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chapter 1 klatch news

“So he promptly started building, eh?”

A long red braid got swished in annoyance. It thumped emphatically on the wooden chair in the steamy kitchen. “Yes he did. I’m pregnant, Aaron promptly starts building stuff. Compulsively. The last thing you ever want to see is a metal-wizard attempting to get domestic too. Or tradey.”

The grin on Henna’s face belied her stern voice and she smiled at the rest of her morning coffee klatch. All three present were witches and had practices in town; this meet was a weekly gossip session they all treasured. “Or a wizard trying to behave like a tradesman.” Henna went on, wincing a little. “Aaron can barely tell one end of a room from the other and all of a sudden he wanted to build a house of his own.”

“What a mess! I tell him baby-maybe and boom! He starts rocking something out in the hills. At least he’s there, I couldn’t stand that here. I don’t think he even knows what he’s building yet.” There was a resigned redheaded sigh. “He’s still doing it, too.”

“Ooh, I remember that. My guy made lots of kindling.” There was a giggle from Mel, the youngest of the witches. She specialized in the town’s youthful misadventures, especially the female ones from the riverfront. “Some of it started as cradles. Old wine casks, mostly. Most of it ended up as firewood.”

“Ha. Point some dwarfs at whatever he’s doing. They must owe you a couple favors by now.” Patting her satchel of herbs, Hedra, Gatetown’s second-best witch perked in her chair and looked abstractedly out the window. “Those runts would do a great job at making something out of rocks.”

“They do. But do you have any idea what happens when you point a dwarf at a metal wizard?” Henna replied quietly, wincing a little. “And let them get together regularly? Instant forge, experimental-wizardry dwarf objectives. It isn’t pretty, trust me. They’d never get anything but magic done out there.”

“So what is he building? A kitchen or a lab?” There was honest curiosity from the youngest witch Mel. She wrinkled her nose at Henna. “Is that why Aaron’s not here today?” Looking about carefully, Mel seemed puzzled. “And where’s the old witch and Harvey? In the bushes again?”

“I told Aaron to take his projects outside and not wreck Harvey’s home. His new place still looks like a workshop, actually. It’s out in the hills.” Henna grinned and sipped tea. It was a witch-to-witch tea, and loaded with things ordinary mortals never heard of. Ghost-oil was the least of the ingredients, and special. “Whatever it is, I’ll see it again today. I’m supposed to bring him lunch, you can hardly pry him away from the place anymore. He even sleeps there occasionally.”

“Harvey and the old witch are out herbing at witch’s mountain?” The question was routine. The old witch of the mountain loved her herbs and being a native girl, had no problem going out to get them fresh off the vine. Harvey was less enthused about camping in the great outdoors but usually accompanied her anyway. He still thought his old girlfriend was a good time.

“Ha. Not a nursery. The louse.” Number-two witch Hedra sounded off in gloomy satisfaction, heaving her chest a little. Men-fold being dirty rotten menfolk was one of her favorite complaints.

“Like I said, I don’t think he knows what he’s building yet. It looks like a wizard’s tower, a little. He just threw a lot of time and energy into moving stones around and it ended up looking like one.” Henna grinned happily. “Or at least that’s what’s coming out of this. Maybe.” She added, sipping more tea.

“A war-room, then. Ha, instinct. Men!” The chest got heaved again, point proven.

Mel shot Hedra dirty look. “You don’t need the nursery till later, Hedra. When the kids are big enough to need locking up, being tied down or staked out in the yard. Trust me.”

That was unkind. The youngest witch was curvy and had always been popular. Mel also had a husband and three children of her own, something the Hedra hadn’t managed yet. Hedra’s choice of boyfriends had always run away, some sooner than others, but they’d always left town looking both harried and fairly relieved after a few weeks of her company.

“We have bigger problems that mystery buildings anyway. The trolls in town this week, for instance.” Henna sighed and blinked at Mel. Mel got the bar-room brawl traffic from the Inns, markets and tavern, so she had most of the traveler news. Her grounds were lower-town, the slums by the river.

Mel shrugged and didn’t seem concerned. “They’re here. That’s all I know.”

“Same here.” Hedra added carefully. Hedra the middle herb-witch was like Henna; she had families to take care of. Old folk whose bodies refused to function, kids falling from trees and water-rashes. She just did it for Henna’s political enemies, or the enemies of Henna’s usual clients.

Most of the merchants and bandits from outside town came to Henna, her brother included. Almost half of town did come to her shop for the healings their own families couldn’t do. Antidotes were a very popular, as poison was a common complaint with the richer families.

Some of it even came from their enemies. Some of it came from Hedra. Most of it, as usual, was local efforts.

“Me either. I don’t know who hired the trolls, but somebody got them to come to town.” Mewling a little, Hedra got back into gossiping about plotting in general. “They might be after dwarves, your pet dragons, or the gate. Treasure gets all kinds of men out, even if they’re trolls.”

“It isn’t the gate they’re after.” Braids got picked up and toyed with as Henna stared at Hedra. “The gate only works if you can sing it into working now; so far only dragons can. The dragon-kits aren’t interested. You should know those pups are anything but pets, too.” Both the younger witches looked askance at Hedra, who seemed a little embarrassed.

“If any families are planning a move with trolls, your bandit relatives would be their first target.” Hedra snapped, a little upset. “Or the natives, whoever got them here. Maybe the dwarves hired them. Anyway, no one is telling me anything.”

“There are still lots of trolls coming into town, right? Maybe they’re after Aaron.” Henna sighed unhappily. “Magic swords are rare. More than local nobles want one and after the dwarves, hitting on a metal-wizard is a good second choice.”

“If you can’t steal one first. Money enough to hire trolls means money enough to bribe dwarves with. Or thieves, or buying one out right. I can tell you trolls fight dirty.” Mel offered quietly. “This isn’t a fight for honor or glory, they want cash. And booze.”

“We have to find out what they’re here for, other than as labor-crews. I hear more of them are camping outside town.” Henna mused to herself. “That’s bad news. They might be dangerous to anyone trying to travel thru.”

“Out in the grass eating prairie-dog and snake? No wonder they’re in a bad mood.” Hedra grumped, still squirming. Everyone knew one of her client-families was ambitious and with some of them being a death-cult, won’t be disturbed about employing trolls to further their goals. They’d already tried off-world demons once. It hadn’t turned out well for them, as half of the town had gotten burnt down. Their half, fortunately. It was still being rebuilt.

“Trying to survive on field-mice, ew. Merchants, bandits, wandering dwarves and children are also on the danger-list, or will be soon.” Mel pouted again. “But first the news. I have some fresh cress to share!”

