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“l know one-more. | do not know all-more.”
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1. Fire After the Herd

The herd did not come.

For three days the people watched the north path from the mouth of the cave. The air
smelled of dry grass and cold stone. The sun went down red each evening. No reindeer
came over the low ridge. No dust rose. No dark backs moved against the pale land.

Ar stood outside until the light was gone. He was young enough to hope after others had
stopped hoping, and old enough to know that hope did not fill the belly. Behind him, children
cried with the small, tired sound of hunger. The hunters had brought back two hares and a
fox. Forty people could not live long on that.

Karr sat near the fire. He was the keeper of stories and songs. His hair was white at the
sides, but his back was straight. He placed a piece of antler in the coals and watched the tip
darken.

"The Great Herd has no end," he said.

Taan laughed without joy. "Then where is it?"

"Farther north. Or farther east. A herd with no end can pass beyond one hill and still be a
herd."

Ar came inside. "You saw it?"

Karr looked at him. "I saw many herds. My father saw many. His mother saw many."

"You saw all deer?"

"No man sees all deer."

"Then you saw many deer. Not no-end deer."

Several people looked up. Taan smiled. Karr did not.

"You like the edge of a word," Karr said. "You cut words like flint. Be careful. Some words cut
the hand that holds them."

Ar sat beside Kee. Kee was older than Karr and smaller than most children when she folded
herself near the fire. She had a face of many lines and eyes that missed little. She
remembered births, quarrels, old hunting places, the shape of rivers in dry years, and the
names of people who had died before Ar was born.

"The herd came late once," Kee said. "Before Ar had teeth."

Everyone listened. When Kee spoke about before, people listened.

"How late?" Orra asked. Orra was not the oldest, but people followed her when the group had
to move. She could look at three bad choices and choose the one that killed fewer people.
Kee took six small stones from a skin pouch. She put them in a line. "Six sleeps after the
moon was this thin." She held up a bent finger like a crescent. "Then deer came. But that
year the river had water to the black rock. This year water is below the black rock."

Ar looked toward the cave mouth. He knew the black rock. Everyone did. It stood in the river
like the back of a sleeping animal. If water dropped below it before the cold moon, the valley
became poor.

"So this is not that year," he said.

"No," Kee answered. "It is like that year in one way. Not in another."

Karr turned the antler in the coals. "Still the Great Herd moves."

"Maybe," said Ar.

Karr lifted one eyebrow. "You do not know."
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"Yes. | do not know."

The answer made some people uneasy. They wanted Ar to fight Karr or agree with him.
Instead he left the space open.

Orra drew a line in the ash with a burnt stick. "We have food for eight sleeps if we eat little.
Maybe ten if we eat too little. North is dry. East has high ground and old snow. South has
people who do not like us. West has the stone pass."

At the words stone pass, Kee touched the scar beside her left eye.

Taan saw it. "You went there."

"Long ago."

"What is beyond?"

Kee was quiet.

"Bad ground," she said at last. "Broken cliffs. A river under ice. Three people died. We came
back."

Orra wiped part of the ash line away. "Then not west."

Ar watched Kee. She had not said never west. She had said what happened once.

Outside, the night came fast. The group ate hare meat boiled with old roots. Each person
received little. Karr told a story of the First Deer, whose antlers held the night sky apart from
the earth. Children listened. Ar listened too, though Taan made a face.

Later, when most people slept, Ar went to the cave mouth. Karr was there.

"You think my deer is a lie," Karr said.

"l think no one saw it."

"That is not the same thing."

Ar looked at the stars. "Stone is there if | touch it. Deer is there if | see deer. If no one sees
the Great Herd, what is it?"

Karr rubbed his hands together against the cold. "Maybe it is a way to walk."

Ar frowned.

"When people think deer ends after one bad season, they stay and die. When they think deer
goes on, they move. Maybe the Great Herd is not one thing with hooves. Maybe it is a story
that keeps feet moving."

"Then say that."

Karr smiled. "Would a hungry child walk three days for a rule?"

"A child may walk for food."

"And how does the child know food is there?"

Ar did not answer.

In the morning, Orra told the people to pack.

They would not wait for the herd.

They would go east first, where the old hunting ground lay beyond two ridges. If they found
tracks, they would follow. If they found nothing, they would choose again.

Ar tied his flint blades into a skin wrap. Kee filled her pouch with memory stones.

Before leaving, Ar took one stone from beside the fire and placed it at the cave mouth.

"What is that?" Kee asked.

"Last stone of this place."

Kee looked at the valley. "Last for now."

Ar smiled. "Yes. Last for now."
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2. Marks in Show

On the second day they found snow in the shadow of the eastern ridge.

It was old snow, hard on top and soft below. The people moved in a long line. Orra walked
near the front with Ar and Taan. Kee stayed in the middle with the children. Karr came behind
them, carrying more than people thought an old man should carry and refusing every offer to
take some weight.

Near a stand of dwarf pine, Ar raised his hand.

The line stopped.

There was a mark in the snow.

It was large and round, with four deep cuts at the front.

"Bear," Taan whispered.

Ar crouched. He did not touch the mark at first. He looked at its edges.

"Old," he said.

"Bear," Taan said again.

"Mark first. Bear after."

Taan stared at him. "What else makes this?"

"Maybe bear."

"It is bear."

Ar put his finger into the track. The bottom was hard with ice. Snow had fallen into one side
and frozen again.

"Bear was here," he said. "Not bear is here."

Taan looked around quickly anyway.

Karr came close. "You see why words matter now?"

Ar ignored him.

They found three more tracks. Then a tuft of dark hair caught on rough bark. Farther on, a
fallen log had deep claw cuts.

Ar held the hair.

"Now?" Taan asked.

"Bear was here. More sure."

"You are hard to please."

"Bear can kill. | want to be hard to fool."

They changed their path and crossed above the trees.

At midday they found the body of a young deer. Much of it had been eaten. The bones were
fresh enough that blood still darkened the snow beneath them.

Taan looked at Ar.

"Bear?"

Ar studied the ground. There were no clear tracks near the carcass. Birds had opened the
belly. A wolf track crossed one side.

"Something killed deer."

Taan groaned. "You will die saying maybe."

"Maybe keeps me from dying saying sure."

Kee, who had come up behind them, laughed.

They moved quickly after that.
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In the afternoon a wind rose from the north. The sky became flat and gray. Orra wanted to
descend into a shallow valley where trees might block the wind. Ar looked at the slope and
saw several dark holes beneath the rocks.

"Bear caves," Taan said.

"Maybe," Ar said.

"There. You say maybe again."

Ar pointed to one hole. "No snow at mouth."

Orra looked. "Warm air?"

"Maybe animal inside."

"That maybe is enough," Orra said. "We stay high."

They found shelter under an overhang before dark. The wind screamed over the ridge. Snow
moved sideways. The people packed together under hides.

A child named Lu asked Ar about the track.

"If mark is here, bear is not here?"

"Could be here. Could be gone."

"Then mark tells nothing."

"It tells bear touched snow."

"But not where bear is now."

"Yes."

Lu thought about this. "A mark says one thing, not all things."

Ar smiled. "Good."

Karr leaned toward the child. "A story can be like a mark."

Ar looked at him.

Karr continued. "A story tells that someone walked here before. It does not tell you every
place they went after."

"Some stories say more than they know," Ar said.

"Some hunters do too."

The wind kept them awake for much of the night.

At dawn, they found fresh prints twenty spear-lengths from the overhang.

Bear.

This time the edges were sharp. Powdered snow had fallen after them, but not much. The
tracks crossed the path the people had used in the dark.

Taan said nothing.

Ar knelt beside one print.

"Bear was here after us."

"Is bear here now?" Lu asked.

Ar looked at the trees, the rocks, the white slope.

"l do not know."

Then he stood and lifted his spear.

"So we move."

That day Lu began a game. Whenever someone spoke too strongly, the child asked, "Track,
bear, or story?"

People laughed at first.

Then they began to answer.
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3. One More Stone

The old hunting ground was empty.

They found droppings, but they were dry. They found chewed bark, but no fresh bite. They
found old bones under snow. The land held signs of deer and no deer.

Orra called a council.

The people sat in a half-circle near a low fire. Wind carried sparks into the dusk. Orra placed
their food in front of everyone: strips of dried fox, roots, marrow bones, and a bag of bitter
seeds.

"How many sleeps?" she asked Kee.

Kee began placing stones.

One stone for food enough for one day.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

She stopped.

"Five if hunters find nothing."

Lu reached into the dirt and put another stone after the fifth.

"Six."

People laughed.

Kee nodded. "Six stones. But not six food."

Lu put another down. "Seven stones."

Then another.

"Eight."

Karr watched with interest.

Lu kept going until there were twelve stones.

"l can always put one more," the child said.

"Until stones end," Taan said.

Lu looked around. There were stones everywhere.

"Then | find more."

"Until land ends," Taan said.

"Then | walk."

Karr smiled. "The child has found the No-End Number."

Ar shook his head.

Lu looked from one man to the other. "What number?"

Karr pointed along the row. "The number after all numbers. The number so great that no
stone can stand after it."

Lu frowned. "But | can put one more."

"That is why it has no end."

Ar picked up the last stone.

"No. Lu knows one-more. Lu does not know all-more."

Karr's eyes brightened. He liked it when Ar gave him something worth pushing against.
"What is the difference?"

Ar put the stone back. "This line is here. Twelve stones. | can make thirteen. Then fourteen.
Maybe many. But | never hold all stones that could be put."

"You cannot hold the sky either," Karr said. "Is sky not there?"
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"Sky is there. | see it."

"You see part."

Ar opened his mouth and stopped.

Kee moved three stones away from the line.

"This is food," she said. "This is number." She pointed to the longer line. "Do not eat number."
Everyone laughed harder this time.

But Ar looked at the stones for a long while.

After the council, he and Mara went west to search for game. Mara was a quiet hunter with
strong legs and a scar across her right hand. She had been Ar's closest friend since
childhood and had no patience for arguments that did not change what someone should do
next.

They climbed a ridge and saw a wide basin beyond it. On the far side were black dots.
"Deer," Mara said.

Ar narrowed his eyes.

"Maybe."

She struck his shoulder. "If you say maybe until dark, | go alone."

They moved closer.

The dots became reindeer. Not many. Perhaps twenty.

Mara grinned.

They followed from below the wind and killed one young animal before the herd ran north.

On the way back, Ar carried meat while Mara carried the hide. Blood warmed his shoulder
through the skin wrapping.

