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Chapter 1 — Chief Concern

The new keepers of the work tokens had lost the keeper.

He sat where he had sat yesterday, his broad board on two low rests. The white-clay-knuckle man had enclosed the common roof pieces in a bark fold while the scarred-knee ash man had enclosed the carrying pieces in another. Everything looked tidy until the russet keeper held out his good hand.

“Which roof?”

The clay man opened his fold a crack.

“We'll tell them.”

“I have to put it on the board.”

“After we assign it.”

He closed the fold. Unga watched two hands hide the same answer twice, then looked for a seat.

The loose flat stone opposite the keeper put his knees near his chest, because chief concern apparently required sitting like a large, disappointed child.

“Open both.”

“People take them,” the ash man said.

Nim had once used a job twig to close a wrap. Shaped tokens had helped until a finished roof piece traveled home inside a repair roll. The next crew waited for work that had already happened.

The clay man pointed.

“They take those too.”

Peb looked up from the waiting rack.

“Their own packets.”

“Sometimes the wrong one.”

“Then they bring it back. You can't close the rack until you feel like letting them eat.”

Unga raised a hand before the men could turn Peb's tone into the problem.

“Show me what you want to close.”

The clay man fetched a light bark screen from his household craft roll. He set it across the waiting shelf, passed a short toggle through its loop, and turned it across the opening. His fingers tucked the toggle behind the bark.

“One of us stays,” the ash man said. “Food leaves when its mark leaves.”

“Whose food?” Kep asked.

“The waiting food.”

“Mine waits here.”

She reached past the screen. The clay man caught its edge, then looked at Unga.

Unga held out his hand for the toggle.

“Try it with work marks. Her food stays hers.”

He gave the toggle to Kep, who opened the screen, took her closed packet, and carried it home without waiting for either man to assign her a turn.

The ash man watched.

“You ask where things went. We could stop them going.”

“You could stop everything going,” Tam said.

“That's easier.”

Rok nodded over his empty carrying frame.

“It is. I've tried it lying down.”

Two jobs waited: the far watch needed its damaged light cover replaced, and the near relief needed its meal. Unga pointed.

“One morning. One of you stays here. The other works. Every person asks before taking a piece.”

“Food too?” the clay man asked.

“Kep just answered that.”

The clay man took the sitting turn while the ash man sorted cover lengths across the strip. The keeper kept his board open to returning workers.

Tak asked for the far-cover piece. Tam took the near meal turn. Yesterday's roof token emerged from the repair roll and went onto the board.

The clay man smiled as if his fold had gone into the roll and found it.

Then his gatherers called.

One needed the spare wrapping he had promised before they left. He stood, holding the closed fold, and called to the ash man.

“Your turn.”

The ash man had cover lengths spread around his knees. Three workers waited for his count.

“A breath.”

The gatherer waited. Her wrapping sat at the clay man's hearth while he held enough authority to prevent himself fetching it.

Grum arrived for the fuel piece.

“A breath,” the clay man repeated.

“I have those.”

“Wait.”

Grum waited. He could be remarkably patient when patience looked like someone else's fault.

At the work block, Tak found a split in the replacement panel's first light rib, so she sent Peb to return that material mark and fetch the sound spare beside the keeper.

Peb stood behind Grum.

“Same job.”

“Still ask.”

“I did.”

“I'm waiting for him.”

The ash man worked. Peb looked across at the busy hands, then back at the closed fold.

“We're asking the wrong shape of man.”

Tik touched his elbow before he described the right shape. She took the split rib and laid its fresh pale defect across the fold.

“This already stopped the roof work. Do you need to stop it again?”

The clay man shifted the rib and reached for a different token.

“Same piece,” the keeper said.

His good hand caught the man's wrist. The roof job was still waiting at Tak's block, not turning into a second roof because this one had become inconvenient.

Unga rose from his excellent thinking stone.

“Put it down. All of it.”

The folds opened on the board. Peb took the sound spare after the keeper marked the rejected rib. Grum grabbed his fuel piece and left before somebody found a way to make his permission expire. The clay man brought his gatherer the wrapping.

