allowed to pass."

Harald sank to one knee. Silence followed the words, then a shaking voice said, "It shall be as you command, oh great Lady of Flame. Your pardon for my failure, bright Lady."

"Pardon is given." Firm steps came toward the door, and Harald remained on one knee as Rella's Son strode past. Only when the sound of angry steps faded did he rise to his feet. He wasn't alone. Several servants and pages cast worried looks toward the departing Son.

A handful of courtiers flowed out of the room, along with pages and a scribe. At last a thin young man called, Master Har—" His voice cracked. Harald waited as the boy gulped, coughed, and tried once more. "Master Harald."

He entered, bowed, and waited. Count Ealdred sat almost motionless, subdued and quiet, head down. The remaining courtiers remained still, many touching god tokens or running their fingers over belts and blade sheaths. He held his peace. At last the noble looked up, blinked, and truly saw the room. "Ah. Yes?"

"My lord, work goes well." He made the Wheel, hand low and half hidden. "The roof is done, two stones cut with a spare grinding stone being prepared. The millwheel, the piece that drives all else, is also half made. If the gods permit and all goes as hoped, your mill will be finished by Gember's great feast and harvest.." Again he made the Wheel.

"What of the miller?" the count demanded. He lifted his ornately embroidered hat and pushed fair hair back away from his face.

Harald tilted his head a little to the side and spread his hands. "What of him, my lord? He must be guild trained for malt and flour, as you asked. He should have a letter attesting to that training, or other signs of mastery, and present them to your lordship and Gember's temple." He waited.

Two of the courtiers frowned. The one with the knife, Tyrkir, made a gesture and was acknowledged. "Master Harald," he drawled, "Can a man run the new mill if he has run an older mill?"

"Certainly, if he has a master's or temple's attestation of such. It is easy to move from a two-gear mill to a one-gear, or from a bridge mill to a land mill." He shrugged. "I have been told that learning a boat mill's works is more difficult, likewise a tidal mill, but I have not built one, nor spoken with millers who worked those, so I have no firm knowledge of those."

Tyrkir's frown deepened with each word. Why? What troubled him? Harald studied the man's clothing. He wore the count's colors, but no god token. Not all men showed their birth, so it didn't mean anything. And why did he carry a knife, if he was not a guard? Or was he?

"What of a simple mill, like the old one here?" Count Ealdred's demand interrupted his thoughts.

"Someone who has run such a mill can learn to run a more complex one, yes, my lord."

The count shifted in his seat, restless once more. "Can you do so? Teach someone?"

Harald shook his head. "No, my lord. I am not a miller. I do not know the secrets of the guild, nor of adjusting the stones or quick dressing them." Should he? "The Temple of the Lady of Grain would be better to ask. They know which masters to send word to about training apprentices and journeyman, or testing for mastery."

The count frowned and started to speak, then caught himself. "Very well. Finish my mill, Harald Tolson. Go."

Harald bowed. "Marsdaam favor your trade, my lord." He turned and departed.

Toglos met him outside the count's gate. "I have breads, meat, and other things, sir, as you ordered." He spoke loud enough to be heard by passersby. He made a small gesture toward the main road to the eastern gate.

Harald nodded. "And you have paid your respects at the temple?"

"Yes, sir, and left offerings in your name, as you asked. For Master Leofric as well. He asked me to."

Leofric wanted them away. Harald nodded once more and gestured toward the road. "We go. The sooner the work is done, the sooner the grain can be ground." He led the way, a firm grip on his staff. They both walked toward the center of the street, to leave room for the parked carts and people going into and out of shops, and away from easy striking or grabbing.

As they went, they passed Mistress Osbruga's spice shop. Soot and char marred the front, the full width of the wood. The door too bore signs of damage. She supervised work inside, door open. "Yes, it will dry. No, that goes to the back, to the oven. We will toast those and grind them for a blend, to limit waste. Yes, there." Her voice carried, and her firm tone discouraged casual onlookers and the merely curious. Puddles of sooty water yet remained around the shop, and people stepped carefully. That must have been the morning's fire.

"Rella was merciful, sir," Toglos observed, making Rella's sign.

"Indeed. And all responded as they should, and as the gods command."

As he spoke, the Mistress stepped out for a moment. She saw him and beckoned. Harald slowed his steps, then turned and approached. "I am glad to see that harm was limited."

She smiled at his choice of words. "Indeed. The Lady of Flame was gracious, and the Lady of Waters generous." The smile faded. "A road word, Master Harald, Toglos."

They eased into the shop. Toglos moved with great care, mindful of his pack and the different things spread out to dry or air. It smelled of soot and spices, some sweet and some bitter. "We're still compounding for one of the healers," she warned. "So there will be some airs of spirits of distilled grain."

No wonder she had so many charms against fire hanging by the door into the inner shop. "Thank you for the warning. The damage seems moderate."

"It is less than it could have been." She lowered her voice. "Go wary. All within the walls who speak well of you, or who take your coin, seem to suffer. The Three Ears was attacked two days ago, just before dawn. I happened to be there, weighing spices for the day's work. The man sought to break the wooden racks as well as set a fire." Her face hardened. "He was not expecting someone with a bread paddle to throw water into his eyes."

Harald inclined toward her. "No, nor for someone to be both aware and quick moving. I am warned. We will be asking the priests of Rella to bless the mill soon, and I will remind the other workers to show extra care, given the problems in town." The sting of distilled spirits burned his nose, and he tried not to sneeze.

"You see why the door remains open," Mistress Osbruga explained. A young woman peered in through the door. "Yes?"

"Mistress Osbruga, I apologize for interrupting trade, but Master Gurfeld asks if the blend for meats is ready?"

Harald nudged Toglos, who eased out the door ahead of him. "Thank you for the road word, and I will be mindful of the difference between hot and fresh."

"Good. As much silver as it costs, discernment is always better." She beckoned the messenger, and Harald followed his journeyman into the street.

A line of people waited at the eastern gate. Trrrhssssss! Snap! Hssssss. Harald glanced toward the sound. Someone's great haulers fussed, and the hitch blocked the gate.

"Yoorst my witness, 'e needs to keep those birds on different teams," a farm worker grumbled, keeping well back of the wagon way.