"Karr is wrong," Ar said.

"About what?"

"No-End Number."

Mara stepped over a rock. "Can we eat it?"

"No."

"Can it eat us?"

"No."

"Then | am not afraid."

Ar laughed.

"But rules can matter even when we cannot touch them," he said.
"Yes."

"Number can matter."

"Yes."

"Then maybe Karr's number is real in a different way."

Mara stopped and looked at him as if he had placed a fish in a tree.
"You killed deer. You have meat. Why are you unhappy?"

"l am not unhappy."

"Your face is unhappy."

Ar shifted the weight on his shoulder.

"l want to know what kind of thing a number is."

Mara began walking again.

"A number is a thing that makes Kee give me less meat."
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At camp, the deer changed the council. Five sleeps became more. The people ate liver while
it was fresh. Children sucked marrow from small bones.

Lu returned to the row of stones.

"One more," the child said.

Ar sat beside Lu.

"Yes."

"Always one more?"

Ar looked at the dark land beyond the fire.

"Whenever we have one, we know how to ask for one more."
"Is that the same as having all?"

"No."

Lu nodded slowly.

"One-more is a way. All-more would be a thing."

Ar stared at the child.

Karr, listening from the other side of the fire, smiled into his cup.
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4. The Moving Edge

They followed the small herd north for two days.

The animals were fast and nervous. They gave the people distance but did not leave the
basin. Food became possible again, though never certain. Orra chose not to rush them. One
kill every few days was better than one wild hunt that scattered everything.

On the third morning, Lu climbed a rock and pointed west.

"There. The place where sky touches ground."

The horizon was clear. A long blue line lay beyond the hills.

"Can we go there?" Lu asked.

Taan said, "If you walk long enough."

Karr said, "No one reaches Sky Edge."

Ar said nothing.

By midday, their path turned west around a frozen lake. The horizon seemed closer. Lu
watched it all day.

Near evening, the child ran to Ar.

"It moves."

"What moves?"

"Sky Edge."

"We move.'

"But it was on that hill. Now it is behind another hill."

Ar looked at the line.

"Yes."

"So it runs away."

"Maybe it is not a place."

Lu did not like that answer.

"l see it."

"You see where seeing stops."

The words came out before Ar knew he had them.

Karr, walking behind, heard.

"Say again," he said.

Ar pointed. "Maybe Sky Edge is not a wall. Maybe it is where my eyes stop on land. When |
move, stopping-place moves."

"Then the world has no edge," Taan said.

Ar looked at him. "No. It means we do not reach edge by walking toward what eyes show."
"Same thing."

"Not same."

Taan rolled his eyes.

That night Karr drew a circle in ash.

"This is camp," he said.

He drew a larger circle around it. "This is land we know well."

Another larger circle. "This is land someone here has seen."

Then he moved his finger outward and stopped.

"What is here?"
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"Land," Taan said.

"How know?"

"Other people come from there."

"Good. Farther?"

"More land."

"How know?"

Taan hesitated.

Mara said, "Because every time we go farther, there is more."

Karr nodded. "That is a strong reason. Is it the same as seeing all land?"

No one answered.

Ar looked at him with suspicion. "Now you sound like me."

"| steal good tools."

"Then you do not know world has no edge."

"No."

The fire cracked.

Ar waited.

Karr leaned back. "But | may live as if tomorrow has more ground until ground teaches me
otherwise."

"That is different."

"Yes."

For the first time, Ar saw that Karr's stories were not always claims about hidden things.
Sometimes they were rules for acting when knowledge ended.

The next day the herd split.

Most animals turned northeast. Six went west into narrow ground between cliffs. Orra wanted
the larger group. Mara wanted the six. The northeast path climbed into bare wind. The west
path looked easier but disappeared behind rock.

"We know east," Orra said.

Kee touched her scar again.

"West becomes stone pass," she said.

Everyone grew quiet.

Ar looked toward the narrow ground.

"How far?"

"Two days if same path."

"If same?"

"Snow changes ground. Ice changes river. Rock falls. | remember old path, not this path."
Orra nodded. "We take east."

They did.

That night they lost the herd in blowing snow.

For two more days they found no fresh track.

The horizon remained around them, always visible when the sky cleared, always beyond the
next rise.

Ar stopped thinking of it as a place.

He began thinking of it as a kind of answer made by his own eyes.
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5. Story Is Not Stone

The cold deepened.

They found a cave above a narrow river and stayed there for six nights. The cave was small,
but dry. Old charcoal on one wall showed that others had used it many seasons before.
Someone had painted three red hand shapes near the back.

Lu pressed a hand over one of them.

"Person?"

Kee shook her head. "Hand mark. Person gone."

"Like bear track."

"Yes."

Karr said, "And not like bear track."

Lu looked at him.

"Bear does not choose to leave foot story," Karr said. "Person chose this."

At night, the cave changed when Karr spoke.

He told of First Fire, who lived inside wood before people learned to wake it. He told of
Woman Under Ice, who kept the rivers sleeping through winter. He told of the Great Herd that
crossed the world from beyond memory to beyond sight.

Taan whispered to Ar, "None of this is stone."

Ar surprised himself by answering, "No."

"Then why listen?"

"Because story may not be stone."

Taan looked at him. "You are becoming Karr."

After the children slept, Ar went deeper into the cave. Karr sat near the red hands, grinding
ochre on a flat stone.

"You know First Fire is not inside wood," Ar said.

"l know fire needs wood."

"That is not what story says."

"Story says what a child can carry."

"Then story is wrong."

Karr added fat to the red powder.

"Is a spear wrong because it is not a hand?"

"A spear is for throwing."

"A story is for carrying."

Ar sat down.

"Carrying what?"

"Sometimes a rule. Sometimes fear. Sometimes memory. Sometimes a thing no one has
words for yet. Sometimes only courage."

"And sometimes lies."

"Yes."

Karr said it so easily that Ar lost the next words he had prepared.

"How know which?"

"You ask what kind of thing the story is trying to be."

Ar frowned.
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Karr touched the cave wall. "This hand mark is not a hand. But if | say it is a mark of a hand, |
speak well. If | say the red wall will hold a spear because it is a hand, | speak badly. Same
mark. Different use."

He pointed toward the cave mouth. "Our rule says hunters do not eat liver before children
have some. Can you touch that rule?"

"No."

"Is it false?"

"No."

"Does it exist?'

Ar looked at him.

"People follow it."

"Good. It lives in following."

Ar thought of Lu's stones.

"Number lives in counting?"

"Maybe."

"Path lives in walking?"

"Maybe."

"Story lives in telling?"

Karr smiled. "Now you steal my tools."

The next day, Orra found Ar cutting marks into a flat piece of bone.
"What is that?"

"Food count. One cut for one meat bundle."

"Kee has stones."

"Stones fall. Bone stays together."

He cut six marks. Then a longer mark.

"What is long mark?"

"Stop. After this, food is too low. We move or hunt far."

Orra turned the bone over.

"The mark is not food."

"No."

"But it can make us move."

"Yes."

She handed it back. "Then keep it dry."

That evening, Karr painted a small red line beside one of the old hands.
Ar watched.

"What does it mean?"

"We were here. We left alive."

"That is all?"

"That is enough."

Ar looked at the old hands and wondered how many meanings had died while the red shapes
stayed.

A mark could outlive its meaning.

A meaning could outlive the person who first held it.

And perhaps a rule could be real without ever becoming stone.
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6. The People Across the Ridge

On the seventh morning, smoke rose from the next valley.

Not forest smoke. Too straight. Too small.

People smoke.

Orra sent Ar and Mara to look.

They climbed above the cave and crossed a saddle between two cliffs. Below them stood five
hide shelters near a stream. Children moved between them. Two men cut meat from a horse
leg. A woman scraped a skin.

Mara touched Ar's arm.

"Ash People."

Ar knew them by the black ash they rubbed into lines on the face during winter. The River
People had traded with them before. They had also fought them before.

"We need food," Mara said.

"They have food."

"That is not same as we have food."

Ar smiled. "You listen now."

"Do not become Karr."

They returned.

Orra chose six people to approach the Ash camp. Karr went because he knew some of their
words. Kee went because one of their elders might remember her. Ar, Mara, and Taan carried
spears but kept the stone points covered.

At the edge of the valley they stopped.

An Ash hunter came forward. His name was Ved. He was broad and wore wolf fur around his
shoulders.

Karr raised empty hands.

"River People hungry," he said.

Ved looked at their packs. "River People always hungry when Ash People have meat."

Taan stiffened.

Orra spoke. "We have flint. Good flint. And red stone."

Ved looked at the red ochre in Kee's pouch.

Trade began slowly.

The trouble came when Ved pointed to the cave above the river.

"Ash cave," he said.

Orra shook her head. "Old cave. No people when we came."

"Ash cave. Our fathers use."

Kee stepped forward. "River mother used before your father had beard."

Ved laughed. "Then River cave too?"

Kee nodded. "Maybe both."

Ved did not like maybe.

The argument grew.

Taan said, "We are there now. So cave is ours now."

An Ash woman answered, "Then if we come while you hunt, cave is ours?"

Taan gripped his spear.
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Ar saw how quickly a word could become a weapon.

Mine.

Ours.

Always.

Never.

Words tried to make sharp edges where the world had none.

Karr crouched and drew the cave in dirt. Then he drew two fires inside it.

"Can two fires burn?"

Ved shrugged. "If cave not full."

Karr drew a line at the cave mouth.

"Ash people use back place. River people use front. No spear past line. Meat smoke shared.
Water shared. If danger comes, line ends."

"Why line ends?" Ved asked.

"Because line is rule, not stone. Rule is for peace. If bear comes, no one tells bear to stay on
side."

Ved laughed.

The tension broke.

They agreed for three nights.

That agreement changed everything.

The River People received horse meat. The Ash People received flint and ochre. Children
from both groups played a throwing game with pinecones. Mara learned that an Ash woman
named Sen knew a better way to stitch boot soles. Kee learned that the stone pass had
changed.

"River under ice broke new way," an Ash elder told her. "Old crossing gone. New dry shelf
above water."

Kee became very still.

"When?"

"Two warm seasons ago."

Ar saw the scar beside Kee's eye again.

That night, he asked her about the pass.

"Three died there," she said.

"Because river?"

"One fell. Two went on ice to pull him out. Ice broke."

"If old crossing is gone?"

Kee looked at the fire.

"Then old reason may be gone too."

Ar felt something open in his mind.

A path could be bad because of a reason.