The ash man arrived with the finished cover lengths.

“You didn't let the change happen.”

“You were sorting,” Unga said. “He needed to leave. Three people waited for a hand neither of you had free.”

“Someone could replace us.”

“Who?”

He pointed to the keeper.

The keeper looked from his open board to their folds.

“I was here before you.”

Even Grum might have shut up at that, if he had been close enough to hear it.

The clay man flattened one fold into a shallow tray beside the board. Its low rim kept a fuel piece from rolling off when he put down the roof marks.

“Those apart,” the ash man said.

He separated carrying from roof pieces, leaving both within the keeper's reach. The keeper slid one beneath his good thumb and nodded.

“And when someone takes one and doesn't come back?” the clay man asked.

Unga looked at the frame blank he had meant to trim. The abandoned roof token in the repair roll still needed an answer.

“One of us goes to the job.”

“You?”

“Me first.”

Unga found the long-ear learner eating while a different fuel piece hung from the man's carrying band.

“Stack done?” Unga asked.

The learner nodded with his mouth full.

“Give me the piece. Show him after you've eaten.”

He nodded toward the keeper's stone. The learner unhooked the token and handed it over.

“That cost your legs.”

“They were available.”

“You could put them in a fold.”

“My ass would object.”

“It can ask before it leaves.”

Unga took the joke back with the token. The keeper left the work unfinished on his board until the learner ate, returned, and showed the stack. Unga's blank stayed rough.

Enk and Vek carried the sound short cover pieces along the level approach to Tak. Enk kept his scarred right calf off the steep return. At the low block, Tam tried the new calling gap from both standing places. A gust passed through, and the near watcher answered her.

The keeper's relief came before his meal. He looked over the waiting pieces, handed the keeper his food, and took the seated turn while the older man ate. The near watch's meal arrived with Tam.

The System counted the work.

Matched common tokens to real work and maintained access through staffed returns: Unga +210 EXP. Enk +180 EXP. Tik +160 EXP. Tak +190 EXP.
Unga — Level 25 | EXP 1690/2500 | HP 126/126 | MP 66/66.
Tik — Level 26 | EXP 1350/2600 | HP 114/114 | MP 110/110.
Tak — Level 27 | EXP 2240/2700 | HP 126/126 | MP 82/82.
Enk — Level 25 | EXP 50/2500 | Free points 2 | HP 144/144 | MP 50/50.


Enk lowered the wood. The numbers waited while he flexed his holding forearm.

Two points in strength would help him carry more. The calf beneath him had already objected to less. Two in endurance would give him longer steady turns, but his useful grip had also failed before when Hold Fast ran dry.

He had fifty MP. At three a hold, that bought sixteen uses with two left over. One point in ingenuity would make fifty-four: eighteen holds, once the larger pool filled.

Tak waited beside the screen with its last broad stop. Enk turned his palm up, then closed it around the plain fitting guide.

“One here,” he said, touching his forearm. “One for the hold.”

Unga leaned back.

“You've found two places that don't complain.”

“Wait.”

Enk — Level 25 | EXP 50/2500 | END 19 → 20 | ING 10 → 11 | Free points 0 | HP 144/150 | MP 50/54.


Enk bent his right knee. The familiar pull caught him before the calf straightened.

“That one isn't impressed.”

“Try the other end.”

Enk looked at Unga's thinking stone.

“Yours has had enough sitting for both of us.”

He planted his sound leg on the level work stone and held the guide beneath the light screen while Tak seated its last broad stop. The tremor that usually reached his holding forearm came later; she finished before he had to lower it.

Enk opened his fingers and worked them loose. The screen stood on its own small supports, its gap facing the calling line.

“Another bit,” Tak said.

“Later.”

He put the guide down instead of making his calf prove something it had never offered.

After his meal and one full guarded hour, the missing six HP and four MP filled to their new caps.

Enk — Level 25 | EXP 50/2500 | HP 150/150 | MP 54/54.


The other three remained full. Nobody had spent active MP or suffered a new wound. The ash man's spare fold lay empty beside the open tray; the clay man carried his little latch screen back to his craft pile.