The squealing and giggles from all three covered the looks that got passed around as the witches silently discussed town problems.

***

“A troll, a dwarf and a bandit? Aaron, what are these people doing here?”

“Working.” Brushing dirt off a sleeve, Aaron shifted his wizard’s staff and tried not to look proud of his messy construction site. Henna looked around the bustling hodgepodge and sighed wearily. There was nothing that looked like a building in sight yet. “They showed up here this morning. This is their try-out.” Aaron added hopefully.

There were a few saw-horses, piles of rocks, lumber, sawdust, a couple roaming bodies and lots of dirt spread around. There was not enough lunch for everybody in her basket, and that was the least of the problems Henna could see.

“The sad thing is, everyone here thinks they’re running the whole show and you can’t do anything without them all.” The grand gesture from Aaron at the scurrying crew did not reassure Henna. “The bandit finds good rocks. The dwarf shapes them; he has a secret glue he calls c-ment. The troll puts them into place.”

“Where? You do what, manage this?” Automatically cataloging bangs, bruises and various other injuries on various bodies, Henna sighed. Boys would be boys, but did they always have to bleed so much while they were having fun?

“I designed it. There are drawings for your storage-room, Henna.” The snort from the dwarf pounding rock was audible to them both, but contained. He did not look up from where he was pounding, chipping rocks into shape.

“Storage? A pantry? Where’s that?” Henna looked vaguely interested.

“In the basement. Along with the secret escape tunnel, root storage and a forge for heat.” Aaron dug enthusiastically in a robe pocket till he found a sheaf of parchments, then thumbed thru them till he found the right one. “Down is the only cool, dark spot, really. Then there’s my study…”

“Ah. No nursery?” Henna asked archly.

“Hey, good idea.” Aaron said enthusiastically. “Something for the second floor.”

“Kitchen?” Henna went on, a fixed look on her face as she glared at Aaron.

“We can add one out back.” Aaron mumbled, starting to look embarrassed. “Better air there. But look, the front rooms! One for your clients, one for mine!”

“Bedrooms.” That was a flat comment. Henna didn’t even look up at Aaron, she was busy watching the massive troll heave a huge chunk of stone into place. It was an impressive sight, as the rock weighted about 500 pounds and the troll was holding it under one arm. Then the plan became clear. At least one of the semicircular walls was waist high and encircled an area big enough to hold the whole shop they lived in. The wall itself was less impressive. It looked like thick, low garden fence so far.

“Bedrooms? Up in the cool evening breezes.” Aaron went on guiltily, hurriedly scratching more notes in one corner of the parchment. “The top of the tower is our study.”

“Your study. I work in a kitchen, remember? Herbs? I’m a tea-witch.” Henna sniffed at the dust in the air. “And we can cook on a forge, Aaron.”

“Dragon landing-pad?” Henna added as Aaron went on hastily scribbling notes. “A high one, please. The roof would be best. Big enough for two, while you’re at it. A garden? A well?”

“A bathroom?” She finally asked as Aaron got more and more embarrassed. He sighed and finally put his pen down, looking frustrated.

“Over there.” He grumbled, pointing. “Do not use the trench just after the troll does. Or the dwarf or the bandit, for that matter.” Aaron sighed and smiled at his redheaded girlfriend. “Pray for rain first, in fact. Maybe you should stay a while, Henna.” He started weakly, looking at her morosely. “I’ve got a design for shelves for my study. The dwarf says it’s best to get the wood in now while they’re rebuilding in Holmwood. Getting supplies will be easier.”

“Gatetown.” Henna corrected absently. “I’ll mention that to Harvey. We’ll need a yard for children to play in, too. Shelves and cupboards in the kitchen and pantry. Lots of storage shelves downstairs, jug-size. Pegs near every door.”

“Don’t worry, Aaron. There’s a ley-line just over there, the next hill. Where you’re getting your rocks from. Nice rock. This’ll be a good witch-tower too.” She dimpled at him happily. “Or so the ghosts tell me.”

“How did you get all these people here? Hey, I know him! Hi, Rontar!” Henna waved at the bandit furtively scuttling around. It was someone from her home-village and Rontar looked slightly out of place here. “What are you doing here?” She called at him. He nodded at Henna, blushed and tried to get out of sight again without answering her.

Henna’s home village was full of bad bandits being worse farmers trying to raid merchant caravans. And since they normally lived in tents, also being bad tradesmen. Building anything was not their strongest point. Not many bandits had any strong points at all except bragging, she remembered idly. Unless you counted trying to sneak into gardens.

“Got caught in the wrong tent with the wrong daughter and with some else’s gold.” The dwarf answered absently from where he was pounding rocks to fit into the wall. He inspected one carefully, slapped gook on it then glanced at the spot in the wall he wanted to place it in. “Or so he says. There.” He mentioned to the troll and pointed, who lumbered over and took the rock from the bench. Rontar started heaving another rock into place for the dwarf to pound. “Wet side down this time, OK?” The dwarf called after the troll.

“The troll limps.” Henna noted carefully, watching him. “His story is?”

“Lost a fight. Can’t go back till he’s healed enough to fight again, finish the fight or something like that.” Plans were in Aaron’s hands again and he was studying them intently. “Troll stuff. The dwarf mixed trades and got banished. A mason doing carpentry is illegal, or something like that. For money, anyway. You know Rontar, do you?”

“Ha. And your news? Your girlfriends are still running what, who and where, specifically.” Aaron started looking over the top of his parchment at Henna, a small smile on his face.

“At home, and busy. Working hard. Men are all the same. Gossip, plot, brag, fight. We divide up credit, responsibility and blame instead.” Henna answered snippily, with a happy flounce at him. “We also heal the broken.”

“And divide up work, costs, projects and credit first if you can manage it.” Aaron grumbled unhappily. “Your projects! I’d still be digging potatoes if I was in town, right? Or in on the new-home spelling bees.”

“We’re a little worried about the trolls. There’s more of them every week.” Henna smiled up at her boyfriend. “Mel is making lots of chicken fixing broken arms and jaws. So am I.”

“Gatetown is infested with trolls, got it.” Aaron mumbled, still reading. “Heavens. Me too.”

“There was one memorable bar-fight that got all three of us called out to patch up the survivors last week.” Henna informed him quietly. “In the middle of the night. It took hours.”

“Payday, I betcha.” Aaron nodded, more to himself than anyone else. “You see how this troll works, Henna? We’ll need a few of them to get the town rebuilt before winter. Lots of them, in fact.”