If the reason changed, the path could change without moving.

On the third night, the two groups ate together.

Ved raised a bone cup.

"Ash cave," he said.

Taan stared at him.

Then Ved grinned. "River cave."
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Karr raised his cup. "Three-night cave."

Everyone laughed.
Ar looked at the line Karr had drawn at the cave mouth. Snow had covered it long ago.

The rule was still there.
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7. The Long White

Winter closed around them.

The Ash People moved south. The River People stayed near the cave because Orra did not
want to cross unknown ground during heavy snow. For eleven days the sky was white.
Hunting became hard. Wood had to be carried from farther and farther away.

The people began to speak less.

Cold makes thought small.

Food makes thought smaller.

On the ninth day, Mara did not return before dark.

Ar waited at the cave mouth until he could no longer see the first rock below the slope.
Taan said, "She knows the way."

Ar said nothing.

Orra would not send a search party into the storm. "Lose one or lose four?" she asked.
Ar hated the question because it had a good answer.

He sat awake beside Kee.

"You remember where she hunts?"

"Many places."

"Today?"

"She said north shelf."

"Why?"

Kee closed her eyes.

"Yesterday she saw raven flight west of shelf. Said maybe carcass."

Ar stood.

Orra blocked him.

"No."

"l know why she went."

"You know where she meant to go."

Ar stopped.

Orra pointed into the dark. "Storm changes path. Fear changes path. Animal changes path.
Knowing start is not knowing end."

Ar sat down again.

The words hurt because they were true.

Mara came back near dawn.

Her left hand was blue with cold. She had lost one mitten while climbing from a ravine. She
carried no meat.

"Raven lied," she said before anyone asked.

Ar hugged her hard.

"Raven did not speak," he said.

"Then | lied to myself."

Kee warmed Mara's hand between skins.

"You saw sign. You made story. Story was wrong."

Mara nodded.

"But not foolish," Kee said. "Ravens often mean meat."
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Ar looked at her.

"A wrong answer can come from a good rule?"

Kee shrugged. "Good rule is not god."

For two days Mara could not use her left hand. Sen's new boot stitch kept snow from entering
her footwear, but the group was still hungry.

Karr began telling shorter stories because people had no strength for long ones.
One night Lu asked, "Does winter end?"

"Yes," Karr said.

Ar looked at him.

Karr looked back. "You want maybe?"

"No. Winter ends here every year we remember."

"So you say yes."

"l say very likely."

Lu frowned. "Very likely is ugly."

"Cold is ugly too," Taan said.

Karr laughed. "Then hear better words. White leaves. Water wakes. Deer return."
Lu smiled and lay down.

Later Ar said, "You made the same thing into a story."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because true things can have more than one skin."

Ar thought about that for a long time.

The storm finally broke on the twelfth morning.

Sunlight hit the snow so hard that everyone blinked and covered their eyes. From the ridge
they could see far west.

Kee pointed.

A dark line cut between two mountains.

"Stone pass," she said.

Orra looked at her.

"You still say no?"

Kee did not answer at once.

Then she took three black stones from her pouch and placed them on the snow.
"These are the dead."

She put a white stone beside them.

"This was ice crossing."

Then she brushed the white stone away.

"Ash elder says crossing gone. New shelf above water."

Orra looked west.

"Can we trust him?"

"He gave detail. He knew rock names. He knew where river turns. He may still be wrong."
"So?"

Kee picked up the three black stones.

"Old death is real. Old reason may not be."

Orra made her choice.
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They would go to the stone pass.
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8. Kee Remembers

They waited two days before leaving.

The snow needed to settle. Mara's hand needed to heal. Orra wanted every person to know
why they were changing direction.

Kee sat by the fire and told the story of the first stone pass crossing.

She did not tell it like Karr.

There was no First Deer. No river spirit. No lesson hidden in a song.

She named people.

Bel went first. Hara carried a child. Kee was sixteen. The river was high under thin ice. They
heard cracking but crossed because snow had closed the path behind them. Bel fell where
dark water touched the ice edge. Ruk went after him. Then Dema. All three disappeared
under the shelf. The rest returned east.

"Why did you remember river height?" Ar asked.

"Because after, | asked what killed them."

"Ice killed them."

"Many walked on ice before and lived."

"Thin ice."

"Why thin?"

"Warm water?"

Kee nodded. "River came fast from south spring. Winter was young. Ice looked white but was
hollow below."

She looked at Orra.

"l said west is bad for many years. That was too short a story. Better story: west was bad
then, with that river, that ice, that path."

Karr smiled. "Kee cuts her own words now."

"Old people must," she said. "Young people cut them anyway."

Ar watched her memory stones. He had always thought Kee remembered because she was
old and gifted. Now he saw that she also built memory.

Different stones meant different things. Black stones were deaths. White stones were snow
or ice. Red ochre marks meant blood or conflict. Bone chips marked food. Small drilled shells
marked people from other groups. None of these objects contained the past. They helped
Kee call the past back in the right shape

"What happens when you die?" Lu asked.

The cave became quiet.

Kee looked at the child without anger.

"l die."

"Who remembers stones?"

Kee looked at Ar.

Ar looked behind him as if another person stood there.

"No," he said.

"You ask too many reasons," Kee replied. "Good for memory.'
"| forget names."

"Names matter less than why."
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That evening Kee began teaching Ar the pouch.

She did not ask him to memorize every event. She asked him to remember relations.
What happened?

What did people think would happen?

What sign did they use?

What changed?

Why did they choose?

What would make the old choice good again?

Ar noticed that last question.

"You always ask that?"

"l learned to."

"Why?"

"Because people say never when they mean not under this sky."

The phrase stayed with him.

The next day, Karr joined them.

"Kee keeps reasons," he said. "l keep shapes."

"Shapes?" Ar asked.

"A story keeps what people can carry together. Kee remembers three people died because
warm water thinned young ice. | tell children: River wears a false white face in young winter."
Ar almost argued.

Then he stopped.

"Your story is not stone."

"No."

"But it points to stone."

Karr nodded.

"And sometimes," Ar said, "story points wrong."

"Yes."

"Then someone must remember the reason under the story."

Kee lifted the pouch.

"Now you understand why | am still useful."

On the morning they left, Ar carried his spear, food, flint, and a second small pouch.
Inside were six stones.

Not because six was a magic number.

Because six things had to be remembered about the stone pass.

The old route.

The river.

The ice.

The three deaths.

The Ash elder's new report.

And the question: what has changed?
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9. The Valley Once Refused

The stone pass was worse than memory and better than fear.

The first climb took half a day. Snow hid holes between rocks. Twice the people had to
unload skins and pass bundles by hand. One child slipped and bruised a knee. No one died.
At the top, the wind stopped.

Below lay a narrow valley of black stone. A river cut through its center. The old ice crossing
was gone exactly as the Ash elder had said. Part of the bank had broken away, and water
now ran lower in a new channel. Above it, a shelf of dry rock curved along the cliff.

Kee sat down.

For a long time she said nothing.

Ar stood beside her.

"Same place?"

"Yes."

"Same danger?"

"No."

"No danger?"

Kee looked at him sharply.

"Do not become foolish because one old fear is wrong."

Ar laughed.

They tested the shelf before bringing everyone across. Ar and Taan went first with ropes
made from twisted hide. Mara watched from above. The stone was narrow in two places but
dry. Where the shelf dipped, they found new cracks.

Ar marked them with red ochre.

"Mark is not danger," Taan said.

"No."

"But it helps us remember danger."

"You listen now."

"Do not become Karr."

They crossed by late afternoon.

On the far side, the valley widened into grassland protected from the worst wind. Under a low
cliff they found old dung, fresh hoof prints, and a place where reindeer had scraped snow
away to reach lichen.

Mara touched one print.

"Sharp edge."

Ar nodded.

"Recent."

"Bear?"

He smiled.

"Deer."

They killed two animals before dark.

That night the people ate until their bodies felt warm from inside.

Kee sat away from the fire.

Ar brought her a piece of liver.
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"You were right to remember west was bad," he said.

"l was wrong to make bad into always bad."

"But if you had forgotten, we might have crossed old ice again in another year."

"Yes."

"So memory needs edge too."

Kee chewed slowly.

"Everything needs edge."

Karr, sitting nearby, laughed. "Careful. That sounds like a story too large."

Kee threw a small bone at him.

The valley gave them food for many days. They found a deep cave with a dry floor and an
opening that caught morning sun. Someone long ago had left flint flakes near the wall. The
people began to speak of staying until spring.

Then Ar found a strange stone.

It was dark green, smooth, and heavier than other stones of its size. He had never seen one
like it.

Taan said, "Good hammer stone."

Karr said, "Sky stone."

Mara said, "Stone."

Ar turned it in his hand.

"Maybe new kind."

"New to you," Kee said.

"Same?"

"No."

The distinction stopped him.

A thing could be new to one person and old to another. New to the group and common
elsewhere. New in use but not in matter. New because no one had seen it, or new because
no one had seen what it could do.

Ar struck flint with the green stone.

It gave a dull blow. Bad for making blades.

He tried it against bone. Better.

Mara took it and crushed pigment. Very good.

"New stone?" Taan asked.

Ar shook his head.

"Old stone. New work for us."

Kee smiled.

That night Ar added another question to his memory pouch.

When something seems new, ask: new thing, new place, new use, or new seeing?

He did not know that this question would later save them from a war.
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10. The Cave of Red Hands

Spring came slowly.

Water began to speak under the ice. Birds returned before flowers. The people followed deer
trails farther west and found a broad cave on a hill above the valley.

Inside were red hands.

Not three.

Hundreds.

Small hands. Large hands. Missing-finger hands. Hands over hands. Some were dark with
age. Some still held the red of fresh blood.

No one spoke for a long time.

Lu finally whispered, "All people?"

Karr answered, "Many people."

Ar looked at him and smiled.

They found animal drawings deeper inside: horses, deer, bison, lines, dots, shapes no one
understood.

Taan touched one line of dots.

"Number?"

Ar counted.

Seven dots. Then another group of seven. Then three.

"Maybe."

Mara groaned.

"You still say maybe after all this time."

"l say it better now."

They camped near the cave for several nights.

Ar became interested in the marks. Some repeated. A V-shape appeared near three
drawings of deer. A long line with short cuts appeared beside a horse. The same pattern was
carved into a bone found on the floor.

He showed Kee.

"Does it mean deer?"

"Maybe."

"Now you do it."

"l learned."

Karr proposed that the V-shape meant female animal. Taan thought it meant hunting place.
Mara thought it showed a split path.