Unga reached the blank.

Peb stood beside him with the fitted edge holder.

“You lost the morning.”

“Found some of it in a meal.”

Peb examined the rough wood.

“This cut can wait until the grain is checked.”

The clay man listened.

“Your son can keep the fittings,” he told Unga. “He is already yours.”

Peb's hand stopped on the wood.

Tik set her tool down.
Chapter 2 — The Heir Apparent Load

Peb slid the new token off the wood he actually wanted.

The frame blank lay rough on the common block. Beside it, the white-clay-knuckle man offered a broad piece he had cut before asking whether anybody wanted the job.

“All fittings. Someone has to keep them.”

Peb turned the token. Its notch could cover almost anything useful if held far enough from the eyes.

“Who made that?”

“I did.”

“Then you've already started.”

Unga laughed. Tik put her tool down.

“He makes the fittings,” the clay man told her.

“Some.”

“His father decides the work.”

“That doesn't make Peb's hands fit every job.”

He turned to Unga. Peb's jaw tightened as the three older faces began arranging his morning between them.

“Ask me.”

Tik stepped back. Unga took his hand off the blank while the clay man started again.

“Will you keep the fittings?”

“No. I'll make the low rests this needs. If they hold, use them. Don't put every broken roof in my lap.”

“Someone must—”

“Ask someone.”

The keeper smiled around his own cup. Unga enjoyed that sharp answer more when it was aimed elsewhere.

“Which load?” he asked Peb.

Peb brought the old guide from the work roll and laid out two short sound pieces left after the far-screen work. The rests would let workers park modest store-cover sections while repairing their feet. He put the cover's lower rib across the pieces to show where the shallow seats would go.

“Same ends?” Tak asked.

“Same height.”

“That wasn't my question.”

One piece carried a thick knot near its outer end, and the other had straighter grain. Peb marked the knot side with a dark cut.

Tik lent him a blunt wooden shape matching the cover rib. He checked it against his guide, then set his fitted edge holder at the block's safe side. Unga held the first piece steady from its uncut end.

“You could just make it,” the clay man told Unga.

“Have you seen me do that?”

Grum brought a leaf of small offcuts beside the block.

“He makes excellent large chips.”

“Go gather some.”

“Much easier when I stand beside you.”

Enk took the waiting cover frame to the flat working stone. The block stood behind it; open ground lay beyond the outer rest. He kept that side clear while Peb shaped the seats.

Pale curls fell beneath the stone edge while Peb held his thumb behind the separate stop. The knotted piece's grain rose under the guide, so he changed his grip and shortened the outer lip after a thin crescent broke away.

“Still enough?” he asked Tak.

She set Tik's blunt rib shape in it.

“For fitting.”

Peb returned the shape to Tik. The empty frame sat level on both rests, with its rib snug in each seat.

The clay man reached for his broad token.

Tik covered it.

“Wait.”

They set the weighted bundle on the frame to match a wet cover section while Unga stood beside Enk, clear of the open ground where it would fall.

Peb added the last small weight.

The knot-side rest rolled.

Its handsome upper seat tipped the frame sideways. The rib twisted in that seat, split Peb's shortened lip, and dropped with a hard clack.

Unga reached.

Enk caught his wrist before either stepped toward the shifting weights.

“Down.”

The frame lay where it could stop moving while Unga kept his hand beside his own leg.

Peb stared at the broken lip.

“Your father would have held it,” the clay man said.

“Then it would have been a different test.”

The strain in Peb's voice reached Unga harder than the crack as his son waited until the weights settled, then knelt and picked up the split piece.

Tik crouched beside him.

“Show me the bottom.”

“I saw it turn.”

“Show me what turned.”

Peb laid the knot-side rest upside down. Its foot had two low edges with a raised middle between them. The empty frame had settled on one edge before the larger load rolled it across the hump.

Tak placed a flat strip beside the foot. Daylight showed underneath.

Peb traced the shallow seat he had fitted so carefully.

“What touches the ground?” Tik asked.

He turned the piece back over and ran his nail along the split. It reached too far toward the middle.

“That one's spent.”