"Aye. Even I know better. Two lead females on one hitch?" The dairymaid made the Horns toward the wagon and birds as they clattered through the gateway.

Two of the birds' crests lay flat. They stared around, eyes wide, then snapped and kicked at each other. A third bird hissed and lunged at a boy child. His mother grabbed him and pulled him back, farther from the road. All made themselves as flat as they could against the wall and gate, out of biting and kicking range. The teamster ran from bird to bird, trying to keep order and direct the hitch. "Get along, now," he threatened. "Bird, ye know better." The line of people leaving Jerwood eased on, now that the trouble cleared the road.

"That's why I'm not a teamster, Radmar my witness," Harald averred as the guards waved them through.

Toglos shook his head. "Nae sir. Trees don't bite without warning." The guard behind them chuckled as did the dairymaid. Far under his breath, the journeyman added, "But men do."
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Flames and Chains



"Idon't understand. Why do you want me to—" Goodman Wigmund's question stopped as they rounded the corner and he saw what waited in the shelter. The only thing in the wattle-walled shed, now. They'd moved the last of the wood out to make room for the millwheel.

The teamster walked slowly around the five-ell wheel, taking in the size and shape. He pursed his lips and exhaled, but did not whistle. Then he slid his floppy hat back and rubbed his forehead. "Right. My hand to Marsdaam, that won't fit with the wagon sides up. Unless we balance ..." The words faded as he considered.

Harald waited. Standing in the shade felt good for the moment. Summer had come full on, and the farmers grumbled about grains and fruit ripening too fast, and rains coming to balance the heat but ruining the standing crops. He and Toglos had taken to sleeping here, in the shelter and the mill-to-be, close to the work and away from Goodman Godrick and his sister-by-marriage. He didn't want trouble visiting their farm and woodland.

"Right. Can't take the sides off so easy, but can put wheels on the sledge." Wigmund nodded. "That'll do. The kine need to work, and they can move the stone, then the wheel. Or the reverse?"

Harald shook his head. "Stones first, then wheel. Heavy to light, aye?"

"Light? Ah." He nodded. "Here to yon?" He tipped his head toward the mill site.

"Aye." They'd rigged the frame and hoist for moving the wheel from the wagon into the pit and onto the main shaft. The drive gear waited there already, along with the main shaft. The millstone shaft and imperial gear had to wait for the stones.

"Wulfgar said two more days for the stones, so then, aye?"

"Two days, aye." Harald sighed. "Probably rain an' bog yer hitch, an t' kine'll down tools for higher pay."

Both men made the Horns, and Wigmund gestured agreement. "Kine'll do that. Wait till ye need 'em the most, then lay down in harness and sulk. Bit like women that way." He winked.

Harald grinned and nodded. Jil hadn't, but many did, or so their men claimed.

Later that day, Harald and Toglos stood in the cool shade of the wheel pit, now lined with stones on three sides. The end-bracket for the main shaft waited the wheel's arrival, empty and smooth, greased well. "Why lead in the grease?" Harald asked.

"Lead's got more water in it than do most metals, so it feels smooth and melts cool. It helps the smoothness of the grease and cools the end of the shaft, as it does other gears. And it keeps water out of the iron and tin, sir." They'd coated the bracket with pitch before mounting it. The carpenters had called them unkind things for that. Master Criba and Master Balint had fussed about the style of the bracket, and about lining it with bronze. But they'd done it, and done it very, very well, solid and smooth as polished glass.

"Good." The larger gear, the drive gear, rested flat on the stone bottom of the wheel pit. The drive shaft sat to the side, long-ways down the length of the pit. They'd moved both by hand, very carefully, with men on ropes helping take the burden as well as having weight-ease charms. Easing the weight didn't make the pieces any narrower or less bulky, something some men learned the hard, costly way. Harald had held his breath until both pieces were down in the pit and all men accounted for and sound.

"Sir, twelve men to mount the wheels?"

"And two more on the pulleys, aye." They couldn't roll the millwheel into place, alas. Only millwheels turned but could not roll. "I want one of t' apprentices to drum. Need you here, watchin' t' shaft an' gear. Mage light."

"Yes, sir." He took a long breath. "Wheel starts down, lift the shaft. Fit the gear to the shaft, flat to the wall," he patted the stone. "Then gear and shaft this way, above the bracket. Hold them steady while the wheel is mounted, then into the bracket. Watch as the weight comes onto the shaft, then the turn?"

"Nae. Turn'll wait till th' wood settles." He didn't want too much too soon. Something gnawed, and slower felt better. Radmar and Korvaal had their reasons.

They left the pit and walked down the channel to where the log ladder waited. Harald climbed first, then Toglos. To his great surprise, Jormund stood beside the wall of the mill, studying the door frame. They'd made a place for a second door, if needed, one that led to a ladder to the storage floor above the ground floor.

"Should 'av guessed you'd pop up like a blind dirt digger," the scout called.

Harald glowered.

Jormund nodded, smile gone. "Town's not friendly, so I came here. Got space?"

"Aye, found water?"

He wagged his hand. "Depends. Need a law speaker, and he's tending to other duties for now." Jormund made the sign for "caution."

Harald wiped his forehead. Birds, beasts, and growing things liked the heat, but not so much men. Heat over cold, though. Heat didn't kill a man without warning, lulling him to sleep the way cold did. Men feared Sneelah, and respected and honored Rella.

"I brought food."

"Food's good. Stayin' in the mill for now. Shorter walk."

After the others left for the day, Harald inspected everything as Toglos prepared supper. Jormund watched, arms folded. "You're never content with a man's word, are you?"

Harald wagged his hand. "Aye an' nae. I trust, but my head's the one under th' arch, ye ken?"

"Aye. Like trustin' a memory but checkin' th' laws even so." Jormund rolled his shoulders, arms still folded. "Found water, might be claims, might not. Might 'ave found yer old mill."

He stopped mid-stride and turned, then went closer to the scout. "Where?"

Jormund lowered his voice. "Far west stream, upstream of th' fall. Stone both sides, cracked like hot then cool, only place with it. Lots of grey stones in th' bed, so couldn' tell if one was millstone or no. Trail to the place, overgrown almost but ye can see it still if ye look close."