“We know. How do you feed this crew, Aaron?” Henna finally asked in disbelief. “And with what?”

“We pack lunches, miss. Big ones. Room at a nearby farm; we help with chores there too.” The dwarf answered her happily. “Good eating on a farm. We sleep in the loft. Even the troll is happy.”

“The farm is nearby, that’s where I met these guys, hunting rocks on the way in. I sharpened a few blades there, found a few lost pins and promised them you’d stop by and look at an ailing cow today.” Aaron answered sheepishly.” And the children. Thanks for reminding me, I’d almost forgotten about that last part.”

“Children? What’s wrong with them? Drat, I brought bandages, not herbs. Oh well, I suppose I can make do with what I find between here and there.” Henna grumbled, looking pleased. “We have neighbors?” She asked Aaron seriously. “What are they like?”

“Farmers. Six kids, fairly close-by. Lots of chickens. The local midwife, in fact. She does cows too. You might come find out for yourself.” Aaron reluctantly put his papers down and started peering off down a bush-trail. “Come on, I’ll introduce you. Rolling rocks to the dwarf is tiring, an afternoon off would be nice.”

“Ha. Slacker. After only an hour or two of it? And you singed your beard recently, Aaron. What magics have you been trying?” Henna asked suspiciously as the two of them started bumbling off, arms wrapped around each other’s waist. “Just what did the dwarf talk you into this time?”

“And how is your staff? You know that’s how the dragons find you.” She added, studying the singed beard. It wasn’t bad. Aaron had been trying wizardry again, probably showing off for his new help.

“I haven’t gotten pinged by the kits recently. I think they found a new way to play with the gate.” Aaron tapped without looking, his staff hard. It usually was leaning on the wall if not in his hands. He always knew where the staff was these days, he said the new dragon library was always nattering. Sometimes it did dragon-song, too. Having dragon-pups fly by make it bounce too.

“The gate calls to them. I just hope the gate isn’t calling to anyone like a music-hater.” Henna mentioned quietly. “We have enough strangers in town right now.”

“Never mind. If the gate is calling music-hating dragons we’ll hear about it soon enough.” Henna cuddled into Aaron another second, then pushed him towards the trail. “Introduce me to our neighbors now. I want to know who we’ll be living with.”

“Yes, dear. Lemme get sorted first.” Aaron finished stuffing his papers away and after a few short words to his work crew, went back to Henna.

***

“That’s a troll camp down there, a big one.”

The old witch of the mountain kept her head just above the grass and looked suspiciously upwind at the rolling prairie. “Lots of trolls, you can smell them.”

“What I smell is a garbage and a cook-pit. Phew. We need some rain around here.” Harvey scratched a bug-bite on his arm from where he was still standing behind the old witch and looked bored. “Lots of it, in fact. Trolls. Twelve thousand years of gang-wars, bah! As a group, they don’t leave anything but rubble behind. Not a great import. Come on witch, let’s get moving. We don’t have all day. The store still comes first, you know.”

There was an answering snort from the grass in front of him. “Your bookstore? Don’t make me laugh, merchant. Wizard apprentice journals. There’s no market for failed apprentice staffs, either. You haven’t sold even one tour of the new gate to anyone yet.”

“But I do own some of the wood those trolls are nailing into place in town. If it came in and hasn’t gotten stolen by dwarves yet.” Harvey looked towards town. “Come on, people are spending money while we chase leaves and twigs. Let’s get home.”

At the mention of leaves, the old witch pulled something from her satchel and started munching it. Harvey shifted the pack on his pack wearily, eyeing her like he expected the old witch to start cackling and try to fly away.

You never did know what the old witch would do when she got into the herbs. Once she’d sat and talked to a rock for a couple of days; and refused all efforts to get her away from it, too.

“They might be buying those twigs soon enough. Trolls like a couple of these herbs. I wish I’d known they were coming.” The old witch got up out of the grass and started pulling Harvey in a new direction. “Come on, slow-poke. We have another bush to molest now.”

“No. I’m still sore from the last molesting. You scratch and so do those damn bushes.” Harvey sighed and trudged after his girlfriend willingly. He liked some of her herbs too, they made him feel young again. “Will there be any money in this, old woman?” He asked.

“Lots, if what I’m thinking of is blooming.” The old witch grinned happily and seemed gleeful. “Those rotten street-kids of Henna’s will be getting wet collecting it, I think. Oh well, they need the wash.”

“No swimming, we cross the stream at the rapids. Or find a raft. I’m packing, remember?” Harvey was not pleased at the direction they were traveling in, but reluctantly followed the old witch. “And no telling those rotten kids anything, they’ll sell to anybody.”

“So? So do we.” The witch snapped back.

“That’s different. We make the money then.” Harvey grumbled. “Some, anyway.”

“We always get cut on price, home-make-dos, somebody with stuff that works better and politics.” The old witch seemed tired. “Learn to live off problem-solving, Harvey, not noise.” She added absently.

“Ha. Noise is what those kids make when you catch them at something. I’ve never heard better stories.” Harvey groused, annoyed at something. “I heard one of them claim to’ve invented wheat last week. Inventive bunch, including how much change they get for the herb-weights.”

“You like to deal. I hate dealing with tooth-aches. You’ve belted one person with a rock, you’ve belted them all.” The old witch liked to cure something once then drop the grind on anyone who’d deal it. This argument was years old and still going on. Bickering happily, the two elders disappeared into the grass, leaving the troll camp and it’s drifting smoke in the ravine behind them.

“Be careful, old woman. You aren’t going to give the trolls something they’ll start breaking in to get more of, are you?” Harvey asked carefully as they strolled away. “An oversized desperado that really needs to talk to you in the middle of the night isn’t on my list of things to put up with anymore. Trolls can go thru walls, you know.”

“Hey, good idea. Most don’t farm at all. Takes too much time.” The old witch nodded to herself absently. “You’re right. This troll-juice might need a little preparation first.”

“Prepping a perp. Oh, dandy.” Harvey grumbled to himself. “Just point your clients away from me this time, would you? I need my sleep these days.”

***

“Hey, fella. Drain, romp and afterglow tonight?”

“Yahoo. I’m in. Especially the romp part.” Aaron looked Henna over carefully, eyebrows raised. “Err, if you up for it, that is. You’re awful randy for a pregnant person, Henna. Is this OK? You over-stimulated or something again?”

“No, just lonely. Harvey and the witch are out herbing again and the house is empty. Other than that, I’m fine. Will be for months. You’d need another foot of dork to bother me even then.” Henna sighed and pushed Aaron back towards his tower construction-site. “Ha. You go get some work done now, wizard. From the size of that thing you’re building, it’s gonna take years to finish.”