He set it aside and looked at the material pile.

Unga sat on his low thinking stone while the clay man watched him.

“You'll give him another?”

“He can ask.”

Peb went to Nim. She had reserved a broader short blank for her cooking-leaf rack. He showed her the split piece before asking for it.

She held her wood across both palms.

“My rack waits.”

“I can make the light strips from this.” He lifted the broken piece. “Two. The foot needs yours.”

“When?”

“Before the next meal.”

Nim glanced toward the clean leaves leaning beneath her hearth cover.

“Where do those wait?”

He fetched a wide clean mat and spread them on the dry inner shelf, outside the walking gap. Nim examined the shelf before handing him her blank.

Peb cut its foot first.

The underside met the flat guide, then the actual working stone. He pressed from both sides and marked the face that belonged underneath. Only then did he shape its shallow seat.

Peb left the different rests side by side on the working stone.

The weighted frame sat on them while Enk and Vek gave it the sideways push of a cover parked badly. Unga watched the broad foot. It stayed flat, and the other seat held without forcing its lip.

Tik wet the rib and seats with a little water from the work basin, after which the frame held through the same load and came off empty.

Nim arrived with the meal leaves while Peb was still inspecting the seats.

He lowered his tool.

“I haven't made your strips.”

“I can see.”

“Do you need them now?”

“I needed them when I told you.”

Peb glanced at Unga. Unga stayed on his stone.

The new rests went beside their waiting twig. Peb followed Nim to the low craft block and set a small practice block aside before cutting two light strips from the failed piece. The broken lip went to fuel.

He fitted the strips to her small leaf rack, and Nim placed the clean leaves on it and began her meal preparation.

She tugged the near strip once.

“That one stays.”

Peb nodded.

At the common block, the cover workers were waiting for him.

Tak pointed to the two rests.

“Which faces down?”

He showed the marked foot, then called the lower seats as Enk and Vek parked a real modest cover section. Their hands came clear. The rests held while the workers freed its old foot for repair.

Unga walked beside Enk after the piece came off again.

“You held me.”

“You were going to help.”

“I could have.”

“I know. That's why I held you.”

Peb checked both seats before they parked the section in the other direction, then touched the sound outer lip and let out a long breath when the load came off.

Unga grinned.

“That one.”

Peb looked up.

“That one what?”

“I'm proud of that one.”

Tik smiled at the rests, then at her son.

The keeper cut a narrow job piece for the two rests and this cover weight. Peb accepted it and kept their fitting guide while the broad token stayed on the block.

Taught a grounded fitting, proved the corrected rests and completed the material bargain: Unga +90 EXP. Enk +120 EXP. Tik +260 EXP. Tak +180 EXP.
Unga — Level 25 | EXP 1780/2500 | HP 126/126 | MP 66/66.
Enk — Level 25 | EXP 170/2500 | HP 150/150 | MP 54/54.
Tik — Level 26 | EXP 1610/2600 | HP 114/114 | MP 110/110.
Tak — Level 27 | EXP 2420/2700 | HP 126/126 | MP 82/82.


None had spent active MP or suffered a wound. Their pools stayed full. Peb put the fitting guide with the narrow piece, ready to check these seats before their next use.

At dusk, Tam arrived from the upper route with a bark sketch beneath her arm.

Peb held up his little job piece.

“Got a very small important job.”

She inspected the practice block he had kept beside it.

“It bit you first.”

“Only my opinion.”

“Those heal badly.”

He pointed to her sketch. A long line ran east beyond the familiar high turn, into a place he had never walked.

“What bites there?”

Tam folded the unknown end inward.

“I'll find out before I bring it home.”
Chapter 3 — Quarter-Century of Nerve

Tam put the retreat mark down before Unga finished drawing the route.

Unga compared the twig with her eastern route.

“We haven't gone.”

“Then everyone can still see it.”

Rok propped the empty frame beside him.

“I like this part. Very good at coming back before leaving.”

Peb and Tam were twenty-five now. Another wet season had passed, and Grum had decided he'd always expected them to be useful. Peb's cover rests still held after a year of ordinary lifting and roof repairs. Long binding fiber had grown scarce, so the second lane waited for timber they couldn't yet haul.