"Ah. Didn' go so far upstream." That explained it. The mill had to be over the stream, and the stream was too small for the year-round mill. The cracked stone confirmed it. "Didn't see stone like that on this one," Harald said.

Jormund met his eyes. "No miller house. Less'n it was wattle, an' fell in, or took apart and reused on a farm, no sign of a miller's house." He raised his eyebrows and glanced to the side.

"Huh." He heard steps approaching, and said, "Probably did. No one here can do wattle, or so I heard from four people."

Jormund shook his head. "'Splains why no one complained 'bout yon wall." He nodded to the shelter. "Can't tell schaef fat from fine butter."

Toglos turned away, suddenly intent on finding something on the ground. Both men grinned, then went to the fire and food.

Two days later, Siward and his lady came down with the stone. Sarika limped a little, and had bruises on her face. "Wulfgar's with the millstones, in case someone else is stupid," Siward growled. "Stay outta town's my advice."

"Later." Harald said. As soon as the men finished unloading the stones for the channel, they had to move the millwheel and mount it.

Ten men lifted the wheel off its supports and onto the wheeled sledge. Wigmund urged the beasts forward. They plodded around the mill. Once they got close enough, Wigmund had them back the sledge until the wheel lay close enough to the ropes for men to lift it. The apprentices looped ropes around the inside of the wheel, getting it ready to lift. The kine stood quietly as the work flowed around them. Wigmund gave each some water from a bucket, and poured more over their backs and flanks. Kine didn't sweat like men, or did they? Harald shrugged. Not his worry. He had enough of his own.

Mak, the steadiest of the apprentices, took the drum. The biggest men worked the ropes for the pulleys they'd rigged over the wheel pit. Harald stood below, at the outflow of the pit. "Leofric, watch the wheel and mount it. Toglos, watch the butt and move on my sign. I control the gear and the lift, aye?" he called, voice pitched so all heard.

"Aye," came from a dozen and more throats. Four of the diggers had come to help as well. Leofric had brought charms to ease the weight of the wood and metal.

"Radmar of the Wheel, guide and protect us, Korvaal of Wood, look kindly on our work," Harald called.

"Radmar hear our prayer," came the ragged reply. Harald nodded to Mak.

Thump, thump, thump, slow and steady came the sound. Harald waved to the men on the beam, and they lifted. The men at the gear did as well. Once the beam rested on shoulders, three of the men moved clear and the others turned in time, rotating the beam so it was across the pit's width. Harald waved to the left, and they walked that way, one step at a time. The men under the mill lifted the heavy gear. Toglos spoke, and they turned it slightly to match the square of that part of the shaft. Geddy stood beside Toglos, bucket and rag for the grease at the ready.

"Gear to the shaft," Harald called.

Thump, thump thump. The rounded end of the shaft passed through the gear. Geddy added grease to the shaft, easing the men's efforts. They grunted and strained even so. They'd made the gear's central hole a half finger wider than the shaft, with space for locking keys, but wood swelled and shrank. Toglos held the mage light so Harald could see the marks on the beam and on the floor overhead. Thump, thump, thump. Closer and closer and—

"Set!" Toglos handed Harald the light, then tapped wedges into place, locking the gear to the beam.

Harald gave back the light and returned to his earlier place. "Ready the wheel?"

Pulleys squealed, men grunted, and Leofric called, "Ready!"

"Lift." Another sign to Toglos, and the shaft moved left, above the bracket. The millwheel came down, slowly, slowly, in time with the thumps. Geddy eased around Harald to that wheel end of the shaft. Men in the pit guided the millwheel onto the end of the shaft. Leofric yielded his watch place to Siward and Matyo, then hurried around and down into the pit. The wheel came lower, lower. "Right the wheel, right the wheel," Leofric called.

Matyo and Siward gestured, and men with crooks pulled on the rope, easing the wooden shape to the right as Harald watched. Leofric and another man eased the wheel farther, then forward, then onto the shaft. Thump, thump, thump, continued, slow and steady.

"Now," Leofric commanded. Geddy rubbed grease onto the shaft the moment men moved their hands. The moment the first hub crossed onto the shaft, the ropes started to go slack. The big wheel hesitated, then slid onto the shaft, both inner wheels. Leofric and his helper tapped the wheel together in time with the drum beat. The wood slid, slid more, moving up the shaft. Leofric checked the distance, and returned to tapping. "Eyes!" he called.

Harald moved. He watched the mark and the back side of the wheel. "One hand." Thump, thump, thump. "Half a hand," the wood moved toward the mark and stay. Thump, thump, thump. "Small finger, one more, one more, on it!"

He hurried back to where Toglos could see him. "Bracket."

The journeyman gestured, and the men moved the butt of the shaft away from the wall under the mill. Toglos held up one hand and raised it in time to the drum. The men lifted, with extra hands helping steady the bulky, heavy beam. Toglos waved with two fingers toward the back of the pit. The beam moved that way until it sat over the bracket. Toglos gestured for lower, lower, lower. The beam sank until the bracket took the weight. The men eased the lift.

Nothing happened. The bracket held, the weight of the millwheel balancing that of the gear and the beam. Harald 's vision went grey, and he inhaled, then breathed out. The drum stopped. No creaks, no groans, just quiet and bird song. "Good."

A barrel of small beer and loaves of meat and sausage bread awaited. Harald let all the others go first. Then he had a large tankard of the weak beer. His head ached, but from concentration, not the Dancers. "I see why you are grey headed," Leofric said. "I thought it was from yon," he gestured toward Toglos, Matyo, and the apprentices. "No."

"Nae. Toglos is one movin' part, not four handfuls and more."

That evening, Siward told his story. "We were in town, gettin' supplies and payin' our honors to m’Lord Scavenger an' Rella. I'd stepped into t' Split Sheaf. Heard a commotion, an' found my lady on th' ground, fightin' off two men."

Toglos gulped, one hand going to his head, as Siward continued, "She gave good measure. They weren't expectin' her to fight, or me to join in, baker's boy likewise. We left marks, my hand to the Lord of Hidden. Th' pair fled. Watch raised the hue and cry, but the pair disappeared as if into th' air."

"Aye," Sarika growled. "Thought to take me from behind, aimed for my knee. I turned, not quite fast enough, caught above on the meat. Skirt and trews protected me." She glared at Harald. "One of 'em said the gods don' allow women to do men's work."