“Yeah, I’m over-compensating.” Aaron looked over his girl in confusion. “You don’t mind if I sneak in late?”

Henna laughed, then settled into happy giggles. “There’s no problem with that, wizard. Listen, I’ll tell you a secret. The cat always lets me know long before you show up at the door.” The grin on her face was half-swallowed, but still there.

“By the time you get anywhere near me, I’ve been awake long enough to make tea, perfume the bedding and heat some water to wash you in.” She wrinkled her nose and hit Aaron again. “You come in smelling like you’ve been working on a construction site all day, stupid. Usually.”

“Romp.” Aaron panted a little and tugged Henna’s braid gently in a goodbye hug. “Ohboy. System-two? Or Rocky, Sandy, Herb and Ping from the work-site?”

“Nope.” Henna leaned into Aaron and whispered into his ear for a moment. Aaron blinked and swallowed hard. “You really need some better communication skills anyway.” She finished, hitting him gently again. “Ka-push, focus, let go, trade. Four steps. Start ka-pushing early. Now, for instance. And don’t fuss when I tell you to do something again, OK?”

“Yeah. Why did I carry an armload of firewood into that kitchen back there anyway? Then get kicked out like that?” Aaron grumped, nettled.

“Because you’re a neighbor, not a guest. Guests get served, neighbors help out.” The mock glare at Aaron had some high eyebrow in it. He enjoyed the attention. “And you don’t need to hear any more girl shop-talk, wizard. She is a midwife, remember? Even if it’s mostly cows.”

“You aren’t a cow, that’s for sure. Were her kids OK?” Aaron asked as Henna thought shop and almost ignored him.

“Fine. Mild cases of cow-pox. That’ll make every other measle a lot easier on the kids, nothing more.” Henna sighed happily. “Stop that. How was the barn, wizard?”

“I know where the farmer hides his coins now. When he has any. Other than that, there isn’t enough metal in that place to make a spare nail.” The hug with Henna was gentle and promising. Aaron patted various spots approvingly. “Your herb-pack is worn down, witch. Was there anything else going on in there?”

“There’s always lots of banging around on a farm. Mica appreciated the med supplies.” Henna kissed Aaron on the cheek then shoved him towards his tower. “That’s her name, Mica. Remember it. Go now. I’m going home to put the kettle on.”

“C’mere, get away, kiss me first.” Aaron glared down at his witch, perplexed. “I’m starting to hate women now, did you know that? They’re confusing.”

“All part of our charm.” Henna said lofty, inhaling a little. “A confused male jumps faster when he finally does recognize a clear signal. Works harder, too. All part of the plot.”

She squirmed away and moved back down the path. “You can come home early, if you like.” Henna husked over her shoulder, blinking slowly at him and making Aaron glare at her again. “There’s chicken for supper.”

She giggled and tossed a small bottle at Aaron from her med-kit. “Give that to the troll for his leg first. Smear some on, it’ll help. The rest of it is for any other cuts and bruises around here.”

“Fine. I grunt, I’m going back to the school of glaringly obvious hard knocks. It’s simpler.” Watching Henna disappear, Aaron groaned, thumped his staff a few times on the ground and headed back to the work of moving uncooperative rocks. There was no way of telling how much his new crew had gotten done without him watching them.

“Nice to see you again.” The dwarf asked as Aaron stumbled back on site. “Boss.” Thinking about ka-pushing had distracted Aaron and there were a few tussles with bushes that’d slowed him down a little. Pleading for mercy from a bush was fairly undignified for a wizard but the noises he’d made had let everyone know he was coming. The site did look busy now.

The dwarf was still pounding rock and from the looks of the pile beside him the troll had been helping carry more in. Rontar was beside the small, gnarly dwarf, collecting gravel. Aaron passed the salve to the troll and told him to put it on his leg. The troll reluctantly did, then passed the bottle around. Cuts, smashes and various bruises all got dabbed before it ran out.

“Nice girl you got there. You gonna ask her to marry you?” The dwarf grumbled as various scrapes, scratches and the usual waps of masonry got put to rest.

“Already have. She said no. Something to do with giving birth first, I think. It proves she’s gonna be a good wife to her people.” Aaron looked the rest of the site over. His tower was growing, but as Henna had said, not very fast. It would take years to finish at this rate. “Then we get married. Or run off, or something. Maybe I’m supposed to kidnap her, I forget. Maybe I should ask Rontar, they’re from the same camp.” He added. “She’s said she’d let me know anyway.”

“You did run off. If the dowry is big enough it’s party-time.” Rontar the bandit stopped his rock rolling and grinned at Aaron. “And if she says yes, naturally. Then a week or so of naked camping off in the grass. If you’re lucky you get a dowry. From whoever has money, your dad, her dad, whoever. You married her brother to the mountain witch, didn’t you? Him, maybe.”

“New families don’t care where the money comes from, they always need some.” Rontar added. “Tents aren’t cheap anymore.”

“The witch did it, I had nothing to do with that marriage. Swell. Say, is there any way to build this thing any faster?” Aaron asked the dwarf carefully. “It’s gonna take ‘way too long to finish.”

“Sure. Put more people on it. Use smaller rocks and more c-ment. Forget about plugging leaks. Cut the height down. Don’t dig a well, cellar or escape tunnel.” The dwarf didn’t even look up from where he was hammering rocks into shape. “Work harder. Two mason’s would be the fastest way, other than building a tower that looks like cheese and would probably fall over in the first strong wind.”

“Most people just get the first floor done, then add as best they can.” He finished. “Wooden sheds built around a strong-house. A block-house to built to withstand bandit attacks, kinda thing. Wood is fairly easily replaced if someone tries to burn you out, right?”

“Still take a hundred years to finish.” That remark was from the troll. Aaron blinked at him in surprise. The troll rarely bothered to speak at all, other than to grumble and curse at his injured leg. He looked a little happier now after Henna’s salve had worked on it, but it was hard to tell with a huge troll.

“Get another mason. The strong house be done in one, membe two months.” The troll finished in a low rumble, looking the rock supply over. “A troll quarrying rocks, another carrying, finish it all in a month.”

“He’s right. It’d help. A well will take a while, the tunnel longest.” The dwarf agreed, after looking the tower over with a critical eye. “Even if they’re the same thing.”

“My name is Cerberus.” The dwarf finally said quietly. “How much do you want to pay for another mason, wizard?”

“My name is Aaron, not wizard.” Aaron grumbled as he slowly stretched out various sore muscles. Carrying rock was hard work. Rolling them was just as bad.