Thirty people lived at Uruk around four private hearths. Orr's old sleeping place remained empty.

Tam turned the bark toward Kep so she could study the divided eastern line. The high bend lay below both shoulders. She'd carried different loads through the known turns and taught two other people to read the closures. Kep, Rok, and Unga would follow her.

Enk stayed home.

He checked the frame with his daughter, then propped his plain staff beside the dawn watch stone.

“Your call.”

“Even if he wants the other way?” She nodded toward Unga.

“Especially then.” Enk grinned. “Been wanting someone else to enjoy that.”

“I am standing here.”

“Good practice,” Rok said. “Need that.”

Tik filled the bark carrier and the leaf-lined hide-shell from the clear morning seam. She covered each four-cup vessel for its own carrying angle because those eight cups had to supply one drink per scout at each of their two rests. Their root packet would feed them through the daylight trip.

Tak fitted the empty frame to Kep's and Rok's different reaches. One band caught beneath its cover lip during their familiar narrow-turn trial, so she shortened it before they left.

Unga tucked the newer club outside his band. The whole blunt knob sat close to his hand, with the wood no longer than his forearm.

Tik touched his wrist.

“Come back with the same number.”

“Of clubs?”

She held his eyes.

“You know.”

He nodded and followed Tam.

They crossed the high turn by the dark inner step. Below the saddle, the usual quarry branch went south. Tam took the higher eastern shoulder toward the reported pale stems.

At the last familiar rock, she made them turn around.

Rok groaned.

“Already?”

“Find it coming back.”

The pale stripe vanished behind grass when Unga turned to face the familiar rock. Kep found a dark tooth above it that showed from the return, so Tam scratched that onto her bark before they walked beyond the last known turn.

Low trees broke the wind into patches beyond the fork. A dry trough held old leaf stems beside the upper rock; green growth traced the damp ground farther down. Unga climbed toward a promising root mat until Tam's staff punched through it into a gap.

He stared at the little hole beside his foot.

Fine. The hillside had teeth too.

Tam crossed that step on her bark and led them onto broader stone above the green trough. Rok parked the frame below the steepest rise and climbed empty-handed before helping Kep bring it up.

Their outward rest came with a little less than half their daylight spent. Each drank one cup and ate roots. The first carrier emptied while Unga kept the covered second carrier beside his band, ready for the return.

Beyond the rest stood the long stems.

Kep smiled at a length that could finish a whole binding without another damned join.

“That one.”

Tam caught her wrist.

A stripped sheath lay tied to a raised branch above the uncut stems. Someone had worked here since the weather last darkened the blunt stick leaning beside it, because fresh pale wear showed across its rounded working end.

Unga put the covered return carrier on an open flat stone behind Rok. The root edge ahead dropped toward the green trough. They had one clear place to stand when voices reached them over the rise.

A woman came first with a half-stripped bundle pressed against her chest and one narrow pale ear poking through her fur as she climbed over the rise. A man followed with an old dark crescent around one eye and a plain branch leveled at Unga's chest.

“Leave it.”

Tam spread her empty hands.

“Haven't taken any.”

He glanced at the frame.

“Brought that.”

“For what we agree to carry.”

The woman set her bundle on the rise while her gaze stayed on the heavy club tucked against Unga's side.

“What do you agree with that?”

“Things that bite.”

The man's grip tightened. Unga kept his hands clear of the club. Apparently his mouth had brought the wrong tool.

Tam moved toward the open stone.

“Leave the frame here. Talk with nothing to fill.”

The woman let her hands leave the bundle.

“You know the stone place?”

“The quarry?” Unga asked.

“Below.”

“Worked there.”

“With her.” The man's branch shifted toward him.

Unga thought of the gray-chinned tool woman. These two belonged to a different argument: neither was one of her four, and neither had the old toll man's flattened nostril.

Tam pointed to the stems.

“Today, these.”

The woman wanted two prepared root packets for a modest bundle already stripped. Kep glanced over the fibers, then held out one finger.

“One packet. Mine. Smaller bundle.”

