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	Stone

	
	Rael sat in the shade of the city wall and watched her father examining the block that had come down from the quarry. The sky was a pitiless blue, the line of shadow from the wall as sharp as if it had been drawn with a knife. A little time in the shade was welcome.

	The long work of rebuilding the wall of Taraf the City was nearing completion, but they'd been getting fewer blocks and worse blocks from the quarry. The problems at the quarry were the same as everywhere else. Too much work, too few hands.

	Which was why Rael was out in the shade of the city wall, rather than learning how to shape pottery and work looms. That, and the fact that she was a head taller than her brothers, and as broad across in her shoulders as her father. Work on the walls wasn't fitting for a woman, but it fit her fine. Those stones, though. The last few hadn't fit anywhere at all.

	"It's second cut, Drase," said the quarry foreman. "Maybe not the best stone, but it's sound."

	Rael wasn't sure if they were even second cut; the last couple of blocks hadn't been. This one looked like it might be sound, and it was large enough to serve as one of the main wall blocks. If she could get closer, she'd—

	There was a hand on her arm. Tei, her youngest brother. Rael relaxed, settled back into her squat in the shadows. Usually, it'd be Tei pushing for a fight, but that was when it would be fun, and wouldn't cause much trouble. This time, Tei was right. If there was something wrong with the block, the quarry workers needed to hear it from her father. Drase moved slowly and deferred to people who ought to be deferring to him, but Drase of the line of Peor was the finest stonemason in Taraf the City.

	"Not sure they're sound, Braca," said her father.

	"Ah, now, Drase," said the quarryman. "Maybe there's a surface crack or two, but—"

	Drase had left his great hammer by the wall, but he had his carving hammer and chisels tucked into his belt. He took out a long-nose chisel, laid it on the slab, and brought the carving hammer down. Not hard, even. Just tapped it.

	The whole slab fell apart.

	Perhaps if Rael had been closer, she would have seen that some of the lines that she thought were veins in the rock were actually fractures. But she could have looked at that stone for a hundred years, without knowing that those fractures went to its heart. And she could have tried for longer than that, before she found the point that would shatter it. Drase of the line of Peor knew stone.

	Unfortunately, the men from the quarry had just spent hours hauling a block down from the quarry that Drase had turned into useless rubble with a single stroke of his chisel. They started swearing, yelling at Drase, at their foreman, at the workers on the wall. Some of the men who had been working on the wall came up to shout back, including Izren, Rael's older brother. If it weren't for Tei sitting next to her, keeping his hand on her arm, Rael would've gone in and done some shouting herself. The block might have looked sound, but it hadn't been sound; if they'd—

	If a woman started yelling at the quarry workers, they wouldn't be able to either hit her or back down, so they'd hit someone else. If she stayed in the shadow of the wall and waited for things to calm down, there might not be a scuffle.

	Rael's father just stood there as they yelled, holding his carving hammer and chisel. He looked down at the fragments, and then back up at the foreman. Who took a breath in his yelling. Then started laughing.

	Drase started laughing too, shaking his head. Gradually, the others stopped their yelling, and looked at the chunks of the stone with something approaching awe. They had worked hard on that block, cutting it from the quarry and bringing it down to the wall, and that work was wasted, gone. But what Drase had done… men who worked stone couldn't help but being impressed by it.

	"Fine," said the foreman, after he stopped laughing. "Maybe it's third cut."

	That set them to laughing again. It seemed that things had calmed down enough that Rael could head over and pass around the water jug.

	"There just aren't enough people in the quarry to look for a new line," said the foreman. "And the wall eats granite. Even a handsbreath narrower—"

	"If it was a handsbreath narrower, it would be another handsbreath narrower beyond that," said Drase. "And then another. And then when the river flooded, it would be undercut, or if an army came against us, they would break through."

	The foreman shook his head, took another drink from the flask.

	"Rael?" said Drase. "You and Tei go up to the quarry. They are having difficulty; perhaps you can help them."