"Mistress Osbruga'd have words for them," Harald growled back, temper rising.

Jormund spoke at last. "Words and the back of her hand. Whoever thought to burn the Three Ears got a bread paddle to the head and arms, as well as hot water to the face." He turned his hand sideways and chopped down. "Arms."

Harald winced, as did the others. That would hurt.

"I give full value for my trade," Sarika said. She took another bite of supper. "And if you're not guild, then the gods grant gifts as they will."

"And if you are guild, ma'am, then a wife may train in her husband's and father's trades, and practice under their mastery. Especially in the Free Cities." Toglos added, "That's god law and man law both."

The fire in the hearth flared, then flared again. Harald made Radmar's Wheel as Toglos and the others made their signs. He shivered. The sooner they finished this job, the happier he would be, even without a new contract waiting.
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Ching, ching. Ching, scrape. The day after the Eighth Day, Harald worked on the frame for the stones. Wulfgar had brought them down, and now cut the centers to better fit the drive shaft. Leofric and Matyo finished the imperial gear. The frame for the bedding stone had shifted as the wood dried more. Radmar had turned His Wheel. Harald had shrugged—they had been due. The masters sent the others to finish setting the channel stone, and worked on their tasks. Jormund held the end of the frame as Harald tapped the loosened wood a whisker-width farther out.

"Ye smell summat?" Jormund asked, letting go of the wood.

Harald sniffed as well. Smoke? He creaked to his feet, then peered out the window gap in the wall. A man crouched beside the wall.

"What are ye—? Nae!" Orange and yellow flared, fire. Harald dropped his tools and ran, Wulfgar and Jormund not far behind. "Get away from there!" he bellowed. Jormund and Matyo passed him, and others swarmed out of the mill channel.

"Water, get water," Wulfgar yelled. Two of the apprentices snatched up buckets and ran for the stream. Matyo slammed into the crouching man, knocking him away from the wood. Two fires already burned, one creeping up the side of the foundation log.

"Ugh!" The pair rolled, and coals and flaxen tow flew into the air and scattered on the ground. Something else, too, and Harald growled. "Get off me," the stranger yelled, or tried too. The journeyman carpenter's weight pinned him to the ground. Matyo pounded the smaller man with his fists. Already blood flowed from the man's nose and mouth.

"Enough," Leofric called. "You and you, douse the flames. You, here's rope." He tossed Jormund the coil. Jormund caught it, and he and Matyo bound the fire starter hand and foot. Harald gasped for air, trying to regain his breath.

Hssssss, water met flame. Hsssss, more water doused the coals and drenched the tarry tow. "Drown it," Leofric ordered. The apprentices and others did just that, dashing more water over the wall until the steam stopped and water puddled in the dirt.

"It's Dasko," the journeyman panted.

"Who hired you?" Harald stomped up to the man. He wanted to kick the cooper in the privates, knees, and anything else that would hurt.

Dasko spat blood, then said, "Th' godth. Th' bathtard count won' do justice by 'is people. Rella commands."

Leofric gestured, and Matyo and Wulfgar heaved the cooper to his feet. "Nae. We go to town, now." He turned to Harald. "Who do you trust?"

"You, Toglos, Wulfgar, Siward an' 'is lady."

Siward nodded. "We stay, aye?"

Wulfgar snarled, "Do it, and don't touch the stones. We're downing tools until justice is done."

"Heard and witnessed," three of the diggers called.

"Heard and witnessed aye," Harald replied.

They retied Dasko so he could walk. By the time they reached the town gate, his eyes had swelled so he couldn't see, and his lips almost matched them. Jormund and Toglos guided him, doing what they could to keep him from stumbling without carrying the cooper outright. Harald turned words over and over, and found the ones he wanted by the time they reached the gate. The people waiting to enter parted, muttering and staring. "Justice," Harald declared. "I call for justice and the truth chain."

"What happened?" the senior guard demanded.

"We call for justice," Master Leofric called. "Tools are down until we get it."

That drew eyes. Two apprentices raced off in different directions. Harald pointed to Dasko. "Truth chain and justice," he repeated.

As he spoke, colors began to shimmer at the edges of his vision. His gut clenched. "Toglos."

Wulfgar and Leofric took the others place, guarding Dasko as the watch sent people to the temples and court. "Sir?"

"I need hot water and a healer. The Dancers come."

Jormund hissed something vulgar as Toglos nodded. "Healer and water, aye sir." He went to the senior gate guard and murmured, gesturing toward Dasko and Harald both.

"You going to need a speaker-of-blood?" Jormund whispered.

"Not if I get water. Temple healer at Rella's Temple on the river road gave me herbs to help." The Dancers flickered, moving closer. He closed his eyes, head down. Please, Radmar and Rella, have mercy, please may water and a healer come.

A different voice, one he knew, said, "What's needed? I'm the only one free right now." He looked up and saw Mistress Osbruga, a watchman, and one of her apprentices with a padded flask.

Toglos pointed to Harald. He waved. She came to him. "What—? Something's wrong," she murmured.

"Aye. Rella's Dancers. Have herbs from a temple, need to steep them in hot water and drink. Want someone to confirm." His vision grew worse, and his stomach tried to sour.

"Show me." He gave her the packet. One of the watch came closer, staring at it.

Her eyes unfocused, and she waved a bit of the scent of the herbs to her nose. "These are wheat smut and twisting bean," she said, loud enough for others to hear. "They are for certain kinds of head pains with vision loss. I have seen the temples make the like. They do not affect speaking or reason. Allow him to make the tea, so that he may speak for himself."

The senior watchman nodded, and soon Harald had the brew steeping, one flat topped horn spoon in a half tankard of hot water. He recited "The Turning of the Years," drank the brew. Ugh, it was as foul as he'd been warned! His heart seemed to race, then calmed. He drank the rest of the warm water to ease the foulness in his mouth as they waited for the priests and Count Ealdred. The light stayed too bright, but the pain grew no worse, nor did his sour stomach.