The woman's eyes narrowed over the offer, but the man pointed east before she could answer Kep's smaller bargain.

“Better patch. More for carrying.”

Long pale stems stood beyond a notch where the brown trail crossed toward a root shelf. Its smooth approach looked inviting after all that climbing.

Rok lifted the frame.

“Could see it.”

Tam knelt on sound rock and planted her staff on the first brown step. The soil held its tip until she pressed sideways, which broke a thin plate loose and sent wet red grit sliding across the smooth sloping stone underneath. A thread of water trickled from the opening, and the staff came back smelling cold and sour.

The man shook his branch toward the far stems.

“We walk there.”

“With that?” Tam pointed at the frame.

“Carry.”

He stamped the firm edge beside the broken crust, where his foot stayed put. Unga's gaze climbed past that narrow foothold to the higher stone beyond the notch.

He could reach that.

Plant a foot, lean over the notch, catch the stone. His long arm had carried him through worse. The pale stems stood beyond it in a glorious stretch with no little joins, no frayed ends, no reason to—

Tam laid the retreat twig across her bark.

“Back.”

Rok stared at the stems.

“All this way.”

“Four cups left. Four people to bring home.”

“Take a little.”

“From where?” Tam pointed at the wet trail, then the woman's bundle. “That? Or hers?”

The man stepped down with his branch forward.

Unga's hand opened beside his club. The flat stone lay behind them, with the root edge narrowing their space ahead. He could break the branch before it reached Tam.

She moved toward the carrier instead.

“Told us leave it,” she said to the man. “Left it. Let us leave.”

The woman caught the branch beneath his grip and forced its point down before he could swing it at Tam.

“Haven't touched anything.”

The point dug into the soil.

Hot breath filled Unga's nose. One blow would make that man stop pointing wood at people. A few words would make him understand who had let whom go.

Tam had room now.

Unga shut his mouth and picked up the covered carrier with both hands while Kep and Rok backed their empty frame along the stones Tam had just crossed. She came last and watched the strangers until the rise hid them.

Rok stopped at the first clear rest.

“Empty.”

Tam looked at the frame.

“Still four.”

He took a slow breath, then nodded and lifted his end.

The dark tooth showed above the grass when they reached the familiar return turn. Tam brought them over the broad rock below the crossed root gap. At the sheltered rest, each drank a final cup. Both carriers were empty now, and the farther fork would have to wait.

Unga fell in beside her after the last rough turn.

“Looking at the hold.”

“Saw.”

“Could reach.”

“And the other three?”

Kep and Rok worked the awkward frame down ahead. Unga looked from their feet to his own hand.

“Counting a different thing.”

Tam tapped her bark.

“The thing I took out.”

They reached Uruk in daylight. Tik took the muddy staff to the work basin, away from the drinking packing. The checked seam supplied four fresh cups to each carrier before the evening watch.

Enk met his daughter at the waiting stone.

“Where'd you stop?”

She opened the bark.

He listened as she showed the occupied patch, the wet crust, and the branch the woman had pushed down. His own favorite sort of high hold received no mention at all.

Unga found this admirable. Also annoying.

“Good return,” Enk said.

Tam's shoulders loosened when she put the staff down beside her father's plain one.

Kep set her own packet beside the scout bark.

“Maybe another day,” she said. “If she agrees.”

Rok hung the frame in its place beside the household's shorter lengths of binding fiber. They'd eaten their journey roots while the long stems stayed on someone else's hillside.

“Four people,” he told Peb. “No stems.”

Peb glanced at Tam's muddy staff.

“Something bit?”

“Ground tried.”

“Those heal badly too.”

She laughed, and Unga's chest eased now that her mother could hear it too.

Unga +140 EXP. Level 25 | EXP 1920/2500 | HP 126/126 | MP 66/66.
Enk +0 EXP. Level 25 | EXP 170/2500 | HP 150/150 | MP 54/54.
Tik +100 EXP. Level 26 | EXP 1710/2600 | HP 114/114 | MP 110/110.
Tak +140 EXP. Level 27 | EXP 2560/2700 | HP 126/126 | MP 82/82.


