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    Evening prayers took place on the flat-topped bell-tower that rose above the gatehouse. Otokas was not a particularly devout man. Prayer had always seemed a pointless ritual.

    The sun, sliding between the peaks at the western end of the lake, turned the Lissavakail's waters to molten copper, while the swallows made their last scrolling passes over the waves. The chief of the priestesses, whose title was simply “Old Lady,” swayed back and forth as she chanted the prayer that was chanted every evening. Thanks for the day past, hopes for the day to come. Plentiful fish, millet in the terraced fields, fertile yaks, healthy babies, happy folk—peace and prosperity for the folk of the goddess Attalissa, the folk of Lissavakail, which was both lake and town.

    The goddess met his eyes and smiled, a neat, correct figure standing against the west, patience itself in a girl's small body. Attalissa had heard the prayers as many times as he, the same words wearing the same deep grooves in the memory, until one did not hear them at all and could not remember if the ceremony were ending or had only just begun. She wore layers of stiff white silk embroidered in indigo and gold, gold rings in her ears, conical crown of gold filigree and turquoise plaques on her hair, dangling pearls over her brow. The priestesses whose turn it was to attend evening prayer fanned out before her, a flutter of indigo-blue gowns, except for the pair flanking her, who wore wide-legged blue trousers and shirts of scale armour, and carried broad-bladed spears.

    Their armed presence was a formality, as so much of life on the holy islet of the temple adjoining the island town was formality; there had been no attack on the temple in generations. Still, the warrior priestesses of Lissavakail were more than ceremonial guard for the living goddess; they were sought out by the villages of distant valleys when raiders were troublesome, and they served as mercenaries, guarding wealthy travellers, gem-traders, and the chieftains of the gold-washing villages on the wild mountain tracks.

    Otokas was more than ceremonial guard himself; he remembered raiders coming up from the desert, seeking control of the gold-bearing rivers of the mountains. He remembered years when the communities of the high valleys warred among themselves, with the encouragement of their gods and goddesses or in defiance of their pleas. Born forty winters before, he remembered centuries. He was the Blackdog, and the only man permitted on the temple islet.

    The words of the prayer ran on. Did they make any difference, and had they ever? Would the snows refuse to melt and fill the streams, or the hot desert winds sweep up from the north to blight the sprouting grain, or the butter fail to come in the churns, if evening and dawn prayers were not said?

    Attalissa met his gaze, expressionless, black eyes deep, unreadable, in her round child's face. She had caught, he realized, the shape of that private thought. A year ago she would not have. She grew, slowly, into godhead.

    Prayer is for them, dog, not for you and me, she told him, in the silent speech, mind to mind, that they shared. She had seen eight summers, this incarnation of Attalissa. When Otokas first took on the burden of the Blackdog, Attalissa had been an elderly woman, older than his grandmother, older than the grandfather who had served her as Blackdog before him. When Attalissa died herself Otokas had wept as though she were his grandmother. But nine months later a newborn baby had stared up at him, cradled in his arms, and he had seen Attalissa recognize him, ancient familiarity in the infant's startled eyes.

    Attalissa lived, and died, and was reborn in a girlchild conceived the day of her death. Some goddesses shaped themselves a physical body only when they so desired, remaining for the most part a spirit within the waters or appearing as a mist or a dance of light, but Attalissa returned, mortal life after mortal life, in a human body. Thus it was said she never grew remote from the concerns and the suffering and the joys of her folk; that was part of the fervent love the people of Lissavakail professed for her.

    There were only a handful of the goddess's folk gathered at the western end of the red-lacquered bridge that arched from the temple islet across the channel to the island town. A pair of old women, eyes fixed devoutly on what to them must be only a cluster of blue figures and a tiny, occasionally bobbing, gold crown. A young couple, their minds quite evidently on something other than devotions. A family in their best clothes, indigo and red, the wife wearing her bride-gift circlet of gold coins across a weather-worn brow. They were not from town, by the cut of their clothes; peasants from one of the high villages. The children were paying more attention to the young couple than to the remote figures atop the tower.

    They used to pray on the town's end of the bridge, the Blackdog remembered, meeting the townsfolk there. The folk had come to sing hymns for Attalissa, and she had held their babies and blessed them, kissed the foreheads of the brides and the grooms, exchanged stories of the old days with the old folk whom she had kissed as babies.