“Mine is Holt. Sparkle Holt.” The troll offered. All three men nodded at him. “Rontar.” The bandit said to no one in particular, joining them.

“I have relatives in town. Some of them owe me favors.” Cerberus the dwarf added darkly. “Big ones. I can cut my commission down a little to get another mason here, if you want.”

“Getting a dwarf to work a metal-wizard’s tower shouldn’t be all that hard.” Aaron mentioned sarcastically. “If the work picks up, I should have time to work some ore.”

“They’d have a forge built tomorrow if you offered that, but most need wages more than they need magic.” Cerberus spat off to one side. “Masons don’t do metal work anyway. It’ll take some dealing. I’ll go into town and see what can be done tonight, how’s that? Say, a sword and two knives if we’re done in a month? Other than that, two magic knives.”

“Me too.” Holt said quietly. “Two knives magiced up. One to each troll. See who’s arguing with who in town now. There might be somebody who’d like working out here instead fighting every night.”

“Probably is.” He added as everyone looked at him. “Trolls make lousy bosses. They have too much fun beating people.”

“Hand me the finished swords first, I have no spare metal. Clean ones, no dwarf magics on it, and I’ll wiz them for you. Never-dulls mixed with a never-breaks.” Aaron said carefully. “I could have them done before you are, if I’m lucky. When’s the new moon? Never mind. You want specials, you lose a knife.”

“I want a magic knife.” Rontar stuck in looking sour. “Any kind will do, I have a buyer already lined up for it.”

“Hand me a clean one first. Metal, remember, not stone. One the owner won’t want back as soon as he finds who took it.” Aaron added to Rontar, glaring at him. “Wages on completion, right?”

“Remember, cabbage, turnip stew, cheese lunch and porridge for chores.” Aaron added to them all. “Maybe loft-space to sleep in. You make your own deals with the farmer.”

“Good food. Better than rat.” The troll grumbled happily. “And cattail, any day. Bull-rushes and toad-stools make poor eating. Another troll be here tomorrow.”

“And my girlfriend promised me a chicken dinner tonight.” Aaron mentioned happily, looking towards the town. “So let’s get some rock up now.”

“I’ll need more c-ment.” Cerberus grumbled quietly, looking into a bucket by his side. “Holt can crush more gravel for me. I’ll pick up lime tonight. Unless you know where there’s a pile of old bones I can bur… Err, magic up.”

“Nope. Not yet.” That came from the troll and he seemed deadly serious about it. Both Aaron and Rontar winced. Trolls and old bones were a fairly common story told to children. Trolls that collected old bones were fine by them. Fresh ones were a little more iffy. From the sounds of Holt right now, a lot of it was true.

“I’ll go get more water.” Rontar offered, rubbing his back. “For drinking. And mixing.”

***

“And in darkness met, brother.”

“Death becomes us all, Master.”

“What is it this time, apprentice?”

“The trolls want bones, master. Old ones. They want to be paid in old bones for this task of yours, master. A hundred weight.”

“We can do it. Clean out the sacred sacrificial pit in front of the altar and pay them in old bones, if that’s what they want. When they’ve finished the job, that is.”

“They want to be paid half in advance for getting the Angel here.”

“Give them a third. Offer them their choice of what’s left in the pit if the job is done and the Angel comes.”

“I’ll try. Die well, master.”

“And haunt better, brother.”

***

“Wow. These trolls are really getting the town rebuild fast.”

The old witch of the mountain hobbled along the mud and cobble street like an old lady on her last legs. Harvey knew from experience that the hobble was covering a five step wind-sprint that’d easily over-take any street urchin around, if need be.

“It needed it.” Harvey said quietly, looking around and trying to spot a few friends who could give him the latest news. “The dwarves are really the ones making it move, tho. Look at them slap bricks in.”

“And here it is, home at last. My little shop.” Harvey looked over the small building in the town square fondly. “Man, I’m glad the fire stopped over there. I would not want to try rebuilding right now. It’d cost a bundle.” He added worriedly. “Look, we even have some kindling left on the doorstep.”

“That’s scrap lumber. The kids are getting lazy and doing garbage collection, then selling it.” The old witch cackled happily and put both beady eyes on the house. “Humph. No smoke. No one home.” She wandered up to the door Harvey had opened and kicked the firewood bundle inside. “I wonder where Henna is?”

“Empty except for the cat. Hello, you great faker beast.” Harvey bent down, petting the purring striped cat currently winding its way between his ankles and rumbling happily. “I missed you too. How are the mice down there today? Extra plump and juicy?”

“Here, let me get those herbs into storage before they turn, merchant.” The old witch took the pack Harvey was shrugging off and opened it briskly. “Some of these leak oils that’ll ruin everything they touch. Their sap, too.”

“Never oil your cloth with this one, it’ll stain forever.” She cackled to herself as she placed a small bundle on the table. “Which won’t be long. It dissolves then.”

“Me included?” Harvey asked, suddenly trying to scratch an itch between his shoulder blades where the pack had been. “Hey!”

“Especially you. Well, your clothes dissolving, skin burning off and your muscles refusing to work anymore.” The old witch of the mountain cackled again as Harvey glared at her. “Itching, burning, pain, convulsions, death. There’s lots of poisons and things like that involved in witchery.” She added nastily to him. “This can’t be news for you, Harvey. Go wash or something if you’re worried.”

“Tell me about these little things next time.” Harvey grumbled, still scratching his back and glaring at her. “How many mules have you killed doing this, old woman?”

“‘Way too many. That’s how I found out about a lot of the poisons. Better the mule than me, I always say.” She answered, still unpacking things.

“OK, now I’m worried.” Harvey glared at the weeds getting pulled out. Some of them were wrapped, most only bundles bound with string.

“I need Henna, where is she? She knows where the herbs are.” The old witch grumbled unhappily. Harvey ignored her. Henna had been hiding her supplies from the old woman ever since they met, that was the only way to make sure there was anything left the day after the old witch found them. “Out at the fool wizard’s tower, I bet.” The old witch grumbled on.

“Go on, get out. You go find your boards, Maybe they’re baking somewhere.” She told Harvey. “See what the prices are like. Maybe you’re rich again.”

“Good idea.” Harvey stopped scratching and preened in a mirror for a moment. “A quick look around town won’t hurt at all. I’ll ask the kids who’s doing what out there.”

“And who hired the trolls, who they’re working for and what the dwarves lurking around think is valuable in our peaceful little place.” The old woman added. “We need to know if we’re a target yet.”