The Lamp lacked a half hand to touching the western houses when Count Ealdred and his court, three law speakers from three temples, and a truth reader assembled in the main market. A true healer had taken care of Dasko, easing the swelling and tending to the cut lip and worst bruises. He'd suffered enough already, so Harald paid for the care. "I cry for justice," Harald called. "Harm has been done to the mill, my journeyman, my hired stone cutters, and others, and blame laid on me."

"Justice shall be heard," Yoorst's Son declared. Two priests of Yoorst and one of Marsdaam stood near the truth chain. One of the priests stared at the chain, and it began to glow a soft yellow-green. Murmurs rose from the gathered onlookers. "Come forward, Harald Tolson."

Harald did. He lifted the chain.

"Speak your name and trade."

"Harald Tolson, called Halfpaw. Millwright." The chain glowed.

The Son nodded. "And a falsehood."

"I love Mistress Osbruga and wish to wed her." The glow disappeared, and laughter followed from the crowd. Even Wulfgar smiled for a moment.

The Son gestured. "What justice seek you?"

"I seek justice for my journeyman and my workers. They have been attacked with blade and with tongues, accused of violating the laws of men and of the gods. This man, Dasko, tried to burn the mill with flame, coals, and charms." The chain remained yellowish green.

"Bring Dasko." The cooper balked, but the Son gestured, and two guards encouraged him forward. He gulped and held out his hands.

"I am Dasko." The glow remained.

The Son nodded. "Did you set fire to the mill?"

Another gulp. "Yes, Honored Son."

"Why?"

Dasko stuttered and twisted, but did not drop the chain. "I— That is— To pay debts." The glow flickered but remained visible. Murmurs and hisses came from the crowd.

The Son gestured to Harald. "Who hired you?" Harald asked.

"No, that, um, I offered." The chain went dark.

"Who hired you?" Harald repeated. His head hurt, oh he wanted this over.

The cooper twisted again, then blurted, "Vencel and Kolbein. They've been denied their rights and the mill is cursed and don't hurt me, please, I needed to pay debts." The chain glowed brightly in the lengthening shadows.

One of the men with the count leaned and started to murmur. Ealdred made a cutting motion. "Bring the tanner and Goodman Kolbein if he is in my walls," the noble commanded.

Tyrkir murmured, "But my lord, surely tomorrow is soon—"

"No," Yoorst's Son stated, eyes narrow. "Bring them now." He turned to Dasko. "Did you help with the other fires?"

"Only two, Honored Son." He dropped to his knees. "Only two, and those to hurt, not kill. And I didn't touch the woman, just the journeyman, wanted to spook him, nothing more. Kaldel was at the bakeries—those unnatural dames like to killed him!"

Jormund grabbed Toglos before he took a step. "Don't. Not now," the older man hissed. Toglos subsided, and the scout let go. Harald nodded. Toglos would get just due, soon.

"What is going on?" an angry voice demanded from the side of the crowd. "I have work to do, hides to scrape and tan." Guards parted the people, and Master Vencel, the tanner, marched up to the front. He saw the chain, and the battered Dasko, and stopped. He'd been working, based on the hair and other things on his apron and heavy leather trews.

Yoorst's Son spoke. "This man," he gestured to the cowering Dasko, "says that you along with Goodman Kolbein hired him to start fires and to attack Harald Tolson's journeyman."

"They lie, the outsiders and him." He spat toward Dasko. "No man should trust his word, Honored Son." Murmurs and some growls rose from behind the tanner.

The Son's expression did not change. "He swore on the chain that you hired him."

Vencel jammed his hands under his apron, then snapped, "Give me the chain, then, and I will speak the truth."

One of the law readers murmured to the Son, then stepped clear once more. Harald took his temper with both hands. The headache did not help. He wanted to wipe the smirk off the tanner's face with a mallet.

The Son gestured, and Vencel lifted the chain. "No, with your bare hand, Master Vencel," the law speaker priest called.

"What?"

A guard stepped forward and removed the leather strips from under the chain. He set them on the table before the priests. Murmurs became growls.

"Did you hire Dasko to scare those associated with Master Harald and the mill?"

"N— n—" Sweat appeared on the tanner's face. "That is, I did n—" The chain had gone dark. He tried to drop the chain, but the guards stopped him.

"Did you hire Dasko?" Count Ealdred asked, voice hard.

"Yes!" Vencel's mouth twisted into a snarl. "I did. I wanted him to punish that boy for his part in ruining my daughter, hurt him and his bastard master the way I was hurt." A yellow-green glow from the chain followed his declaration.

Count Ealdred stood, but came no closer. "Why Toglos Ahlson and not one of the journeymen of Jerwood?"

"Because of my daughter's honor and mine. He's just a traveling worker, not someone important," Vencel declared. "I will have my honor."

The Son asked, quietly, "Why does your daughter not name the father?"

"She doesn't know, Honored Son. Damn it, I said—" The chain went dark. Murmurs became snarls.

The Son gestured to the count. Ealdred nodded, then asked, "Why have you not asked her to speak under chain, even just to the temple priests and healer?"

Vencel shook his head. He tried to drop the chain, but one of the larger priests caught it and draped it around his neck. "No, don't no, please."

"Why not?" Count Ealdred said, stepping closer.

"Tyrkir will kill her!" Vencel fell to his knees. "He swore that he would kill her if she named the sire."

Motion, a brilliant flash of red fire. Harald twisted away from light and pain. He closed his eyes.

"Get him!" More yells, a clatter, sound of trouble.

"I'm here," Jormund murmured under the commotion. "My hand's on your arm." He felt the grip. "My hand to the waters, that was bright. I'm seeing spots." Thunk, a slicing sound, yells. "They got him."

"Damn right I took the hussy," Tyrkir yelled. Harald opened his eyes.

Guards held the courtier, pinning his arms behind him as one of the priests draped the chain around his neck. "Don't need the chain. I took her as my due." The chain glowed brighter than before.

The battered noble spat at Ealdred and hissed, "My uncle was denied his due, a new mill and miller's rights. If he doesn't get justice no one does. Doesn't matter why the mill burned, it's his by blood right and the gods say so." He spat again toward the count. "You ordered it burned so you could get a new mill and take all the fee, denying my uncle his living and his honor."

Count Ealdred held out his hands. The chain was draped over them. "I did not order or ask for the old mill to burn." The glow remained steady. "I said that my lands needed a larger mill, yes, but I did not want the old mill ruined." Still the chain showed that he spoke the truth.