After the meal, Tam unfolded the last bit of bark.

From the upper return she'd spotted a fresh thick crosspiece across the usual quarry branch below the saddle, where two upright shapes had waited for anyone coming down. She hadn't gone closer to see whose faces they had.

Unga glanced at Tik's worn little edges.

Enk put his plain staff beside Tam's muddy one.

“Ask the tool woman.”

A branch struck the far waiting stone.

The quarry's young stacker stood outside the approach mark, empty-handed.

“She says ask tomorrow,” he called. “If they let you through.”
Chapter 4 — Rock Solid Opposition

The man across the quarry lane had improved his demand.

Yesterday he wanted strangers to leave his fiber patch. Today he wanted them to pay for leaving it.

Unga recognized the dark crescent around his eye. The narrow-eared woman stood behind his crosspiece with her own closed food wrap.

“Didn't take your stems.”

The man pointed down the lane.

“Take stone.”

“From her.”

“Past here.”

Enk stood on the dark inside spur with his plain staff. The waste channel ran toward the drop on their left; the quarry's working face lay beyond the blocking timber. The failed outer shoulder still bore its crossed mark. Unga would have to reach the woman who made tools without getting his people killed by a man who had discovered standing.

Tik wanted two replacement edges because years of cutting had worn the old ones small. Tak carried an empty basket frame. The young stacker who'd brought yesterday's message had led them in after dawn, and he waited with their supplies at the broad return rock.

Four watchers and twenty-two other people remained at Uruk. Unga had brought Enk, Tik, and Tak; the quarry still had its own four.

The gray-chinned tool woman climbed from her sorting lip.

“Wants my food too.”

Her neighbor lifted the wrap.

“Brought ours.”

“Keep bringing it.”

The eye-scarred man pointed toward the eastern rise.

“We keep that path. Every load feeds us.”

The woman put her wrap down beside him.

“Work there,” she said. “Roots up. Fiber down.”

Her bundle had needed that route yesterday while Tam was asking for a bargain. Unga glanced toward the eastern rise, remembering the wet grit under Tam's staff. He knew one bad step; the rest of their trail lay beyond it.

“Show her where you worked,” he told the man. “Agree a turn.”

“Agree now.”

“For two edges. How much food when somebody walks for three?”

The tool woman snorted.

“Or none.”

The man gripped the timber where it rested across two loose forked props, which made a very neat way to obstruct ground other people had learned to cross.

The old flat-nostril man approached behind the tool woman with a sorting stick in his sound hand. Six years had closed his wrist wound into a stiff pale fold, so he carried the sorting stick with his other hand and spared the damaged grip.

He glanced at Unga's mouth, then away.

“Wants all the cuts,” he told her.

“Can choose to move his branch.”

The narrow-eared woman spoke low to her companion, then laid her hand on the crosspiece and drew it outward.

He lifted the near end.

“Go. No stone back.”

Unga passed on the inside rock. Enk followed with Tik and Tak while the stacker carried their water up to the high waiting stone.

The timber lowered behind them before they reached the working face.

At the work lip, the tool woman pointed beneath her higher cutting band. Loose fragments had spilled across the low basket landing beside the channel.

“Last basket went there.” She tapped the drop with her stick. “Strap broke. He let go.”

The stacker nodded once.

She wanted a place to set the next debris basket because the loose fragments had spoiled its old landing. Tik examined the grain above it before pointing out a piece that could yield two short strong edges.

“After yours.”

The woman nodded toward three flat packing stones in her sorted pile.

“Make that stand.”

They drank one cup each before work, emptying the first four-cup carrier. The bark vessel and the leaf-lined hide-shell had each begun with four; the second stayed closed beside their root packet for the return.

Unga brought the little stones down one at a time while Enk worked from the level spur, sparing his stiff calf. The quarry workers cleared the loose waste into their own safe stack.

Enk slid his staff beneath the first stone's outer corner after it rocked in its seat, where the tip scraped across an old ridge hidden by loose quarry fragments.

“There. Can't sit on that.”