	The men from the quarry had relaxed a little, but they looked sour at that. Rael was a woman, and Tei hadn't made his full growth yet. But the quarry needed what the wall had to spare, and they were what the wall had to spare. Besides, Drase had just established that he understood stone, and while they didn't like the choice he'd made, they were willing to believe that it was right; they were still talking about it as they all started back towards the quarry.

	Once they reached the long earthen ramp to the quarry, the men spread out a bit. Rael and Tei found themselves in the middle of the pack, Rael plodding grimly on toward the job that she had to do, and Tei walking alongside her, keeping the pace.

	"It's part of the work," said Tei, after a while.

	Rael grunted.

	"And it's until the gate is done. Won't be a bad idea to know one or two people up in the quarries."

	"If I'd stepped up and argued," said Rael, "they'd have sent someone else to do it. Two or three of the Ard boys, probably. It's not like they know stone well enough that we can't do without them."

	"Probably," said Tei. "But the quarry already has enough men from the line of Ard. You'll do the work of four Ard boys, and it'll all get done before Sheavesday."

	That was true, but Rael didn't want to hear it. It was a long way up from the wall.

	"Well," she said. "Maybe you're right. It's not going to be easy, though."

	"Stone never is," said Tei, which was something their father said after every mistake or fracture or heavy day of work. Drase's proverb from Tei's mouth sounded silly, but it wasn't wrong. Drase of the line of Peor was wrong about things from time to time, but never about stone.

	"There are times," said Rael, "that I would rather do something easy."

	Tei shrugged and tossed her the flask of water. Rael drank, stoppered it, and gave a whistle; the men who'd been trekking ahead of them turned, and she tossed them the flask. If they were worse at catching things than the men on the wall, it'd—

	The one she aimed at caught it, gave her a nod, and drank. Well, maybe. It was all part of the work, anyway.
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	After Drase had shattered that block, the quarry probably would've started looking for a new line whether or not they had any extra workers. But Tei and Rael were certainly called on to do their share of the work, digging test pits down through layers of fractured stone, or cutting what was left of the Old Man Line to keep progress moving on the wall.

	Hard work, tiring work, and not the hard, tiring work that Rael was used to. The quarry was so far from Taraf the City that they couldn't hear the city, they couldn't smell it, and when they looked down on it, the houses and walls of Taraf looked like childrens' toys, and the tiny figure of her father working on the wall was no different than that of a man in the marketplace, or a man in one of the caravans that crowded around the western gate of Taraf.

	At the quarry, Rael ate apart from the others. It had been the same at the wall, though at the wall, she had her father and her brothers with her. The men who worked at the quarry were married, or would be married before too long. It would not do for them to be overly familiar with a woman working at the quarry. And while Tei ate with her some of the time, he would more often eat with the others at the quarry.

	Tei was Tei—he would find a sort of trouble to make and laugh at the results. Never too much trouble, and never too mean; something to make the target wince before joining in with the laughter. He'd be a fine father to children when he was old enough to marry.

	That day, he ate with her. The night before, they had broached the first date wine of the season, and Edre their mother had gotten a good cut of lamb from somewhere to accompany it. The bread had been made with lamb fat rather than oil, and neither of them wanted to share with the other workers.

	"So," said Rael, when they sat down. "What is it today? Regrading the whole of the ramp down to the walls to make it easier to bring down the blocks from the quarry?"

	"Well," said Tei, "it has been some time since they've regraded the ramp from the quarry to the wall; some parts are getting dangerously steep."

	"As a rule, you don't bother people about things that aren't necessary," said Rael. "Just about things that they aren't going to do."

	"It is an important function," said Tei, his eyes dancing with mischief. "These are things which are necessary and overlooked, and which I—" He stopped and looked off into the distance. Rael followed his look. Tribesmen. Two of them, red scarves across their shoulders, and a gazelle between them. When tribesmen made a kill like that, sometimes they would trade it with the quarrymen for pitchers of date wine, or fine fabrics, or things of that sort.