Ar drew the marks in dirt and began testing ideas.

If V meant female, did it appear near female shapes only? They could not tell from all
drawings.

If it meant split path, why was it inside the body of one horse?

If it meant hunting place, why repeat it in different caves?

They could reject some stories. They could not prove one.

"We know shape," Ar said. "We know where shape sits. We know what comes near it. We do
not know word."

Karr nodded. "Then keep shape without word."
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That idea felt strange and powerful.

They did not have to name what they did not yet understand.

They could hold the pattern.

They could compare it later.

A week later, they met another small group near the western river. These people wore shells
from a distant water and spoke with different sounds. Karr could understand only some
words.

One of them, a woman named Es, saw the carved bone Ar carried.

She pointed to the V-mark and then to a deer track. She made two fingers walk apart.

Mara whispered, "Split path. | was right."

Ar raised a hand.

Es then pointed to a drawing of two deer separating from a herd and made the same sign.
"Maybe split," Ar said.

Mara hit his arm.

Later Es showed them a hunting practice. When deer reached a fork between rocks, hunters
split into two groups. The V-mark was carved on sticks placed near such places.

The mark did not mean a deer. It did not mean a female. It did not mean simply a path.

It meant a kind of event: one movement becoming two possible movements.

Ar felt a deep pleasure.

They had carried a shape without forcing a wrong word onto it.

Because they had waited, the shape had stayed available for better meaning.

That night Karr said, "You kept an empty bowl until someone brought food."

Ar nodded.

"If we had filled bowl with mud, new food would not fit."

"Good," Karr said. "Now make that into a story children can carry."

Ar looked horrified.

Karr laughed so hard he began to cough.

Later, alone among the red hands, Ar understood something else.

The people who made these marks were gone. Their bodies were gone. Their voices were
gone.

But some of their rules still moved living people

A mark could become a small bridge across death.

Not because the mark contained a mind.

Because another mind could meet it, test it, and continue from it.
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11. The Great Crossing

In the second warm moon, trouble came from the east.

The Ash People arrived at the valley with thirty hungry people.

Their southern hunting ground had flooded. Two children were sick. They asked to stay.

The River People had food, but not enough for sixty people through another bad season.
Taan said no.

"If they stay, our children hunger."

Ved answered, "If we leave, our children may die."

Spears appeared in hands.

Ar remembered the green stone.

New thing, new place, new use, or new seeing?

This was not a new problem. Groups had fought over food before. But the valley had
something neither group had used in this way: two separated grazing basins connected by a
narrow ridge, and a river crossing that could be watched from above.

Ar asked both groups to wait one day.

Taan stared at him. "For what?"

"To see if there is another shape."

He walked with Mara, Ved, Sen, and two Ash hunters. They mapped the valley with stones in
dirt.

One basin held reindeer in morning. The other held wild horses near evening. If both groups
hunted both basins, animals would scatter. If each group stayed only in one basin, one group
might starve when animals moved.

Mara drew a V.

Ar smiled.

"Split and join."

They built a rule.

River People would hunt north basin for four days while Ash People used south basin. Then
they would change. Neither group would cross the ridge during the other's four days except
for danger. Scouts could meet at the ridge each morning and share animal movement. If a
herd moved from one basin to the other, the groups could agree to change early.

Taan objected. "We tell them where animals are. They take them."

Ved objected too. "We tell you where animals are. You take them."

Ar said, "Then both fear same thing. Good. Rule can hold both."

Kee added another condition. Each group would keep its own food stores private. Sharing
information about herd movement did not mean sharing every piece of meat.

Karr called it "two fires, one smoke."

Ar called it a rule with edges.

For twenty days it worked.

Not perfectly.

On the sixth day, an Ash hunter crossed early after seeing a wounded horse. Taan wanted to
end the agreement. Kee asked why the rule existed.

"To stop both groups chasing same animals," Ar said.

"Did one hunter break that?"
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"No."

"Then punish crossing, not kill rule."

They changed the agreement: a single wounded animal could be followed across the ridge if
the hunter left a red marker at the crossing.

On the twelfth day, River scouts failed to report a herd because they feared Ash hunters
would take it. The Ash People discovered the lie and nearly left.

This time Karr spoke sharply.

"Rule without true marks is dead rule."

The scouts admitted what they had done.

Orra gave the Ash group first choice of basin for the next four days.

Trust returned slowly.

Ar began to see that a rule was not made once.

It was made, used, broken, repaired, and sometimes thrown away.

The rule had no life outside people following and correcting it. But while they did, it changed
what sixty people could do together.

One evening Ved sat beside Ar above the river.

"You think too much," Ved said.

"People tell me."

"But this rule is good."

"For now."

Ved laughed. "Always for now with you."

"If deer leave, rule bad. If one group leaves, rule ends. If flood cuts ridge, rule changes."
Ved looked down at the two camps.

"Nothing stays?"

"Some things stay long."

"Stone stays."

Ar picked up a piece of shale and broke it between his hands.

Ved laughed again.

"Not even stone."

"Maybe mountain."

"Do not start."

At the end of the warm moon, the Ash children were strong again.

The two groups prepared to separate.

Before leaving, Ved gave Ar a shell from the distant water.

"For rule bag," he said.

Ar placed it beside Kee's stones.

Not as a symbol of Ash People.

As a reminder that two groups could share a pattern without becoming one group.

The boundary had made cooperation possible.
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12. Beyond the Last Stone

Many years passed.

Ar's hair became gray at the sides.

Karr died during a warm autumn. He had been telling a story when his breath became short.
He stopped, smiled as if he had forgotten a word, and did not begin again.

Kee lived longer.

Before she died, she gave Ar the old pouch.

"Too many stones," he said.

"Then throw away bad ones."

"How know bad?"

"Now you ask me?"

She died three days later.

Ar became the keeper of reasons, though he never liked the name. Lu, no longer a child,
kept many of Karr's stories. Mara became one of the people others followed in hard country.
Taan stayed Taan: suspicious, brave, and useful whenever a plan sounded too beautiful.

The River People moved many times.

They returned to the old cave once and found another group living there. They did not fight.
The valley was no longer theirs, if it had ever been theirs.

At the cave mouth, Ar looked for the stone he had placed there as a young man.

He could not find it.

Perhaps snow had moved it. Perhaps a child had thrown it. Perhaps he had chosen a stone
too ordinary to know again.

He laughed.

"What?" Mara asked.

"l thought | made a last stone."

"You made a stone."

"Yes."

They kept walking.

Years later, Ar had a daughter named Ina. She asked questions the way Lu once had, but
she was less patient with answers.

One evening, the group camped on a high plain. The land fell away to the west in long blue
ridges. The sun was red. Beyond the farthest ridge was another line, dim and dark.

Ina sat beside Ar.

"What is beyond that?"

"More land, | think."

"You saw it?"

"No."

"Then why think?"

"People came from there. Birds fly there. Rivers come from there. Every ridge | crossed had
ground after it."

"So there is ground forever."

Ar smiled.

"No."
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Ina frowned. "But you said every ridge."

"Every ridge | crossed."

"Can we cross that one?"

"Maybe."

"And the next?"

"Maybe."

"And the next?"

"If there is next."

"There is always next."

Ar looked at her.

"How know?"

Ina became angry. "Because next means next."
"Good."

"Then there is always next."

"There is always a way to ask for next. That is not same as holding all nexts in your hand."
Ina picked up a stone.

"One."

She picked up another.

"Two."

Another.

"Three."

She kept going until she had seven.

Then she searched for another.

"Eight."

Ar remembered Lu by the old fire. One-more and all-more.
Ina placed a ninth stone.

"l can keep going."

"Yes."

"Until stones end."

"Maybe."

"Until land ends."

"Maybe."

"Until | die."

Ar was quiet.

"Yes," he said.

Ina looked at the stones.

"Then the counting does not end. | end."

Ar felt Kee beside him, though Kee had been dead many years.
"The counting you do ends," he said. "The rule one-more does not need to end with you.
Someone else can learn it."

"Then rule lives forever."

Ar shook his head.

"Do not make forever too quickly."

Ina groaned. "You make every answer smaller."
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"l try to make each answer fit what we know."

"Karr made answers big."

Ar looked at her sharply.

"You remember Karr?"

"Lu tells his stories."

Of course.

A person gone. A story moving.

Ar smiled.

"Karr knew something | learned late. Sometimes a big story carries a small true thing farther
than a careful answer can travel."

"Then big story is true?"

"As story, maybe."

"Stone true?"

"As stone."

"Rule true?"

"If it works where we say it works."

"Path true?"

Ar looked at the dark ridge.

"If we can take the next step."

They sat until the sun was gone.

Below them, people fed the fire. Lu was telling children the story of River With the False
White Face. Mara argued with Taan about where to hunt in the morning. Someone laughed.
Someone sang.

Ina leaned against Ar.

"Does the world end?"

Ar watched the last light leave the western line.

"l do not know."

"Can we walk tomorrow?"

"Yes."

"And after tomorrow?"

"Maybe."

"And after that?"

Ar looked at the nine stones beside her knee.

"If there is ground, and food, and we are alive, we take another step."
Ina waited.

"That is not answer."

"It is the answer | have."

She thought about it.

"Is it enough?"

Ar looked at the fire, the people, the dark land beyond them.
"For tomorrow," he said, "it is enough."
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PART Il — THE PLACE OF MANY FIRES

Stories of fields, walls, and the edges of rules
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13. Smoke That Does Not Move

The dry years came back.

At first the people did not call them dry years. One summer can be bad without becoming a
thing with a name. Then the next summer came with little rain. Then another.

Grass broke under the foot like old bone. Streams became strings of dark water between
stones. Deer moved north before the leaves changed. Even the small animals seemed to
carry less meat.

Ar was old now. He could still walk all day, but his left knee told him when cold weather was
coming. Ina walked beside him more often than behind him. She had become a hunter,
though she liked questions more than spears.

Mara still led when a choice could kill people. Lu kept the stories. Taan complained about
both of them and carried more than men half his age.

One evening lightning struck the western grass.

The fire ran faster than a person.

They had seen grass burn before. This was different. Wind pushed flame over the plain in a
long red wall. The River People ran toward bare stone and wet ground. They saved their
children, most of their skins, and little else.

When morning came, the land behind them was black.

Taan kicked a burnt root. It broke into ash.

"Last place," he said.

Ar looked at him.

Taan sighed. "Last for now. | remember."

They moved south because the northern ridges held no game and the western ground still
smoked.