Growls and snarls rose from the crowd, and the front row pressed forward. More guards and the watch lowered pole arms, stopping the push before a mob could form.

"Ahem," Harald cleared his throat. The Son turned to Harald. "Honored Son, why did the mill burn down? All speak that it burned, but none say why."

"Because someone set it on fire to please the count," Tyrkir snarled. "And you do his work, you bastard. Crippled, boy-loving bastard."

Harald snorted, as did Jormund. "Nothing new, is there?" Jormund asked.

"No."

"Make way, make way," a deep voice bellowed. The people parted, the pole arms lifted for a moment, and a guard escorted Kolbein forward. "My lord, Honored Son."

"Do you know why you are called?" Yoorst's Son asked, tone gentle.

"Because he," Kolbein pointed to the count, "he confessed to burnin' my mill and denyin' me my rights."

The Son held up one hand as the law speakers conferred. "Goodman Kolbein, please take the chain."

The old man lifted it, eyes blazing with something Harald could not name. Murmurs rose from the crowd. Count Ealdred waited, expression neutral.

"Goodman Kolbein, what happened to your mill?" the Son asked.

"It burned."

"Do you know why?"

Kolbein nodded. "Yes. Because the count hired a mage to cast fire charms and to break the preservation spells so Rella's fire would light the building on flame."

The chain continued to glow. Count Ealdred took a step back, confusion and dismay plain to read.

"How do you know this, Goodman Kolbein?" The Son's tone remained quiet yet it carried.

"Because the waters told me. I heard them speaking, and they told me. And my nephew told me the count wanted a new mill but couldn't have one because the gods only allow one mill per land and so the count ordered my mill burned." The chain showed that he spoke the truth.

One of the law speakers cleared her throat. The Son turned to her. "Honored Son, Count Ealdred, Master Harald, the laws of the empire do not say that, nor to the laws of the gods. A land may have several mills, provided that the newer does not interfere with the elder without recompense, if such is due."

"That's not what the waters told me," Kolbein stated, jaw jutting forward. Again the chain remained lit. Mutters rose and fell as the crowd shifted. "The waters tell me what the gods say, and what is said by the wind and trees, and what the birds and fish mean."

Harald covered his eyes with his hand. The man's mind had turned, and he spoke what he believed to be true. Donwah have mercy on him, had he always been so, or had it come with age or injury?

Yoorst's Son turned to Harald and the craftmasters. "Master Harald, Journeyman Toglos, Master Leofric, will you accept justice from the temples and Count Ealdred, done in your name?"

Harald and the others formed a ring. "I want to pound Dasko, and Vencel," Toglos hissed, eyes snapping with anger's fire.

"Will you accept coin instead, and an apology?" Leofric asked.

Toglos shook, fists clenched. He looked over his shoulder at the priests and Count Ealdred, and the people snarling at Tyrkir and Dasko and the tanner. He swallowed hard. "I, I will. I don't want to, but I will."

Master Criba, the blacksmith, nodded. "I will accept justice from the count and priests, now that we have names and reasons."

Mistress Osbruga sniffed. "Since Kaldel's nursing his injuries still, I will take coin for the damage to my businesses."

Wulfgar scowled. "Coin an' temple justice."

Harald looked around. He wanted revenge. But ... the Son and noble offered justice, and revenge wouldn't make good Toglos' and the others injuries. Instead he asked, "Are we agreed?"

A dozen heads nodded.

He turned to face the priests and Count Ealdred. "Honored Son, your lordship, my journeyman and I will accept justice done in our names by the temples and Count Ealdred, if it includes coin and an apology. The other injured masters accept temple justice and coin for their losses." His head pounded and his stomach felt like he'd drunk spirits of apple after two tankards of fall beer. Pounding Vencel and Tyrkir in time with his head, except using one of Wulfgar's stone hammers, appealed greatly. But it wouldn't cure the other problems.

"Thank you, Master Harald, Journeyman Toglos," the Son said, gesturing toward each in turn. "Count Ealdred, what say you?"

Ealdred gathered himself. "I dismiss this man Tyrkir Jalson from my court. The penalty for rape by force and coercion is death, no matter the reason."

Tyrkir lunged, or tried to. The guards held him back. He yelled, "It is lawful in war, and you declared war on my uncle and family when you ordered the mill to be burned!"

The count shook his head. "No. I wanted a new mill, and for the old one to stop work once the new had been completed."

The Son turned to Harald. "Master Harald, you and yours are excused. This is now a matter for the court and the town."

Harald, stopped a snarl of his own and bowed, as did Wulfgar, Toglos, and Jormund. "We go, Honored Son. May justice be just and swift."

"It shall be," said a cold voice, hard as the stones of the Comb. A hooded figure with a white-gold chain around his throat glided up beside Yoorst's Son. Harald glanced at Wulfgar. The stone cutter swallowed hard and gestured for them to move, now. The Scavenger's Son had spoken. Donwah's Daughter joined the others, inspiring haste.

Mistress Osbruga stopped them before they went too far. "Harald, no beer until after sunrise. Fermented or distilled drinks and wheat smut do not combine."

"I'll keep an eye on him, Mistress," Jormund promised. "As will he." Wulfgar gestured agreement.
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The First Grind



"Better you 'n me," Harald said, smiling at Leofric's plaint.

The master carpenter brandished the heavy tankard, as if to brain him, but settled for thumping it down on the table. Miss Maude refilled it, topped of the others' tankards, and whapped Toglos on the head for good measure.

"She knows journeymen," Balint chuckled.

"Does she know land law?" a tired voice pleaded. "I'll marry 'er if she does. Save time and trouble." Jormund sagged onto the bench beside Harald. His fine clothes stood out among the tradesmen. He slumped onto the table, then straightened before someone poured beer or ale onto his head.

"How many heirs, sir?" Toglos asked before disappearing behind his tankard.

Three fingers rose into the air. "Two by marriage, one acknowledged bastardess without children. Part of the land is her dower portion, but she's a priestess of Gember." He covered his face with both hands. A loud sigh, then he lowered them. "I should have married that rich widow with the inn on the Gheelford—Moahnebrig Road."