	Only the Red Scarf tribe had been declared anathema, so it would be forbidden to make any trade or friendly conversation with those tribesmen. Some gold had been stolen from a caravan camped at the western gate of Taraf, and while the old scholar-priest of Taraf the City had done his best to ignore it when the Red Scarves had done things like that before, Korem, the new scholar-priest of Taraf, had taken a harder line.

	Not only had he ruled that Taraf the City was responsible for the caravans camped at its gate, he also ruled that the Red Scarves would be anathema until they returned the stolen gold. Which meant that it would not be returned; the Red Scarves needed the trade with Taraf the City more than three basket-weights of gold, but they were too proud to give up the gold after an attack like that. Of course they'd stolen the gold, but they would never admit it after that.

	But. While Rael had not followed the legal debate, there were those who weren't pleased with the scholar-priest's ruling. And there were more who didn't argue the law, but who thought that declaring anathema on the Red Scarves was an overreaction. And then there were some who didn't argue either position, but out in the quarry, beyond the sight of the walls, they might break the law to have meat for lunch instead of pulse and bread. "Tei," she said warningly, as her brother stood up.

	"It'll just be a moment," he said. "Nesdran is already going; I'll just help make sure that he's understood."

	Nesdran was big, one of the biggest men in Taraf the City. Taller than Rael, and broader across in the shoulders than Drase; whatever he said would be understood. But Tei wanted to… Rael shrugged, took the bit of his bread that he'd left behind and ate it. Perhaps next time, he'd care more about food than about causing trouble.

	The two went out, the tribesmen came closer. They talked briefly. Nesdran shook his head, the tribesmen argued, then turned, still carrying the gazelle. Then Tei said something, and the tribesmen said something, and then they all were going back. Nesdran had started going back first; Tei was behind him. So Nesdran and Tei didn't see the flash of metal in the sunlight when the tribesman drew his blade. Rael saw, but she was too far away.

	Tei didn't see, Nesdran didn't see, and at first, Rael thought the tribesman had just shoved Tei down to the ground. But then Rael heard the cry, even across all that distance. Nesdran turned, but the tribesmen were already running away, gazelle left behind, and Tei was lying still on the hilltop, the wind ruffling his robe.

	Rael howled, the scream bursting from her chest, and she was up and running without knowing what she was doing. Nesdran was crouched beside Tei; Rael almost couldn't see them. She could only see the tribesmen running away. She ran after them, the sand pulling at her feet with every step.

	She'd grabbed her great hammer when she'd stood. She hadn't realized that until she noticed its weight pulling back at her as she ran. Rael shouted again as she passed by Tei and Nesdran, and she spun, the great hammer spinning out around her. She launched it towards the tribesmen with all the strength that she had. It flew, end over end over end, but she was not strong enough. It landed in the dirt behind the tribesmen as they ran away. There was so much rage inside of her that Rael felt like she would burst. Rage and fear and…

	She looked down and saw Tei lying on his side, looking small and broken, the blood turning his robe red, and the sands dark beneath him. Nesdran moved to cover his face, and Rael howled again, falling down to her knees beside her brother, who was so still and silent on the sands.

	The others had come up next to them, but they said nothing. One of the men took off his robe, and laid it down to cover over Tei where he lay; Rael felt like she should fight him, she should force Tei to be well, to take back the last few moments. If she had said one different word, if she had held onto the corner of his robe and kept him from going, if. If.

	She didn't remember what happened after that, not well. Someone tried to lead her away from Tei, and she shook off those hands, refusing to be separated from him as they picked him up and brought him down from the quarry. Drase and the others working on the wall saw that something was wrong, and they ran out to meet them. Drase, and Izren, and the others who Rael knew. One of the quarrymen reached him before he reached the corpse, but Drase knocked him aside; the only time that Rael ever saw her father raise a hand in anger to another person.