“Yet?” Asked Harvey as he stopped at the door. “What makes you think we’re going to be a target for anyone?”

“Bandits, stupid. Think metal-wizards, witching herbs, old books, magic swords. Any of them would be a great treasure, stupid.” The old woman mumbled. “Then there’s what people will tell them to get them pointed at us, instead of them. Go find out what they think they know. We should be safe for a while yet.”

“I do have a shipment of cured beams on order. I wonder what it’ll take to get some out of the dwarves when it gets here.” Harvey sighed and headed out the door. “I hope Henna comes home soon too. I’m hungry.”

***

“So, old witch. You want to make some troll-bane.” Henna sighed and looked worried.

“Yes, lots of it. If they can’t stop sneezing we’ll be warned when they come for us.” The old witch rubbed her hands in glee. “It’ll sell well as a guard.”

“You think the trolls are after us?” Henna asked carefully. “Why?”

“If what Harvey tells me is true, they will, and soon. The dwarves too, the little runts.” The witch went on innocently. “According to some gossips, we have a dragon’s hoard in the basement here. Heaps and heaps of gold. Magic swords. Wizard staffs.”

“I wish. Both dwarves and trolls are too busy building and carting rock to think of burglary right now.” Henna protested, unhappy. “Fess up, old woman. You want trolls-bane to sell to the trolls, don’t you?”

“Of course. Add a little head-rush to the mix and the trolls will be lined up to buy it.” The cackle was insidious. “As long as the supplies last, that is.”

The gloat from the old woman was palatable and her beady little eyes got fixed on Henna. “I need some herbs from you. We’ll make both head-rush and bane. Everyone in town will be lined up at the door for something, especially when the building stops.” She said quietly.

“To outlaw it, demand all our supplies and hang us for selling it in the first place.” Henna sighed and narrowed her eyes. “And you want some for yourself, I can tell. No, I’m not doing head-rush. It’s too dangerous.”

“Not if you live in a tower trolls can’t break into.” The old witch snapped craftily. “One stuffed with dwarves. That’s the rumor I’ll be spreading if I don’t get what I want, Henna.”

“I wonder what the dwarves would like?” Henna started, more to distract the old witch than anything else. She ignored the old witch. Threats of murder, mayhem, catnapping and worse were always first on the old witch’s bargaining list but she rarely had the concentration to finish any of them.

“No head-rush. Some bane, yes that’d sell, but it’ll also stop the trolls from getting anywhere near what they’re helping build.” Henna sighed and put a finger to her lips. “Stupid, really. I’ll have to think about this.”

“We will not stop a troll raid with itching powder anyway. It might help a little, but we need far better defenses than that.” She added quietly to the old woman. “What else did you get out there this time?”

“Oh, a few for me, a few for you, and Harvey will love this one.” The old woman grinned again and looked upstairs, holding up a muddy root in one hand. “Seriously. He’ll love this. It’s fresh man-drake, something for the old men in town.” Waving another bundle from the pack, the old woman chuckled. “I plan to test it on Harvey tonight.”

“Thanks for the warning. I’ll find some sleeping powder so you two can play.” Henna didn’t seem worried about that root. “A little sleeping power for you and Harvey, lots for me. Aaron should be getting back here soon. Pardon me while I go put some water on and make dinner.”

The squeals of delight and wet, gorphing sounds the old witch was making told Henna that the old witch had found something tasty in the pack she’s forgotten about and was busy sampling things again.

Henna grinned. Harvey would be safe from her attentions tonight if it was any good, whatever it was she was currently eating. The old witch might end up howling at the moon instead if she wasn’t careful, tho.

Again. The neighbors did tend to complain about that, but you learned how to handle those things. The roof latch had defeated the old witch more than once before. Stairs were enough to do that most times these days.




chapter 2 dinner meet

“OW! Where did you get this crap?” Aaron choked on the drink Harvey had come home with and nearly spewed it all over the loaded dinner table. Henna gave him a dirty look.

“It was on special.” Harvey gasped, trying to force a sip or two of his own down from the smoldering goblet in front of him. Henna had eyed hers once, blown the smoke leaking from the cup away and refused to touch it. “You know I can’t pass up a bargain.” Harvey finished mournfully, staring at the spiteful brew.

“Next time, try to resist more. Woo, that stuff is wicked.” Blinking tears from his eyes, Aaron watched the old witch shrug, glug a mouthful and swallow it down cheerfully. “Is it intended for humans?” He asked, watching the old woman in disbelief. Her cup had been both smoldering acrid fumes and spitting sparks after she tapped a powder into it.

She seemed to think it was tasty. Henna had blinked at sparks, then ignored them. The two men followed her lead. The cat, being smarter than anyone knew, had disappeared when the old witch had pulled something from her pocket.

“Humans? Nope. It’s troll-mead.” Harvey answered, blinking his own tears away. “It’s the only thing there’s a lot of left in town. Dwarves had drunk the rest dry. There’s not a beer to be had, even green.”

“I can think of a lot of people that’ll get very unhappy about that.” Henna added, spearing a slice of chicken off her own plate.

“And a lot of people I could’ve made a fortune off of. The beams I ordered came in and they’re selling well at least.” Harvey grumbled. He hated letting these little things like money get by him. “I wish I’d thought of getting a few barrels of beer in, too.”

“Beams? I might need a few of them myself.” Aaron said quietly. “I’ve got crew out building the tower today. There should more of them tomorrow.”

“Oh? How are you paying for that?” Harvey asked, joyously concentrating on his own dinner. He smiled at Henna as he ate, as the old witch’s cooking was nonfatal but extremely suspect. So was his own. Harvey did like to eat, he just won’t put any effort into it. Stale, moldy sandwiches and leftover vendor food was his normal fare.

“Trading magic. Barter and I hump a lot of rock around myself.” Aaron chewed happily, staring off into space. “The troll says the strong-house will be done in a month, and the whole tower if the dwarf can get any help out there.”

“Troll? Dwarf?” Harvey looked suspiciously at Aaron. “Anyone else out there? Did you recruit some dragon-help too?”

“A wizard, a witch and a bandit. Maybe some farm kids.” Aaron went on happily. “All locals. Say, that dragon part might work out, thanks for suggesting it. The kits can tunnel thru rock like nobody’s business and I need a well dug.”

“The dwarf is cleaning up Aaron’s drawings, he’s here in town looking for some extra help right now. He wants lots of bones for some dwarf magic, too.” Henna mentioned. “They hold rock together or something. Do you know of any?”