Tik exposed the ridge while Tak found another seat on the continuous rock below it. They moved the stone instead of trying to bury its wobble under loose fragments. The other two made a low landing alongside it.

Tak fitted a removable guide on the channel side. Enk drew its end away from the turning basket; she shortened the reach until the handles cleared.

The eye-scarred man called down.

“Said no stone.”

The tool woman looked up.

“Said many things.”

Unga and a stacker brought the loaded debris basket through the short lift, set it on the landing, then traded ends for the return. The woman took her own turn before she lowered her stick.

“This.”

Tik struck the reserved core after the quarry's work pieces had been chosen. Her first chip came away blunt. She stared at it, jaw tight, until the woman tilted the support beneath the core.

“Here.”

The next edge broke cleanly. Both finished flakes cut real bark before Tik sleeved each in a separate leaf and handed back the borrowed striking stone. The blunt chip stayed in the host's scrap.

Tak marked the guide setting on bark before they left its wood and the three packing stones at the landing, which now held the quarry's debris basket.

The man waited by his crosspiece with a pointed deadwood branch.

His companion's wrap lay untouched beside him.

“One edge.”

Tik held her closed roll against her body while the man waited for his edge.

“Didn't agree.”

“Let you in.”

“She let us work.”

The tool woman called from below.

“Gave them two.”

Unga moved between the point and Tik while Enk stood beside the inside retreat stone. Tak stood to Unga's right at the high waiting rock, with her empty frame against her hip. The stacker shifted their closed water clear of the props before the man thrust forward.

“Lift it,” Unga said.

His branch thrust across the gap beside the timber.

Unga stepped back onto the inside stone as the point swept through the space his ribs had occupied, which opened a straight thrust toward Tak at the waiting rock.

Tak turned her frame away before the point could catch its outer band.

The sharp wood caught her upper arm above the frame, tearing through honey-brown fur. A strip of flesh peeled along the point while blood splashed the basket's empty side.

She made a harsh, small sound and dropped the frame onto the rock.

Four HP gone: 126 → 122.

That sound went straight into Unga's teeth.

Enk planted a foot against the inside spur and fixed his free hand on the sound root horn overhead. Hold Fast hummed through both limbs; MP 54 → 51. His staff drove across the weapon with his other hand, steering it away from Tak.

The man wrenched the branch down. A jagged side stub split Enk's flank over the ribs, and red soaked his brown fur. HP 150 → 146.

He held the short fixed stance while Unga closed in.

Unga stepped inside the long branch.

Sour breath struck his face. The man's forearm tightened for another thrust while Unga planted his foot on the entrance stone and brought the close blunt knob against it.

Unga Bunga pulsed amber through the rigid wood. MP 66 → 62.

The arm broke against its own desperate grip.

Bone punched through the outer skin with wet muscle strands clinging around the white point. Blood spattered the crosspiece while the man's fingers opened without his permission.

His branch clattered into Tak's empty basket.

He screamed.

Unga could hit him again. The club was already there, amber shining across its blunt head. No long reach now. No arm to lift the point.

The narrow-eared woman seized her companion's shoulder and hauled him away from the channel. He stumbled onto the inside rock, cradling his ruined arm. She pressed her food wrap against the blood.

“He's down,” Enk said.

He released the root after the fixed hum ended, then shifted his feet across the red spots beside the entrance stone.

Unga lowered the club.

Its amber faded ten seconds after the flash, leaving a wet streak along the whole knob's grain.

Tik knelt beside Tak. She put a clean carried cloth beneath Tak's pressing hand; the fingers shook against it.

The tool woman arrived with a stacker and hooked the pointed branch out of the basket with her stick. The other stacker lifted the crosspiece off its prop and laid it down.

The narrow-eared woman stared up at Unga.

“The path?”

He looked at the blood on the timber. He could take quite a lot with the next sentence.

“Take him somewhere to wrap that,” he said. “Taking mine home.”

She stayed where she was until the tool woman pointed to the inside waiting lip. One stacker brought the quarry's basin and cloth there; the woman fetched another sound cloth from her own bundle.

Her spoiled food wrap stuck to the fracture where blood had soaked through its folds. He
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