For nine days they followed a river they did not know.

On the tenth morning Ina climbed a low hill and stopped.

"Come see."

Ar climbed after her.

At first he thought he saw fog.

Then he saw that the gray lines rose straight into the sky.

Smoke.

Many fires.

Too many to count quickly.

Below, the river widened. On one bank lay shapes Ar had never seen together in one place.
Huts, but not hide huts. Walls of mud and wood. Long roofs. Fences. Straight lines cut into
earth. Green plants growing in rows where no wild meadow would make them so.

People moved everywhere.

Not forty. Not sixty.

Hundreds.

Ina whispered, "A people this big?"

"Many people," Ar said.

"One people?"

He did not answer.
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They watched a line of women carry baskets from the green fields. Men pushed logs toward
a wall. Children drove goats between fences. Smoke came from pits where people fired clay.
Near the river, two men pulled a boat with a rope while another shouted from the bank.

No one person seemed to know what all the others were doing.

Yet the place moved as one thing.

Mara came up behind them.

"Can they feed this many?"

Ina pointed at the fields. "They make food stand still."

Ar looked again.

The plants were grain. He knew wild grain. They had gathered it in good summers. Here it
covered the ground in broad patches.

"Food does not stand still," he said.

"Those plants do."

"Until wind, mice, rot, people."

Ina smiled. "You are still hard to please."

Below them a horn sounded.

People near the outer wall stopped for a moment. Then several men with long spears came
toward the hill.

The River People gathered.

Taan counted the spear men.

"Eight. More behind wall."

"Do not lift spear," Mara said.

The strangers stopped at a distance.

Their leader wore a strip of red cloth around one arm. Ar had never seen cloth woven so fine.
The man looked at the River People, then at their bundles, then at the children.

"Burn people?" he asked in a rough form of their tongue.

Mara pointed north. "Fire took ground. We need water. Food. Maybe work."

The man nodded as if this were common.

"You come to Many Fires."

Ina looked at Ar.

So the place had a name. Or perhaps that was only what strangers called it.

"Who leads Many Fires?" Mara asked.

The man seemed confused by the question.

"The High House keeps measure. The River House keeps water. Gate hands keep gate.
Field heads keep fields. Old Mothers keep births. Spear House keeps peace."

Taan muttered, "That is many answers."

The man heard him.

"Many people need many hands."

Ar looked beyond the wall.

A child ran between two houses carrying bread.

Real bread. Thick, brown, heavy.

The smell reached the hill.

For the first time in many days, the children of the River People stopped looking tired.

The spear man pointed toward the gate.
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"You can enter. You are counted first."
Ina asked, "Counted for what?"

"So house knows you are here."

Ar felt an old question move inside him.
"Which house?"

The man laughed.

"All houses."

Ar looked at the roofs, the walls, the fields, the smoke that did not move with the people.
He thought: no house sees all this.

But he said nothing.

They walked down toward the gate.
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14. Bread That Waits

Inside the wall, the world became narrow and crowded.

People passed close enough to touch and did not greet.

This troubled Taan more than the wall.

"He looked at me," he said after a potter walked past. "He looked and said nothing."
"Maybe he does not know you," Ina said.

"That is why he should say something."

Ina laughed.

The River People were taken to an open yard beside the gate. A woman sat behind a low
table. Before her lay clay pieces, stones of different sizes, and cords with knots.
She asked names.

Mara gave them.

The woman pressed marks into wet clay.

"Why mark?" Lu asked.

"To remember."

"l remember names."

The woman looked at him. "All names?"

Lu looked around at the crowd.

"No."

"Clay remembers badly, but it remembers when | sleep."

Lu smiled.

Ar liked her answer.

Each family received a small clay piece with a sign. The woman called them guest marks.
"Keep it," she said. "Show at grain house. Show at work yard. Show at gate if you leave and
come back."

Taan turned his piece over.

"Stone says who | am?"

"Clay says house counted you."

"l know who | am."

"House does not."

That answer troubled Ar more than Taan.

They were given bread before work.

The first bite silenced everyone.

It was not fresh meat. It was not sweet root. It was dense, sour, smoky from the oven, and
wonderful.

A boy from Many Fires watched them eat.

"You never had bread?"

Ina said, "We had seeds. We had fire. We did not make this."

The boy broke his loaf. "Grain can wait. Meat runs away."

Ar looked at the bread in his hand.

That was nearly true.

The next day they saw the grain house.
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It was larger than any shelter the River People had known. Its floor stood above the ground
on stone feet. The walls were thick. Inside, baskets and clay jars rose in rows. Grain smell
filled the air.

Mice could not easily enter. Rain could not easily enter. A guard watched the door.

Ina stood very still.

"How many winters?"

A grain keeper named Sava answered. "If fields are good, we hold seed for next spring, food
for cold moons, food for flood, food for spear men, food for workers who dig water lines, food
for High House rites."

Taan pointed at the jars. "How much?"

Sava shrugged. "Enough if next year is not too bad. Not enough if many bad things come
together."

Ar smiled.

"Good answer."

Sava looked at him. "What answer?"

"Not 'all food."' Not 'food forever.' Enough for named bad things."

Sava laughed. "Old man likes measures. Good. You can work here."

Ar did not work there. His knee disliked lifting full jars.

Ina did.

For three days she carried grain, watched measures, and asked questions.

She learned that people brought grain from fields after harvest. Some belonged to families.
Some belonged to the High House. Some came from villages beyond the wall. Some was
seed borrowed in spring and returned after harvest.

"Why give grain away?" she asked Sava.

"Because hungry people cannot plant empty hands."

"Why return more?"

"Because house keeps seed safe. Because mice eat some. Because guards guard it.
Because people who measure must eat. Because next spring someone else may need it."
That also sounded nearly true.

On the fourth day Ina saw a woman receive grain without giving a guest mark or a field mark.
Sava filled her basket himself

"No measure?" Ina asked.

"l measured with eye."

"You measure everyone with stone."

Sava's face changed

"She is sister of Kesh."

"Who is Kesh?"

"Keeper under Keeper."

Ina waited.

Sava became angry. "Do your work."

That evening she told Ar.

"Maybe sister works for house," Ar said.

"Then say that."

"Maybe there is rule we do not know."
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"Then Sava could say rule."

Ar looked at her.

She had his old habit now: cutting words like flint.

The next morning they watched people line up for bread.

A stone weight went on one side of a balance. Bread went on the other.

Same stone. Same bread.

Then a man with a red arm band came. He did not join the line. A worker handed him two
loaves.

Taan saw it too.

"Ah," he said. "The stone has eyes. It sees red cloth."

Ina almost laughed, but Ar did not.

He was beginning to understand that a rule could be written in clay, spoken before everyone,
and still have a second shape that lived only in people.

A rule could have a shadow.
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15. The House of Grain

The River People stayed because leaving was worse.

That fact mattered.

Mara said it each time Taan called the place a trap.

"A trap closes," she said. "The gate opens."

"Then why do guards stand there?"

"To keep others out. Maybe to keep us in later. Not yet."

"You sound like Ar."

"That is an insult."

Ar laughed.

Work was given by houses.

Some River People dug channels from the river. Some cut reeds. Some repaired walls. Mara
hunted with men who supplied meat to the High House. Lu told stories to children in the
evening and soon learned stories of Many Fires in return.

Ina moved between the grain house and the field edge.

She met a young woman named Nemi there.

Nemi's hands were hard from grinding grain. She lived with her mother, two brothers, and a
small child in a mud house near the south wall.

"Your man?" Ina asked once, pointing at the child.

"Dead in canal fall."

"His people help?"

Nemi gave a small laugh.

"His people have their own mouths."

She showed Ina three clay tokens tied inside a skin pouch.

"These are spring seed."

Ina touched one.

"Seed is gone."

"Seed became field."

"Then why keep clay?"

"Clay says field owes seed."

Ina frowned. "Field owes?"

"My house owes."

"You ate clay?"

Nemi laughed so hard she had to sit down.

When she stopped, she explained.

In the cold end of winter, Nemi's family had little seed left. The grain house gave them
baskets. At harvest they must return the same measure plus one part more.
"Why more?"

"For keeping. For loss. For house. You asked Sava, yes?"

Ina nodded.

"What if harvest is bad?"

"Then mark walks to next harvest."

"And more is added?"
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Nemi did not answer at once.

"Sometimes."

Ina imagined a clay mark walking through seasons while people grew tired beneath it.
"Can it walk forever?"

Nemi shrugged. "People do not."

That sentence stayed with Ina.

Later she asked Ar, "If debt keeps one-more each season, is debt without end?"

Ar was repairing a spear shaft.

"No."

"Why?"

"House can forgive. Person can pay. Person can leave. Person can die. House can break.
Rule can change."

"But rule says one-more."

"A rule can continue in thought farther than any life that carries it."

Ina sat beside him.

"Then rule is dangerous."

"Fire is dangerous."

"That is not answer."

"It is part of one."

He put the spear down.

"A rule that has no named stop can eat things the people who made it never meant to feed
it."

Ina looked toward the grain house.

"Then give every rule a stop."

"Maybe. Or a place to ask again."

That evening a horn called people to the central yard.

The Keeper of Grain stood on a platform. His name was Dagan. He was broad, clean, and
older than Mara but younger than Ar. Two guards stood behind him.

Dagan spoke about the coming harvest.

"The river gave less water. The upper fields are weak. The House will keep one basket in six
from every field, not one in eight."

People murmured.

A man shouted, "We already owe spring seed."

Dagan lifted one hand.

"If House stores little, next bad year Kkills us all."

That was a strong argument.

Ar saw it move through the crowd.

Then an old woman shouted, "Does High House eat one bowl in six less?"

Some people laughed. Others became quiet.

Dagan said, "High House feeds work that feeds all."

The answer was also strong.

Ar disliked that both could be true.

After the meeting he said this to Mara.

"You want one side to be lie," Mara said.
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"Life is easier when one side is lie."

"Life is not working for your ease."

They passed the High House on the way back.

Its walls were twice as high as the houses near the gate. The roof beams were thick. A
painted animal with wings spread across the entrance.

Inside, people were carrying jars.

Outside, Nemi was counting her clay tokens.

Ar looked from one to the other.

A small group can see who is hungry.

A large group needs marks.

Marks can remember what eyes cannot.

Marks can also remember a claim after the reason for the claim has died.
He touched Kee's old pouch.

Memory needed edges too.
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16. A Rule for Strangers

In the River People, a theft was simple until it was not.