	He looked at her, and he knew. She had not known that she was crying, but her face was wet with tears, and she choked when she spoke. "I told him not to go, father," she said. "I should've… I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

	Drase was shorter than Rael, but his arms were stronger. He took her and held her to him, wrapping her up, as the men from the quarry told him what happened.

	It was like a nightmare. It was like seeing a smashed pot, the date wine poured over the sands, and thinking about what had happened just before it had smashed, how even the slightest change could have prevented it. It wasn't Tei's body that Rael would never forget—she knew that, as her father held her. It was the moments before then. If Tei had seen them a moment later, if she'd… there were endless ifs, but none of them had been what had happened.

	What had happened was that she had let her brother get killed.
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	They buried Tei within the walls before the sun set on him. All the workers in stone were there—those who worked on the wall, and the quarry, and the houses, and those who repaired the drainage courses beneath the streets of Taraf—when Tei was laid down among his fathers. Edre couldn't stand, so Izren had to hold her up. Hevva was still and quiet, and kept shooting looks at Rael. Rael stood with Drase, clinging to him like she was a little child; he was there and he was strong, but Tei was dead, and Rael could have stopped it.

	She should have stopped it. Tei was a troublemaker, and she knew that he was a troublemaker, and—

	The scholar-priest came out and led them in the memorial psalms, and in the psalm of faith in God, which was sung to welcome children into the congregation, and at weddings, and at deaths. Tei's body had been washed clean and wrapped up in an embroidered shroud. They laid sweet-smelling herbs down upon him, and then they started to fill in the grave.

	Edre had been too weak to stand; she'd looked old and gray and tired for the whole service. When the first handful of dirt fell into Tei's grave, Edre gave a single cry, which sounded like an echo of Rael's cry, held back by the hills, and at long last coming back. After that cry, Edre sank down into Izren's arms, as though she had been stricken by the sun, or felled by a blow.

	She did not rise up again for the rest of the service. They put a handful of dirt into her hand so that she would be part of the ceremony, and she released it, not looking. Rael did the same, as did everyone else there, until Tei was beneath the earth, and they were all left alone above the earth, together, alone.

	Korem spoke about what had happened. He praised Tei for his energy and how beloved he was, among the old men and the young, how the cruelty of the tribesmen had deprived the world of not just Tei, but of all the children that Tei might have had, who would have shared all that was good about Tei.

	Rael had been lost out there in the quarry. She was lost again hearing that. It was a speech about a stranger. There were times when Tei was as beloved among the old men and the young as a fly on a hot day, always seeking the moisture at the corner of people's eyes, buzzing back no matter how often he was waved away. And he was… he was dead. He was dead, and the priest was talking about some pious young man, not her little brother, who kept stealing her tools and hiding them. Not her brother, who would sneak bites of stew until half the pot was gone, and who would then go find a pot of stew from a neighbor, saying that Rael had eaten everything in the house. Not her brother, who knew how far to push a fight, and held her back when it was wise for her to hold back. Not Tei, not her brother.

	The funeral was agony, but the agony didn't end with the funeral. Rael had seen it all, but she couldn't help expecting Tei to be waiting for them at home with a quip about their righteous devotion, or a question about how they could have said the psalm of faith in God despite nobody having been dead, despite it having been his prank all along.

	But Tei wasn't there, and the other lines of workers in stone brought them the funeral bread and sat talking with them, as was the tradition, until the sun went down and it was time for them to leave for the evening service. No mourner was allowed in the house of God, so they sat together, not saying anything, all as shocked and still as broken bits of pottery.

	"The Red Scarves should pay," said Izren, breaking the silence. 

	"Pay?" said Edre. "For my boy? For the baby who—" A racking sob that sounded more like a sheep being slaughtered than a woman crying. At the funeral, Korem had not even mentioned the Red Scarves. But the guests had, over and over. Perhaps an agreement could have been reached about the stolen gold. But now, after a murder without a blood payment…

	"If they would offer it," said Drase, "even if we wished to take a price for the blood of my son, we could not take it. They are anathema; there is no business between us."