Harald and Wulfgar both snorted. Leofric nudged Criba and asked, "Is that the one everyone wants to marry and who has been a widow for two generations at least?"

"Aye. Unless it's the trader's widow in Rhonari who also lives in Bushmaak," the blacksmith chuckled. Food slid down the table, along with a tankard for Jormund, and chewing replaced jawing. They'd stopped work to honor Gember's late summer feast, and to celebrate Criba's journeyman passing to mastery.

The next day, as they all walked back to the mill site, Leofric sent his journeyman and apprentices ahead. Once they'd trotted out of sight, he asked, "Master Harald, are you and," he nodded to Jormund, "from the same town?"

Harald looked to Jormund. The scout nodded, so Harald said, "Aye. We grew up together."

The carpenter looked as if he wanted to ask more, then shook his head a little. "So, what today and tomorrow?"

"Today we finish all we can. Priests come tomorrow, and we mount th' stones, then grind th' first grain."

"That is, if th' stones don't crack, if th' gate opens and th' wheel turns, an' it doesn' storm tonight an' turn th' roads into bogs and stop all traffic," Jormund gloomed. "All at once."

They made the Wheel or the Horns. "Probably the main shaft crack," Harald sighed. "It's happened before. The fool tried to use alm for the shaft, and the twisting cracked it on the first day."

Leofric and Toglos winced. "That makes as much sense as using shaggy bark for building timber," Leofric groaned.

"What about black nut for leb fuel?" Jormund winked.

Leofric went pale. "Korvaal strike you with a branch for even suggestin' 'at."

Toglos made a soft sound but held his peace. Harald nodded to himself. Yes, they did it down on the Comb, but not up here. Black nut was luxury wood here. The road swept past the trail to Valdher's temple, and Harald nodded to it. He'd visited on the last Eighth Day, as had Jormund.

"Be glad when this's done," Wulfgar grunted.

Harald nodded. He'd showed the stone cutter the contract from Gember's temple at Four Springs, an eight day downstream from Gheelford. They wanted a malting mill. "What say you?" Harald had asked him.

"It'll do," Wulfgar had said. Siward and his wife had nodded their agreement, so Harald had signed and sealed the contract, and returned a copy to the temple. They wanted a half-timber, half-stone malting mill to serve two towns. Toglos needed to see the difference between that and an ordinary grist mill, so it worked well for all of them.

The Jerwood mill came into sight. Matyo already had the apprentices working. "Test the gates," Wulfgar ordered, then sped his steps, angling toward the upstream gate.

Leofric watched, then shook his head. "He spends words the way my lady spends coin."

Harald just nodded. "Check the channel, ready the lower gate," he ordered. Toglos trotted off.

"Water on stone," Jormund called just after midday. He stood on the far side of the mill channel. Harald hurried over to see. Toglos waited beside the mill gate.

"Channel's clear, sir," Geddy reported. The apprentice panted a little from his haste.

Harald gestured, and Toglos tried to raise the gate. It stuck. Jormund mouthed something crude and reached for the rope on that side. "On three, sir," Toglos said. "One, two, three."

They heaved. Creeeaaaaaasreeeeeech! Harald clamped hands over ears as the wood and metal rose a hand width. Water trickled into the snoot, then onto the wheel, just enough to wet it but not to turn it. Harald lowered one hand. The gate closed with even more protest.

"Needs grease," Jormund observed. Toglos gave him a dirty look, then sent Geddy to get the grease and brushes. By the time Wulfgar returned, the gate moved with the normal grumbling but nothing more.
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Two days later, Harald bowed as the priests of the Scavenger, Gember, Korvaal, and Donwah processed into the mill. Wulfgar carried a sack of new grain, freshly winnowed. Once all were ready, Harald went out and gestured to Matyo. He opened the mill gate higher.

They'd opened the stream gate earlier that day, starting flow into the channel and pond. Now water trickled, then splashed down onto the millwheel. Wood and metal groaned as the half-wet wood started to turn. More groans and the sound of scraping came from within the mill proper. They'd greased the gears, but they always complained even so. Harald and the priest of Donwah went around to the pit and looked in. Toglos had plastered himself against the stones of the downstream wall, watching the gears. He'd blow a whistle and shout if trouble started. Matyo would drop the gate.

Harald and the priest returned to the mill and stepped inside. Leofric, Siward, and the others stayed well clear as priests of Korvaal, Gember, and the Scavenger watched Wulfgar. At his gestures, Jormund poured a stream of wheat into the bin atop the grinding wheels. The tapered sides of the wooden box guided grain into the top of the first stone.

The sound changed, and as always, Harald held his breath. Wulfgar scowled, adjusted something, and moved back. Brownish white powder began to appear between the bed stone and the grinding stone, the first flour, property of the Scavenger. The black-cloaked and masked priestess stepped forward, a bag held open under the small chute. Wulfgar scooped from the center of the collecting box to the edge and guided the flour into the chute, then the sack.

He pinched the flour between his fingers, rubbed them, repeated the test, and frowned. He adjusted something, raising a slightly deeper growl from the stones. Gember's priestess hesitated until Wulfgar gestured before taking the next sack-full. After the rest of the grain had flowed into the stones, Wulfgar tested the flour once more between thumb and forefinger. He nodded, plunged both hands into the bin, then held them up and smiled. All within the mill cheered.

Harald joined the others as they feasted out in the clear air. Jormund handed him a tankard and a chunk of bread smeared with tart cheese and spiced schaef sausage. Harald ate, then tasted the beer. A good heavy fall beer, dark and smoky. Harald took a second long pull, then finished the rest of the bread before drinking more. He didn't dare overindulge until the mill had run a night and a day without surprises. "Now, if the count will accept the grind," he grumbled.

Toglos had splashed out of the pit and stood dripping gently beside Wulfgar. He shook his head. "He won't, then he will, then he'll grumble about too much coin and want you to take paper and his word. And something will foul the upper gate and we'll have to get permission to re-dam the stream in order to fix the trouble."

"And it will rain," Siward added, throwing the Horns toward the channel. "And two channel stones will come loose from spite."

The black hooded figure behind him chuckled. "Stones do that, aye," she said. She settled the sack over her shoulder. "May the Lord of the Hidden preserve your work."