“Supplies of anything? They’re all gone, same as the nails, carpenters, rocks, lumber and glass. I could make a fortune right now if I could melt sand clean.” Harvey groused, unhappily. “The smith is booked for the next few months doing nothing but remelting old glass. He’s running thru firewood like you would not believe.”

“Building is first but the second-biggest business in town is stealing rocks from each other.” Harvey added absently. “Guards are out at night protecting old bricks. The dwarves are desperately searching for any handy quarry right now.”

“And thinking about making it into a fort.” Harvey added darkly, stabbing into a bun with a grin. “They don’t trust the trolls and expect them to burn the other half of Gatetown down as soon as they’ve finished building this half.”

“I can think of a few eddies in the river that might’ve collected old bones. Near the rapid crossings.” Henna mentioned. “Just down from them. They’d be buried deep in mud, right?”

“Keep quiet about it. It is something to keep in mind if the dwarves really need lots of old bones. Buried won’t bother them. Trolls want them too.” Harvey mumbled thru a full mouth. “Why, I don’t know.”

“As long as they don’t start collecting fresh bleeding bone, we’re OK.” Aaron sighed and patted his stomach. “Henna, that dinner was a treat. How did you do it?”

“Fresh herbs and spices. The old witch brought a few useful items in this time.” She grinned at Aaron. “Now help me wash up, wizard.”

“The old girl? She not only earned her keep and she only tried to kill me a few times today.” Harvey mentioned, looking at his girlfriend. “Say, what did the miserable old bat get into this time?” He asked suspiciously as the old witch just sat in her chair, studying the wood grain of her fork. “She’s being quiet for a change. Too quiet.”

“I should warn you. You’re going to be busy tonight, Harvey.” Henna giggled and nodded at the slowly emptying pack leaning against the wall. “If she doesn’t fall asleep first, that is.”

“She usually sleeps for an hour, then gets up to do some more. Trust me on that one.” Harvey grumbled, glaring at his girlfriend. “What did she get into?”

“Man-drake. Fresh Man-drake. Are you sure she didn’t slip you some while out in the bush? She’s not likely to pass up an opportunity like that.” Henna mentioned quietly, not looking at the menfolk. She hummed a little to herself.

“Ow. So that was it. Do you have lots of healing salve ready, Henna?” Harvey asked, after gulping a few times and glaring at the old witch. “She tends to get, well, fairly acrobatic at times.”

“Yes.” Henna smiled knowingly. “We’ve learned to have lots of it ready for you two. Afterwards.”

“It’s the screaming and begging for mercy that give it away.” Aaron added absently. “Yours, hers, the cat’s, the neighbors… It’s loud up there sometimes.”

“I know.” Harvey said quietly, looking at his girlfriend carefully. “She bites between tickles, you see. Hard.”

“Ow. I don’t need to know that.” Aaron mumbled, shuddering. “And stop giving Henna ideas, please. You going to need any help getting her upstairs?”

With that, the old witch came to life and grabbing Harvey firmly by the ear, yanked him in the general direction of the bedroom. He went, cursing all the way.

“Oh, I don’t think they’ll need any help.” Henna finished with a gasping kind of giggle. “And it’s time for your bath, wizard. Right after we do the dishes.”

“Ohboy, ohboy, ohboy.” Was Aaron’s only comment. He was listening to the struggles on the stairs, as it sounded a lot like the old woman was re-enacting ‘Remember the counter-top!’ for Harvey. In three-part harmony somehow.

“Honey, can you hum a little tonight?” He asked Henna absently.

“We can try harmony if you want.” Henna answered him, still giggling. “Now get over here and help me with this apron, wizard.”

***

“He is coming here, or so he tells us. Prepare for it.”

“How do we prepare? He’s an Angel of death.”

“Trivial. All that means is that those who are about to die are scared of him.”

“Trivial unless it happens to be your doom looking at you, master. People can see their death coming in him.”

“Some. If it’s due. Most think he’s doing it, the fools, but he merely releases them, starts them on a new journey, guides them. If asked to. Paid, maybe. Bribing death is a delicate and difficult task and I don’t recommend anyone trying it.”

“I see. If you see anything from him, death is stalking you?”

“Death is always due, apprentice. Some hide, some pray, some get their paperwork up to date. Some try to shoot the messenger. All of them die. At other times he has other abilities.”

“He is a saint, then.”

“A feared one, but most trolls are feared anyway. He is coming here now to bless out new church. Prepare something for him.”

“Yes master. What do I prepare?”

“A bed, food, cute trolls if such a thing exists, I don’t care. We must make him welcome. Find out what he wants and have it ready. Finish building the church if you can.”

“Yes, master.”

***

There it was again, that annoying sound. Far off in the distance, but clear pure tones. Very penetrating, very soft.

Very annoying.

The elder dragon did not like being chirped at this way. The song was cheerful to the point of being far too saccharine to be tolerated, happy to the point of mindlessness and reminded him far too much of his second mating.

She had been cheerful, too. Always. Insistently. And her dragon-song was joy personified, sonic sunshine. Totally maddening after a while.

Lately, there had been changes in melody of the gate song. Other dragons were now involved somehow.

The elder folded his ears back and tried to ignore the pest disturbing the darkness surrounding him. His rest was not to be disturbed. They had not earned his rage yet.

Yet. But the sound was beginning to grate on his nerves.

***

“I think we should kick the trolls out and keep the work for locals.”

Hedra looked annoyed with her witching sister and glared over her cup of witch-tea at the perky youngster. “No Mel, we really need to get the town rebuilt before winter. Just because your brother is a bricklayer who sees a couple centuries of steady pay getting tossed out the window right now is no reason to make more delays.”

“Rebuilding would keep a lot of people busy next winter!” The youngest witch replied hotly. Mel always protected her family, or tried to.

“Fed, maybe. Not paid.” Hedra seemed bored. “People are fed in Gatetown, remember? When was the last time someone offered you coin for your services like trolls do today?”

Henna made an effort to break the developing melee up before tea was split. “Ladies. We have problems. Let’s work on them and not fight.” Henna got ignored while bile flowed via hot looks. Being called out to patch over another bar-brawl gone bad last night had made all the witches very short on sleep and in a foul humor this morning.

The tea was hours late.

“A healthy, well-adjusted and popular troll is a menace to polite society. An unemployed troll is much, much worse.” Mel was grumpy as the brawl had been a nasty one. A couple of men were on enough painkillers to kill them right now and slowly easing towards the long sleep. They were not expected to recover from the beatings they’d taken. The troll who’d delivered it had good excuse, too.

The men had attacked him from behind, in plain view of everyone in the bar. The troll had promptly turned around slapped them to near-death. It was getting to be all too common an incident.