Someone knew the missing spear. Someone knew who had been near it. Someone knew
who had made it. Even when people lied, the lie lived among people who had years of
memory about one another.

In Many Fires, strangers stole from strangers.

One morning Taan was accused of taking a bronze-colored knife from a trader's mat.

The knife was not true bronze. Ar did not know the metal. It was red, soft, and precious. The
trader shouted until two gate guards came.

"l did not take," Taan said.

The trader pointed. "l saw old wild man at mat. Knife gone after."

Taan's face became dangerous.

Mara stepped between him and the guard.

"What happens now?"

They were taken to a shade roof near the gate where a woman named Esh heard disputes.
Esh did not know Taan. She did not know the trader. That was the point.

She asked the trader what he saw.

She asked Taan where he stood.

She asked who else had been there.

She sent a boy to find two witnesses.

Then she asked to see Taan's sleeping place.

Taan exploded.

"You call me liar and search my skins?"

Esh looked bored.

"l call nothing. | look."

Ar almost smiled.

They searched. No knife.

One witness remembered a child near the mat. The child was found. He had traded the knife
to another boy for dried fruit.

The trader became red with shame.

Taan stood before Esh with arms crossed.

"Now he gives me what?"

"Words before people. He says accusation was wrong."

"Only words?"

"What did you lose?"

"Honor."

Esh frowned. "How much does honor weigh?"

Taan stared at her.

Ar laughed so suddenly that even Mara smiled.

Outside, Taan was furious.

"She does not know me."

"That is why her way worked," Ar said.

"Kee would know | do not steal trader knives."
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"Kee knew forty people. Esh hears people she never saw before."

Taan spat into dust.

"Then city makes people strangers and makes rules to repair being strangers."
Ar stopped walking.

"Yes."

Taan looked pleased with himself.

But the rule for strangers had another side.

Three days later Nemi's younger brother was beaten by a guard near the grain house. He
had entered a closed yard to retrieve a goat.

Esh heard the dispute.

The guard said the yard was closed by High House order.

Nemi's brother said he did not know.

"Mark at gate," the guard said.

Nemi pointed out that her brother could not read house marks.

Esh looked tired.

"Rule was marked."

"For people who know mark," Ina said.

Esh turned to her. "If rule changes for every person, rule is no rule."

Ina answered, "If person cannot know rule, how can rule hold person?"
People nearby became quiet.

Esh studied her.

"You are guest."

"Yes."

"Guests ask many questions."

"We have fewer rules. There is more room between them."

Esh almost smiled.

The guard was not punished. Nemi's brother was ordered to work one day repairing the yard
fence.

Ina called this wrong.

Ar was less certain.

"The yard may need closed gate," he said.

"Then tell people with words."

"There are hundreds."

"Then make marks all can know."

"Good. How?"

Ina opened her mouth and stopped.

That was the first time Many Fires taught her by refusing an easy answer.
Later she went back to Esh.

"Show me your marks."

Esh did.

Some were simple: fire, water, grain, danger, no entry. Others were names and counts.
Ina began to learn them.

Weeks later she painted a red hand beside the closed-yard mark.

"Why hand?" Esh asked
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"Children know red hand means stop. River People use it near bad ice."

Esh looked at the wall.

"That is not house mark."

"It can become one."

The next day no child entered the yard.

A rule had crossed from one small people into a larger one because its shape fit a need.
Ar thought of the old red hands in the cave.

A mark did not need to belong forever to the people who first made it.

But neither did a rule become true everywhere merely because many people painted it.
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17. The Man Who Speaks Twice

Many Fires had public words and private words.

The River People discovered this slowly.

At the central yard, Dagan said, "All bowls are under the River."

People repeated it during the first harvest rite.

Children carried little bowls of grain to a stone basin. The Keeper poured water over them. Lu
learned the song and said it was beautiful.

"All bowls are under the River," Nemi translated. "River does not choose rich roof or poor
roof."

Taan looked toward the High House.

"Rain also falls on big roof. Big roof keeps more dry."

Lu told him to be quiet.

The rite ended with bread for everyone.

That mattered too.

No person in the yard went without bread that day.

Two evenings later Mara returned from hunting angry.

The High House had ordered hunters not to take does from the eastern wood because the
herd there was small.

"Good rule," Ar said.

"Yes," Mara answered. "Then Dagan's brother came with four men. They took two does for a
feast."

Taan smiled without humor. "Perhaps deer know red cloth."

Mara wanted to confront Dagan.

Ar went with her.

They found him in a courtyard where workers counted jars.

Mara spoke plainly.

"You say no does. Your brother takes does."

Dagan did not deny it.

"High House receives people from Three Reeds tomorrow. We need meat."

"Then rule is 'no does unless High House wants meat."

Dagan's eyes hardened.

"Rule keeps herd. One feast does not break herd."

Mara answered, "Then one hunt by my people does not break herd."

"If every hunter says one hunt, herd breaks."

"Your brother is one hunter."

Dagan stepped closer.

"My brother acts for House."

Ar heard it then.

The second voice.

The first voice said the rule was for everyone because the herd needed protection.

The second voice said some people stood outside the rule because their acts represented
the whole.

Both voices used the good of the whole.
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"Who says when House is outside rule?" Ar asked.

Dagan looked at him. "House does."

"Then rule holds the small hand and asks the big hand if it wishes to be held."
Dagan's face went still.

"Old man, you eat House grain."

"Yes."

"You sleep behind House wall."

"Yes."

"You think words keep spear men at gate?"

"No."

"You think questions fill grain jars?"

"No."

"Then remember what holds you alive."

Ar nodded.

"l remember. | also ask what can kill us later."

They were told to leave.

Mara was furious with Ar for nodding.

"You made him think he won."

"l think he told truth."

"He threatened you."

"That too."

Ar stopped beside a water channel.

"Dagan is not foolish. If every hunter breaks rule, herd dies. If every feast is refused, maybe
alliances fail. The hard thing is not seeing lie. The hard thing is seeing where a useful
exception becomes a door only one family can open."”

Mara kicked dust into the water.

"So what do we do?"

"Name the door."

The next harvest meeting, Mara stood before the crowd.

She did not say Dagan was a liar.

She asked a question.

"When House takes what others may not take, who counts it?"
Dagan answered, "House records its use."

"Who sees record?"

A long pause.

Someone in the crowd laughed.

Then others began asking.

Not about the two does. About grain. About work days. About jars sent to Three Reeds.
About gifts to spear men.

Dagan ended the meeting early.

Nothing changed that day.

But a new kind of mark appeared in people's speech.

They began saying, "House exception," when a rule bent upward.
The phrase was dangerous because it made a hidden shape visible.
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Lu disliked it.

"Words can break people apart," he warned Ar.

"Stories can hold people together," Ar said.

"You sound like Karr."

"l am getting old."

Lu shook his head.

"Karr knew a people cannot live by exposing every soft place in every story."
Ar looked at the High House.

"And | learned a story that cannot bear one question may be carrying more weight than it
should."

Neither man was satisfied.

That was becoming common in Many Fires.
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18. The Debt That Walks

Harvest was bad in the upper fields.

Nemi's family brought less grain than their clay marks demanded.

The grain house counted what they brought, then made a new mark.
Nemi stared at it.

"How much now?"

Sava named the amount.

She closed her eyes.

"That is more than before harvest."

"You returned less than seed share."

"Because field gave less."

"House did not make field dry."

"l did not make field dry."

Sava's voice softened.

"l know."

"Then why does mark grow?"

He looked at the jars behind him.

"If mark does not grow, everyone takes seed and returns little in bad year. House empties.
Next year no seed for anyone."

Again, a strong reason.

Nemi said, "If mark grows in bad year, poor field becomes poorer field."
Another strong reason.

Ina listened until she became angry with reasons themselves.

That night she laid stones before Ar.

"Nemi owes ten. Harvest gives six. House takes six and says five remain because one is
added. Next year field gives six again. What happens?"

Ar moved the stones.

"Five becomes maybe six. She pays six. Then little left for food and seed."
"So she borrows again."

"Maybe."

"Then mark can grow while she works."

"Yes."

"That is wrong."

Ar rubbed his knee.

"Maybe."

Ina slammed a stone down.

"Do not maybe me."

He smiled.

"Good. Then show where wrong begins. At seed loan? At extra part? At bad rain? At same
rule for good field and bad field? At taking all six?"

Ina hated him for one breath.

Then she looked at the stones.

The wrongness had a shape, but not one point.
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She went to Nemi the next day.

Together they walked the field.

One end lay high and dry. The lower end held more moisture. A water channel passed
nearby but turned toward fields belonging to houses close to the High House.

"Why not bring water here?" Ina asked.

Nemi laughed.

"Because water already has owners."

"Water moves."

"Ownership moves less."

They followed the channel to a wooden gate. A mark showed which field received water on
which day.

Ina learned that the rule had been made years before, when fewer fields existed. New
families had planted beyond the old line but had not received new water days.

"Why not change rule?"

Nemi shrugged. "Old houses say their fathers dug channel."

There it was again.

A reason that had once fit a world continued after the world changed.

Ina brought the problem to Esh.

Esh listened.

"Water rule is River House, not gate judgment.”

"Then who asks River House?"

"Field heads."

"Field head for Nemi says old rule."

"Then ask him."

"He owns field with water day."

Esh closed her eyes.

"Now you understand why | like theft cases."

Ina laughed despite herself.

The problem moved through houses for twelve days.

No one person had made it. No one person could easily change it.

Finally Mara said, "In our people, if rule makes people starve, we sit at fire and change rule."
Nemi answered, "Here, which fire?"

That question frightened Ar.

Many Fires had a central yard, but no central fire in the old sense. Too many decisions lived
in different houses.

The city had grown more hands than one circle could see.

Ina and Nemi did something simpler.

At night, with permission from three lower-field families and without permission from River
House, they dug a small branch from the channel. They used a stone gate that could be
closed after one watch of the moon.

Water entered the dry field.

The next morning a River House worker found it.

There was shouting.

There was also a wet field.
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The branch became a dispute.

The dispute became a meeting.

The meeting forced the old water rule to be spoken aloud before people who had lived under
its effects without ever hearing its beginning.

No miracle followed.

The old houses kept most of their days.

But two new water turns were created for lower fields, and the rule would be asked again
after each flood season.

Ina liked that part most.

Not a new rule forever.

A rule with a place to return.

Nemi touched the new clay mark.

"Debt still walks."

"Yes."

"But water walks too."