	"And by the time they give back that gold," said Hevva, "the killer will have run off to some other tribe, and they'll laugh at us for what they've done."

	Rael hadn't said anything, not a single word since she had told her father what had happened. She didn't have anything to say, and wasn't sure she ever would.

	"You should've known this was going to happen, Rael," said Hevva. "Tei could never keep his mouth shut when he should. That's why father sent you up to the quarry, to make sure that Tei stayed out of trouble. And you couldn't even do that right."

	Rael just looked at her, trying to come up with an argument, but there wasn't any. She should've known, she could've known, she should've stopped him.

	"Tei was of the age of majority," said Drase. "Rael told him not to go, and he went. Would you have her grab him, hold him back, show the men of the quarry that her brother was not a man among men?"

	"She could've stopped him," said Hevva, the edge of tears in her voice. "I could've, why couldn't she? What was she doing there, anyway?"

	"Doing there?" asked Drase. "She was working to aid our family. I am sorry that your mother has never taught you what that means, Hevva. Your sister works and you sit idle, and now you blame her for something that was done by a tribesman's blade?"

	Hevva was astonished. Nobody had ever spoken to her like that.

	"She's not idle," said Rael. "She makes pottery for the house, and works on the loom, she plucks fowl of their feathers, and she scours clean our pots with sand. She is preparing to be a wife and the head of a house."

	Drase wasn't as tall as Rael, but he was broader and stronger. Now, he seemed to be carrying a weight too great for even his shoulders.

	"This was not something you did, Rael. This was not your fault." He paused, then swallowed. "When I was but a little older than you, a block that was being put into position was not firmly seated; it fell on my brother's leg and crushed it. He died after three days. Tei is buried not far from him. They are so like each other, they would have been good friends. Every day, I thought about setting that stone, how I should have made certain that the splints were holding it into place until it could be cut down to be secure. Every day, I thought about how I could simply have talked to him, three more words, four more words, and he would not have been in that place when the stone fell."

	They all knew that their uncle had died when a stone that had not been secure had been left in position, and someone had walked above it, jarring it loose. That was something Drase told them every time anyone did something unsafe; he would point out the error, mention his brother's death, and correct the error.

	"That was stone," said Rael. "This—"

	"Men can be harder than stone," said Drase. "And less forgiving."

	He reached out and took hold of Rael's shoulders, both of them. "I sent Tei up to the quarry because I thought it would do him well to learn the work there, and because I thought it would do him well to work outside his father's gaze. He will be… he would have been married before too long, and a head of a house. That is why I sent him. I sent you to work on the quarry, because you are a good worker in stone, and because they need your strength in the quarry. The men there have told me that I was right to send you, that you do the work of two men, that you are careful when care is needed, that you do not shirk either your assigned duties or things that must be done by all those who work at the quarry. Do not believe anything else, Rael."

	Rael felt herself tearing up, but she couldn't accept that. She had let her brother go, and he had died.

	"I have lost a son this day," said Drase. "Do not go down into that valley after him, or because of him. It is not you who has done this thing."

	They sat together, and they said the evening service quietly, each of them separate, not part of the congregation.

	Later, Drase and Edre went up to the rooftop to lay apart, both awake, both quiet. Rael lay quiet below. So did Izren and Hevva, all of them awake, all of them silent. It was not her fault, but she could have stopped it. It was not any of their faults, but they all could have stopped it. A word of caution in the morning, or something cutting when he got up to go talk to those tribesmen. If she'd just threatened to take his bread when he left, he probably would've sat, and everything would've been fine. But she hadn't. None of them had. His robes were still in the chest that Erde had brought with her into her marriage with Drase, smelling of the pine trees of the plains. His bed still stood, untouched. When the mourning was done, the robes would be cut down to cloth and sewn up for someone else, and the bed would be taken apart. It wasn't right, and none of them could make it right. So they each lay silent and alone, and tried to sleep.

	It was a wound, like missing a
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