They bowed. "Thanks to the Lord of the Hidden," Sarika intoned. When they stood, the priests had all departed, and Harald relaxed. His part was done.

Three days later, Count Ealdred, Gember's Daughter, and a small handful of courtiers stood well back as Toglos poured grain for Wulfgar. Harald had welcomed the group, then returned to the open air. Rella's Lamp shone above Her flocks as the fleecy white shapes grazed quietly in the blue of Her pasture. It lacked an eight day and a bit until Gember's great feast. The courtiers and Count Ealdred wore darker colors, and showed greater respect toward him, Toglos, and the other masters. Harald fingered his chain of mastery and studied the trees. Brown and gold now balanced green as Korvaal borrowed His sister's colors for the season.

After almost a hand of time, count, courtiers, Daughter, and all save Wulfric came out. "The flour tests properly, and all is as the Lady commands," the Daughter declared. Harald bowed to her, as did the others.

"I accept the grind and the mill," Count Ealdred said. He handed Harald the rest of his earnings.

They touched palms. "I call fair dealing," Harald called.

Leofric called back, "Heard and witnessed."

"Heard and witnessed," one of the courtiers echoed.

Once the visitors made their way into the town woods, Leofric waved a bit of rag. Apprentices, Matyo, and two of the general laborers emerged from behind the work shed with the schaef cart, minus the still-grazing schaef. The ale, sausage rolls, and sweet buns came as a welcome treat.

"Any word on a miller, or dare I ask?" Leofric inquired once all had taken their initial share.

Mouth full, Harald nodded to Toglos, who glanced to Jormund. At the scout's nod, Toglos said, "Maybe. The temple of Gember sent word downstream, and there's a mill two days south of Gheelford that has a journeyman ready to test. If he passes, he'll come here. He's married, so they need to build a mill house for him."

"And the pipes for the town water?" Leofric's eyes bulged. "I thought winter would be quiet." He drank more beer. "Oh, and Matyo's going with you."

"Ah, sir, that is, I am?" The squat journeyman stared from his master to Harald and back.

"Your master work will be a mill. And the furnishings. And someone else can feed you."

Wulfgar guffawed and nudged Harald with a large elbow. "Wheel turned on ye." He got a rude gesture in return.

Harald muttered but kept his peace. He and Toglos had enough funds from Tyrkir's estate to keep them until the next work, even if Count Ealdred hadn't paid on time. Justice felt hollow, but Toglos seemed satisfied, and that came first. When the gods took matters in hand, even a trade master had to give way. Tyrkir's secretly using flame and word magic had raised questions he, Harald, didn't want answers to.

"Warn a body before ye' burden me wi' more stomachs an' legs, will ye?" Harald gloomed at Leofric, then winked. He'd been warned already.

"Turn and turn about," the carpenter retorted, raising his mug toward Harald. "An' he don' eat more than his weight in a day."

The heavyset, muscular journeyman grinned, then tried to look properly sober and respectful. Toglos studied the grass around his boots with as much interest as a schaef in a new pasture. Jormund caught his eye and winked. Harald growled, then relaxed. A day and a night, and another grind, and then he'd dunk Jormund's head in a water trough or mill pond. No, not pond—the contract said the waters had to pass unsullied back to the stream.

Ale. Toglos had gotten some, so Harald handed him another sweet twist, then got himself more to drink.


Afterword


This work draws on a number of sources, including:

Radkau, Joachim. Wood: A History. It is what it says, with a lot of information about uses of wood and litigations over wood resources in the medieval and early modern eras.

Logan, Willian Bryant. Oak: The Frame of Civilization. A popular history of one kind of tree, and the role it plays around the world.

Gimpel, Jean. The Medieval Machine. An older work about the industrialization of the medieval period, and some complaints about mills. Good for primary sources about conflicts over resources related to water and wind mills.

Magnusson, Roberta J. Water Technology in the Middle Ages. This scholarly monograph focuses on water supply rather than milling, but includes a wealth of information about legal concerns, water quality, usufruct, and arguments over which mill came first.

Reynolds, John. Windmills and Watermills An older photo book with pictures and diagrams of medieval and later mills, written for the interested lay-reader. I leaned a lot on his photographs to help describe the gearing of mills and how they varied.

Reynolds, Terry. Stronger than a Hundred Men: A History of the Vertical Water Wheel. You got it. More about the technology, and all the applications besides just grinding grain, it is a good starting point and overall history for the vertical wheel.

Evans, Oliver. The Young Millwright and Miller’s Guide. This is a how-to book for someone building and someone running a grist mill in the late 1800s. It is a technical manual with lots, and lots, and lots, of charts and diagrams for calculating water flow, wheel size, gear ratios, and all that you need to build a mill. It is a reprint technical manual, written for a tradesman.

Bennett, Richard and John Elton. A History of Corn Milling, Volume 2. Watermills and Windmills. Another reprint of an 1800s classic, this is a very, very detailed history of medieval and Roman mills and later. It has lots of information about guilds, laws regarding mills, the spread of mill technology, kinds of mills, rents charged by and on mills, and so on. It is probably not what the casual reader is interested in, but it’s a fascinating deep dive into the world of grist mills in the medieval period.

A question was raised about currency and values. medieval currency is a headache to unravel, since coin values varied based on purity and weight. Some places also had town coin, which had a higher value than outside coin, but only within the town or city walls. So a visitor would be quoted to prices, a lower one in town coin, but a higher one in other currency. Below is my general rule of thumb, which applies to most books:

Coinage is in silver. The Five Free Cities use the Vlaat, a one-ounce silver coin with the trade god on one side and the individual city’s crest on the reverse. Twenty vlaat make a thin-half-kog. Fifty vlaat = one gold Kog (two gods on face, ship and pillars on reverse) Vlaat and kog are recognized everywhere and generally trusted, although everyone weighs coins to be certain, and the conversion rates are posted at the appropriate city temple. Smaller bits of metal are used for change locally. Counterfeiting and cheating on conversions are very serious crimes and are treated very harshly.

Bills of exchange are used at the trafelds (trade fairs) and in some larger city markets. They are usually from brotherhood to other brotherhood members, based on religion and trade specialty. There are a few exceptions that are universally accepted, and a few are rejected out right.
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