There was hardly a scratch on the troll.

“Trolls. I hear they’re got a bishop coming to bless the new church getting built. Something like a dread-lord to them.” Hedra seemed a little pensive. A holy man might be a threat to witches and herb doctors, even in her territory. “My sources say he’s doing an animal sacrifice to consecrate the new church. Something like a cow or a couple pigs.”

“Really? That’s not how I hear they open a church over there.” Mel was still being snippy. And her curves were bouncing still.

“Well, they aren’t using babies. That’s just gossip.” Hedra glared back. If there was going to be a fight today, she was going to be in on it in a serious way.

“Ladies!” Henna tried to recover some order in the klatch and worried that she couldn’t. There were too many personal issues on the table today. “We have other problems right now. The bone shortage, for one thing.”

“True. There won’t be any more dwarf c-ment magic without them.” Mel looked distracted and troubled. No supplies meant no one worked at all, ever.

“Bone-magic. Sounds like trolls, not dwarfs. It just slows them down. The stonework goes on, you just adjust to living in a pile of rocks heaped on one another and not glued together.” Hedra was nettled. “It works, it’s just bricks that don’t get used. Just bigger stones.”

“That’s the problem. Past foundations, it’s too slow. There’s a shortage of wood, too.” Mel was still fidgety. “That comes with living in a prairie. There’s a shortage of everything except sky here.”

“We still have to deal with a building slowdown that’ll put a lot of bored trolls wandering around town, making trouble.” Henna stuck in, trying to stop the fight from erupting again. “Drinking, if they can.”

“More of them are still arriving, too. And more armed dwarves. I hear the dwarves asked a big warrior to come visit. Someone who can take on wizards, trolls, dragons and holy-men.” Mel added her ration to the gossip pool. It was still way too shallow to make any serious waves yet, but it was adding up.

“That’s why the dwarves are arming up? Trouble. They don’t like tall people much to start with.” Hedra seemed disgusted. “And a troll bishop?”

“So what would we like to take on today, ladies? Building slowdowns? Bored trolls?” Henna smiled brightly and poured tea, smothering a yawn of her own. “Antsy dwarves? Unhappy locals? Bone shortages?” She went on happily.

Hedra had a thought and gave Henna a piercing look. “Old bones don’t fight back much. Does the old witch know where any old buffalo-kills are? Your native friend, the witch of the Mountain maybe? I hear they used to slaughter lots of them every year. There might be heaps of bones somewhere, hidden in kill-pits or something.”

Henna nodded thoughtfully. “I can ask. I don’t think it was anywhere around here, someone would’ve noticed it by now if they had. They used bone as buttons, tho.”

Mel smirked happily to herself. “Sending at least one group of trolls out to backpack bone in would be a blessing. The local ones would stay fresher and still in their original meat.”

“Or both. Let them fight out there.” Hedra agreed. “The trolls can dig their own graves, then fight over them. Your dragon friends, Henna. Can they help?”

“Are busy. Dragons are not the answer to everything, Hedra.” Henna shuddered and looked pained. “They’re hardly ever the answer to anything, really. Dragons have their own priorities and helping people isn’t one of them. Too many humans would kill a dragon on sight, or at least try to.”

“So we have a couple mystery visitors, a supply shortage and lots of bored trolls and dwarves milling around town. I say we send them out on a wild goose chase, looking for the lost Indian boneyard.” Hedra seemed happy with her plan.

“It might actually be there.” Mel added. “It would help.”

“Good. I think the old witch will be doing guide work and prairie tours for dwarves and trolls before the day is out.” Henna said slowly. “Let them bid on her secrets.”

“Harvey will be standing right beside her trying to sell them shovels and secret maps.” Hedra grumbled, unhappy. “And there’s no way to make sure the bone gets into buildings either. Trolls decorate with them.”

“Let the trolls pick their fight with natives. This sounds like a good plan to me.” Mel sighed and looked happy. “Digging pits sounds like dwarves to me, tho.”

“Done. Plan made. Now about these holy men coming…” Henna started offering a plate with cold buns and honey to everyone. “What do we do about them?”

***

“Harvey? He’s out dealing again.”

“It isn’t even noon out yet, Henna.” Aaron yawned and scratched happily. “But it was that or be a toy for the old witch, I guess. Say, where did she go this time?”

Henna smirked happily at her boyfriend. “I sent her out to find bones, Aaron. Places where buffalo got run off cliffs, into pits, river eddies, anything she could think of.”

Nodding absently, Aaron stretched a little. “Good idea. I’m heading back to the tower. I should find out if I get any help building today.” He added.

Red hair flashed as Henna cast a glance skyward. “Don’t count on it, Aaron. There’s a bone shortage, you might end up building a wood tower instead.”

Aaron snorted. “If we can get any wood. Harvey says there’s shortages of everything. Rocks we can find.”

Henna shot him a glance. “You sound confident about rocks. What are you planning and is Harvey in on this deal?”

Aaron nodded. “Of course. Selling rocks sounds like Harvey.” Then he glanced over at the door. “Lemme know if you talk the trolls into trying to dig up the whole prairie, dear. Or it’s just dwarves trying to put random holes all over. This could get interesting.”

“And you need some big rocks moved.” Henna blinked knowingly. “Want another troll or two out there, Aaron?”

“Yes.” Aaron was already stuffing his pockets with lunch, not minding the mess he was making. Henna sighed as the rest of breakfast disappeared. “A couple of them. Send them to Holt please. He speaks the language and I don’t.” Aaron added, heading to the door.

***

“Another mason, but no troll. This doesn’t help much, Cerberus.”

“It will, and more than you know.” The dwarf grumbled, nodding at his cousin. His cousin was bandaged a bit here and there and definitely looked worse for wear, but since dwarfs always looked that way they seemed indifferent to it. “Besides, I don’t do trolls. Talk to Holt about them.”

“No one wants to come out here. Big holy-man due in town, no one wants to miss that.” Holt the troll rumbled quietly. “Including me.” Was a reluctant addition.

“And there’s no c-ment left anywhere.” That was a flat statement from Cerberus. “Local bricklayers won’t even think of selling any of their stock and there’s almost none left anywhere in town. That’s why I got any help in the first place. There’s almost no work left going on.”

“It was difficult there. No old bones. No help. And no, we aren’t thinking of collecting fresh bone. Yet.” The dwarf shot the troll a dirty look. “Demand for c-ment is very high right now, Wizard Aaron. The death-worshipers have uses for bones and are collecting as much as they can. Something is going on.”
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