For the first time that season, she smiled.
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19. The God Above the Storehouse

Lu loved the stories of Many Fires before he trusted the people who used them.

This surprised Ar.

The greatest story was about Asha of the Deep River.

Asha was said to sleep beneath the water and wake each year when mountain snow melted.
She opened her long hands and spread dark mud over the fields. If people measured grain
fairly, kept the first seed, and did not poison the channels, Asha returned. If they became
greedy, she turned her face and sent hunger.

"Good story," Lu said.

Taan snorted. "River rises because snow melts."

"Story says snow too. In third song."

"Then sing snow."

Lu threw a reed at him.

The River House kept Asha's calendar.

On one wall were cuts for moon changes. On another, old flood heights. Priests watched
stars before dawn and sent runners to upper villages to ask about snow and rain.

Ar spent a morning there and left impressed.

"Their god has many measurements," he told Ina.

"Maybe measurements have a god."

"Karr would like you."

The trouble was not Asha.

The trouble was the Winged Bull.

The painted animal over the High House gate was said to have given the first field to the first
Keeper. During the second harvest rite, Dagan stood beneath it and spoke.

"As Bull guards the first field, High House guards all fields."

The crowd repeated the words.

Ar asked Nemi, "Did Bull dig channels?"

She smiled. "Do not say that here."

"Did Dagan's fathers?"

"Some channels, maybe."

"All fields?"

"No."

"Then why all?"

Nemi looked toward the guards.

"Because story grew."

That answer was so simple Ar almost missed it.

A story could grow beyond the work that first made it useful.

Later Lu explained more.

Long ago, he had learned, Many Fires was smaller. The Keeper's house had stored
emergency grain and organized defense during a raid. The Winged Bull story may have
begun then. A house that saved people became a house chosen by a god. A duty became a
right. A remembered act became a permanent shape.

"You do not know that," Ar said.
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"No. | heard three stories. They disagree."

"Good."

"Do not good me. | am storyteller. Disagreement is pain."

Lu had begun collecting different versions.

One said the Bull gave land to the Keeper.

One said the Bull gave land to all families and asked the Keeper only to measure.

One, told in a village outside the wall, said there was no Bull in the oldest story at all. There
was only a great ox killed after a flood and shared among workers.

"Which is true?" Ina asked.

Lu spread his hands.

"Maybe all carry pieces. Maybe one is late lie. Maybe three are late shapes of something
gone."

"Then why keep them?"

"Because people do things inside them."

He pointed toward the River House.

"Asha story makes people clean channels before flood. Good."

Then toward the High House.

"Bull story makes people give grain without spear at every door. Also useful."

"Useful to whom?" Ina asked.

Lu smiled sadly.

"Now you ask Ar questions."

During the rite, every household placed a little grain before the Bull image.

Nemi placed hers.

Ina was angry.

"You owe grain. Why give more?"

Nemi answered, "Because everyone sees who does not give. Because my mother believes.
Because after rite the House gives beer and meat. Because my child likes song. Choose
one."

Ina had no answer.

That night Ar told her about Karr and the Great Herd.

"l wanted him to say story was only rule," Ar said. "He knew people do not live inside only."
"So Bull is true?"

"Do not make me old Karr too quickly."

She laughed.

Ar continued.

"A story can hold a useful thing. It can also hide a hand taking grain. We need ask both: what
does story carry, and what rides inside it?"

Ina looked at the painted Bull above the dark High House.

"Can we make story with edge?"

"Maybe stories hate edges."

"Then people must remember edges for them."

Lu, who had come quietly to the fire, heard this.

"That," he said, "is why a people needs more than one storyteller."
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20. The Work No One Sees

Winter in Many Fires was the first winter Ina had known when old people did not become
thinner before children.

Not all old people. Not all children. But enough that she noticed

Grain waited.

Dried beans waited.

Goats gave milk longer than wild animals stayed near camp.

Potters repaired jars. A woman who worked only with herbs treated a fever that might have
killed two River children. A man who made stone blades every day could make ten better
blades in the time Ar once made three.

There was power in people not doing the same work.

There was also dependence.

When the grinding house stopped for two days because a roof beam broke, half the south
quarter had no flour.

Taan stood before the closed door.

"In cave, if my stone breaks, | grind with another stone."

Nemi said, "Here your grain is in house, your flour is in grinding house, your bread is in oven
yard, your water comes in channel, your wall is kept by wall hands, and your night is watched
by gate hands."

"So everyone holds my throat."

"And you hold theirs when you hunt."

Taan grunted.

He did not dislike that answer.

Ar began walking through the settlement each morning.

He watched work.

The city seemed less like one large animal and more like a net of small acts. A woman
sealed a jar. A boy cleared mud from a drain. A guard checked a gate. A potter traded bowls
for grain. A field worker repaired a hoe. A healer boiled water. A clerk pressed marks into
clay.

Most never met.

Yet each depended on strangers doing ordinary things correctly.

One day Ar asked Dagan, "Who keeps Many Fires alive?"

Dagan answered at once. "The Houses together."

"Who keeps Houses alive?"

Dagan was less quick.

"People."

"Which people?"

"All"

Ar pointed to a woman scraping waste from a drainage ditch.

"Her?"

Dagan frowned. "Yes."

"Does she receive High House share?"

"No."
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"Then perhaps your story of important work is too small."

Dagan sighed.

"You have lived here half a year and already wish to rebuild it with questions."

"No. | wish to know what breaks if she stops."

Dagan looked at the ditch.

"Disease, perhaps."

"Then she guards city too."

Dagan surprised him.

"Yes."

The next week Dagan ordered extra grain for drain workers during cold months.
Taan said Ar had become a High House whisperer.

Ar said a useful change did not become bad because a powerful man agreed to it.
But another problem followed.

Some people began pretending their work served the whole so they could ask for extra grain.
A brewer claimed beer was needed for rites.

A wood carver claimed images protected unity.

A guard captain claimed more guards protected storage.

A singer claimed songs prevented fighting.

Lu said, "Singer is right."

Mara asked, "How much grain does one prevented fight weigh?"

Everyone laughed.

Ar did not.

The city had created kinds of value that could not be placed beside a stone weight.
Some were real anyway.

A healer's knowledge mattered before anyone was sick. A wall mattered most on the day
raiders came. A story might prevent a quarrel no one would ever know had been prevented.
How could such things be measured without pretending the measure held all their worth?
Ina began using a phrase.

"Measure for this. Not measure for all."

She said it when people treated grain as the measure of every work.

She said it when spear men treated danger as the measure of every decision.

She said it when priests treated ritual as the measure of loyalty.

Esh liked the phrase and began repeating it in disputes.

Dagan disliked it because it made meetings longer.

Lu liked it because it sounded like a line from a story.

Taan disliked it because everyone else liked it.

One cold morning the drain woman Ar had pointed to came to him with a loaf.

"For question," she said.

Ar shook his head. "Question does not need bread."

"Old man needs bread."

He accepted.

The loaf was warm.

A city could hide work.
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It could also make one person's small skill useful to hundreds of people they would never
know.
Ar thought this was not a small thing.
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21. When the River Rises

The flood began with no rain in Many Fires.

That was why some people did not believe it was coming.
The sky was clear. The river looked high but calm.

Then runners came from the north.

Snow had melted fast in the upper country. Two tributaries were already over their banks.
The River House sounded three horns.

People knew the signal.

Fields near the water were to be opened. Low store rooms emptied. Channel gates set to
flood positions. Children and animals moved to high ground.
The system was old.

It was also built for the old river.

Three years before, a winter slide had narrowed a bend upstream. Water now struck the
eastern bank harder.

Nemi knew this because her cousin fished there.

Ina knew it because she had walked the bank.

River House marks did not know it.

At midday water broke through an outer channel wall.
Workers followed the flood plan and opened a gate that should have relieved pressure.
Instead it sent more water toward the lower fields.

Nemi screamed, "Close it!"

The gate master refused.

"Flood mark says open."

"Look at water!"

"If | close and upper wall breaks, grain quarter floods."
Mara arrived with River hunters.

She looked once at the flow.

"Close half."

"No half in plan."

"There is half in gate."

The gate master stood frozen between rule and river.

Ina climbed onto the lever.

"Help me."

Nemi joined her.

The gate moved halfway down.

Water changed direction.

For a moment nothing happened.

Then the lower channel slowed.

The upper basin began to fill.

"Now what?" Nemi shouted.

Ina did not know.

That mattered.

She had broken the plan, but she did not own the river.
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Mara sent runners in three directions.

"Ask what water does. Do not ask what marks say."

Reports returned.

One channel was dry. One was backing toward the potters. One could take more.
They changed gates one at a time.

Not all at once.

Watch, change, watch again.

Ar arrived leaning on a stick.

He saw the pattern and laughed despite the danger.

"What?" Ina yelled.

"You made river rule into next-step rule."

"Go be wise somewhere dry!"

He did.

By evening the main wall held.

Two lower fields flooded. Three houses collapsed. No grain store was lost. One child broke
an arm. No one died.

The next morning Dagan stood in mud before the River House.

The gate master accused Ina of breaking flood law.

Nemi shouted that flood law had nearly drowned them.

People gathered.

Dagan looked at the damaged fields, then at the intact grain quarter.
"Who ordered half gate?"

Mara said, "l did."

Ina said, "l moved it."

Nemi said, "l told them old bend changed."

The gate master said, "Plan said open."

Ar said, "All true."

Dagan glared at him.

"Do you ever bring fewer words?"

"When fewer fit."

The River priests inspected the channels for three days.

Then something rare happened.

The old flood plan was not replaced with a new fixed plan.

Instead, it gained decision places.

At three gates the marks now said: open first to this point; send runner; watch water; then
choose among three next marks.

Local field heads were given authority to change a gate within a small range if two observers
agreed and sent a record afterward.

Ina studied the new marks.

"The rule now knows it may not know."

Esh, standing beside her, nodded.

"That is a strange kind of strong rule."

"Stronger than pretending."

Dagan heard them.
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"A rule cannot ask a meeting at every breath."

"No," Ina said. "But it can know where it must look again."

The flood receded.

Mud covered the lower fields.

Children played in it.

Asha's priests said the goddess had opened her hands.

Taan said mountain snow had melted.

Lu said both were easier to remember together.

Ar sat in the sun and watched people rebuild the channel wall.

The city had survived not because its rules were perfect, and not because people ignored
rules.

It survived because some rules had edges, some people knew local water, and the system
could change without losing all shape.

He wished Kee had seen it.

Then he corrected himself.

Kee would have asked what failed next.
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22. The City Without One Mind

After the flood, Many Fires praised itself.

This made Taan angry.

"Many Fires saved Many Fires," he mocked. "Did wall lift stone? Did house carry child?"

Lu said, "A people can have a name for many acts."

"Then name should not steal acts."

Ar thought both were right.

The High House held a feast.

Dagan thanked the River House, Spear House, field heads, gate workers, and the Winged
Bull.

He did not mention Nemi.

Ina noticed.

"Why?"

Mara said, "Because Nemi has no House."

"She has a house."

"Not that kind."

This difference had become one of the city's deepest lessons.

A house could be a roof where people slept.

A House could be a role that outlived the people inside it.

The River House had old marks from men long dead. The High House kept promises made
before Dagan was born. The Spear House could demand work because previous Keepers
had demanded work.

Institutions had memory without one remembering mind.

They also had appetite without one hungry belly.

The High House could ask for grain even when Dagan had eaten enough.

The Spear House could ask for more guards even when no guard personally wanted war.
The River House could defend an old channel rule because changing records was difficult,
not because any worker loved the old rule.

One evening Ina said, "City does things no person wants."

Ar answered, "Sometimes."

"Then city is person?"

"No."

"But it acts."

"River acts. Fire acts. Herd acts. None is person."

"City thinks?"

Ar looked at the many fires below them.

"People think in city. Marks carry pieces. Rules carry pieces. Stories carry pieces. Maybe city
can make something like thought from them. But no one should say city knows all that
happens inside it."

Ina remembered the first guard: All houses know you are here.

She laughed.

"No house knew. Clay knew one mark. Gate knew one mark. Grain house knew one mark.
Together they knew more."
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"And still not all."

This became clear when a fever moved through the north quarter.

The healer house counted sick people. The grain house counted absent workers. The gate
counted fewer traders. Each saw a different shape.

No one joined the shapes for five days.

By then the fever had spread.

Ar asked why.

The healer said, "We heal. We do not count grain workers."

The grain keeper said, "We count work. We do not know sickness names."

The gate captain said, "We count people passing."

"Then who sees between?" Ina asked.

No one had a good answer.

She and Esh began a new board in the dispute yard.

Three kinds of marks could be placed there: sickness, missing work, unusual gate
movement.

No names. Only counts by quarter.

At first the Houses complained that Esh was taking their information.

Esh answered, "l take no jar. | put marks where marks can meet."

The board showed the fever falling before any House report said it was falling.

Dagan visited it twice.

Then High House claimed the board as a High House improvement.

Esh laughed for a full minute when she heard.

Ina was furious.

"He steals idea."

Esh shrugged. "If he keeps it, city gains."

"Then lies do not matter?"

"They matter. Credit matters. Power grows by eating credit. But | choose which fight now."
Ina hated that answer too.

Many Fires was teaching her that ethics at scale was not only deciding what was right. It was
deciding which wrong could be corrected without breaking the mechanism that kept other
goods alive.

That did not make wrong into right.

It made action harder.

At the next feast Dagan spoke of the new city board.

Ina expected him to call it High House work.

He paused.

"Esh and the River guest Ina made the first marks."

It was a small sentence.

Esh looked at Ina.

"You see? Some pressure changes stone."

Ar shook his head.

"Not stone. Dagan."

They laughed.

He was still cutting words.
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23. The Gate After Rain

The River People could have stayed forever.

That was what Ina said.

Ar answered, "Careful with forever."

"l knew you would say that."

They had lived in Many Fires for nearly two years.

Some of their children spoke the city tongue better than the old River words. Two young
hunters had married people from the fields. Lu had become famous enough that High House
invited him to rites. Taan had found a group of old men who complained about walls with him
every morning.

Mara had not stopped watching the gate.

"We came because fire pushed us," she said at council. "Now we can choose. That changes
what staying means."

The question split the group.

Nineteen wanted to stay inside the wall.

Eleven wanted to leave and return to moving with game.

Others wanted fields but not the wall.

In the old days a split like this might have broken the people.

Many Fires had taught them another possibility.

A group did not need one answer for every member.

Mara proposed a new settlement on high ground beyond the south fields, near a spring.
Close enough to trade and use the grain store in bad years. Far enough to keep their own
fire and hunting rules.

Dagan opposed it at first.

"Outside settlement uses our water and wall peace. It must belong to a House."

Mara said, "It can give grain for water work and spear help."

"Then who counts it?"

Ina held up a clay tablet.

"We count what we agree."

Dagan frowned.

"And if you change your mind?"

"Then we meet again."

"Every year?"

"After flood."

Dagan looked pained.

"You people love making rules that expire."

Ar smiled. "Rules rest. People ask if they wake."

The negotiation took nine days.

They agreed on three things and refused to pretend agreement on the rest.

The new group would help maintain the south channel for six work days each warm season.
It would give one basket in ten of grain stored in the High House granary, but only grain
grown with city water.
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In raid danger it would answer the horn if Many Fires also answered a horn from the outer
settlement.

No High House debt mark could bind a child for a parent's seed without a new agreement
when the child became adult.

Dagan hated the last rule.

Nemi loved it.

"Put that on every wall," she said.

Dagan said, "Do not become greedy with one victory."

Ina answered, "Interesting word."

Even Dagan laughed.

They built twelve houses beyond the fields.

Not all River People moved there.

That mattered too.

Lu stayed inside Many Fires because stories had become his work. Nemi moved to the new
place with her child and mother. Esh stayed at the gate court. Taan moved outside on the first
day and complained that the houses were still too close together.

Mara divided her time.

Ar went where Ina went.

On the first night, they lit one fire in the center.

A child asked, "Are we River People or Many Fires people?"

Mara said, "Yes."

The child frowned.

Ina laughed.

"Some questions have more than one true answer."

Ar raised a finger.

"In different ways."

"Yes, old stone cutter. In different ways."

They could see the city lights below.

Hundreds of flames.

From far away they looked like stars fallen onto earth.

Ar understood why people loved the place.

It made winter less cruel.

It made strangers useful to one another.

It kept memory in clay after minds died.

It also made power hard to see because power could hide inside marks, roles, stories, and
work that passed through many hands.

A small group could be cruel in the face.

A large one could be cruel without any one face choosing the whole cruelty.

That was new to him.

Or perhaps only new seeing.

He touched Kee's pouch.

New thing, new place, new use, or new seeing?

The old question still worked.

Not everywhere.
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Here.
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24. Many Fires, One River

Years later, fields spread south of Many Fires.

Then east.

New walls appeared around new storehouses. Paths became roads because too many feet
chose the same ground. Villages that once traded freely began sending grain on fixed days.
In return they received seed, guards during raids, and access to the great store after bad
harvests.

Some called this protection

Some called it debt.

Most called it both, depending on the year.

Dagan died.

His daughter became Keeper after a long argument among the Houses. She was less proud
than Dagan and more patient with records. The Winged Bull remained above the gate.

Esh grew old.

Lu's stories spread farther than he did.

Nemi's child became a canal maker.

Ina became the person people came to when two rules fit one problem badly.

She disliked the role.

Ar told her this meant she was probably safe to have it.

"That sounds like a Karr story," she said.

"l told you. | became old."

The outer settlement became three settlements.

Each had different rules.

One planted mostly grain. One kept goats and hunted. One made clay and traded with the
city. They shared a spring agreement and a horn agreement.

Once a year, after the flood, representatives met beside the old south channel.

They did not ask, "What is the rule forever?"

They asked, "What still fits?"

Sometimes nothing changed.

Sometimes one line changed.

Sometimes an old line returned because an old danger returned.

Kee would have understood.

One evening Ar and Ina walked beyond the newest fields.

He was very old now. She slowed her step without telling him.

At the edge of cultivation, a boy was placing stones in a straight line. Beyond the stones, wild
grass moved in the wind.

"What is line?" Ar asked.

The boy answered, "Next field."

"Field is not here."

"Tomorrow we cut grass. Then field."

Ina smiled.

"Path-being," she said in the old simple way their family used for things that existed as ways
before they existed as finished things.
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The boy did not understand and ran away.

Ar sat on a stone.

Below them lay Many Fires, larger than when they first saw it. Smoke rose from roofs. The
river shone between channels. Beyond the far wall, more houses were being built.
"Does city end?" Ina asked.

Ar laughed.

"You waited many years to ask bad question again."

"Answer."

He pointed.

"That wall ends. That field ends. That road ends where | can see it."

"And making new field?"

"Can take one-more field."

"And one-more house."

"Yes."

"And one-more village under grain mark."

Ar looked at her.

"That is where question becomes dangerous."

Ina sat beside him.

The city had begun sending spear men farther along the river. A village that refused grain
share had been denied store access. Another had accepted High House guards and then
found that the guards did not leave after the danger passed.

A useful relation could grow until its old name hid a new thing.

Protection could become rule.

Trade could become tribute.

Memory could become claim.

A wall built to keep raiders out could become a line telling people who had the right to
command beyond it.

"How know when one-more becomes different thing?" Ina asked.

Ar watched the river.

"Maybe when old reason no longer explains new act.”

"That is not easy to see."

"No."

"Then we need marks."

"Marks help."

"Stories?"

"Stories help."

"Meetings?"

"Sometimes."

"Questions?"

Ar smiled.

"Questions are cheap. Answers cost work."

Ina picked up a small stone.

"Then what do we keep?"

BEYOND THE LAST STONE - 67



Ar thought of the cave, the bear track, the moving horizon, Kee's memory stones, Karr's
Great Herd, the first bread, Nemi's walking debt, the flood gate held halfway, the city board
where different marks met.

"Keep the difference between what we see and what we say. Keep the reason beside the
rule. Keep a place where the rule can be asked again. Keep more than one fire when one fire
cannot know all."

Ina turned the stone in her hand.

"That sounds like four rules."

"Then do not make them forever."

She laughed.

Below, a horn sounded from Many Fires.

A moment later, another horn answered from the outer settlement.

Then a third, farther south.

Not one sound.

Not chaos.

A pattern of separate fires hearing one another.

The boy at the field line came back carrying another stone.

He placed it beside the first.

Then another.

Ina watched him.

"One-more," she said.

Ar nodded.

The line could continue.

The stones before them were still only these stones.

The fields beyond them were still only these fields.

The city was still only the city people had actually built, with all its bread, walls, lies, songs,
debts, healers, drains, guards, children, and unfinished rules.

That was enough to love.

That was enough to fear.

That was enough to keep asking where its edge was.

For now.
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