    What Otokas was…no tradition of the temple preserved, if it had ever been known. Old, as old as the goddess, or older, perhaps. God, demon, spirit of the wilds—even the Blackdog no longer remembered what it had been, before it became Attalissa's guardian, bound, like her, to human life.

    The litany tottered to its end; the women bowed to the goddess, who bowed in return, carefully, to keep the tall headdress from falling. And then she cried out suddenly and dropped to her knees, at the same moment Otokas heard, smelt, felt—a crack like a thunderclap all about them, hot metal, a shock like an avalanche, mowing trees before it…

    He had his arm around the girl the next moment, kneeling by her, sword drawn, though there was no one to defend her against that he could see. The armed priestesses had moved as he did, barring the stairs, the only obvious entry for threat.

    “The road,” Old Lady said. “Sweet Attalissa save us! Look at the road!”

    Otokas passed Attalissa to the arms of Kayugh, who was Spear Lady, captain of the warriors, and joined Old Lady at the parapet.

    A black, shifting swarm covered the road on the southern shore of the lake, approaching the bridge to the town.

    “Sound the bells,” he shouted back to the armed pair by the stairs. “Raiders!”

    The dog snarled in his soul, roused by the threat, and dangerous. Nothing the Blackdog could do here to defend the goddess.

    Old Lady's hands shook as she gripped his arm.

    “They weren't there,” she said, and her voice shook as well. “Otokas, they weren't there, even a few moments ago.”

    “Wizardry,” whispered the plump Mistress of Novices. “Or divinity.” She looked at him, making it a question.

    “Wizardry,” Otokas confirmed. “I smell it. And—something else. But not a god. Not a goddess.”

    A scent to the spirit like old ashes on stone and the hot tang of metal and fire. Not familiar and yet…no, that strange hot smell of ash and metal was nothing the Blackdog could ever have smelt before, but it raised the dog's hackles, roared of danger and death and the need to defend, deafening Otokas to all else for a moment.

    It was not the time or the place. He forced the Blackdog quiet, calming it, calming himself.

    Whatever the threat was, it could not be mere wizardry. No lone wizard, no group of wizards he had ever heard of except in the oldest tales, could hide an army, certainly not so close to a deity's holy place—if they had been hidden, and not dropped from some other location. He had felt the air shatter.

    He called them raiders; that was what the mind expected. This was an army that poured down towards the island town's one bridge. They were not even coming from the east, the way around the lake and down to the Red Desert in the north, but from the narrow trail that meandered higher into the southern mountains of the Pillars of the Sky, branching and branching, connecting Lissavakail with its fields and high summer pastures, and the scatter of remote tributary villages. No way for them to have assembled there without passing Lissavakail.

    Some few of the men and women were mounted on stocky Grassland horses; most were afoot. A hundred, two, three…more came into sight in the narrow gap where a path scrambled up to the temple's own terraced fields. Nothing beyond that, no way they could have gained that height without climbing the very path they descended. The last of the red light picked out spearheads and helmets, sword-edges and armour. The temple bells rang out, a discordant jangling settling to a clashing peal that shook the floor beneath his feet. The town's bell-tower picked it up, and the few people who had gathered for prayers at the temple bridge hurried away into the spilling confusion of the town.

    “The bridge,” said Kayugh, and thrust the limp goddess back at Otokas. “We have to get it down!” She snapped orders; sisters followed her, the temple rousing to arms.

    The temple was Kayugh's to defend, as the goddess was his and the town was the goddess's.

    The goddess was in no state to defend anyone or anything, not even herself. The humanity that was Attalissa's virtue was also her weakness. The goddess grew into her powers slowly, came into full strength and understanding of herself only with womanhood. There was little she could do as she was now. The militia, and what sisters Kayugh would spare from defence of the temple, were all Lissavakail had.

    “He comes for me,” the goddess said, stirring suddenly. She pushed away from Otokas to find her feet, wild-eyed. “Otokas, he's coming for me. He'll take me and swallow me like a snake, devour me, Otokas, dog, I'm scared, don't let him, the lake will die…” Her face was grey and her teeth chattered. As he bent to pick her up, her eyes rolled back white in her head and she collapsed again, limp as a dead rat. Old Lady stood with hands upraised, facing the lake with her back to Attalissa.

    Prayer was no use now. If ever it had been.

    “Down,” Otokas ordered the sisters. “Arm, join your dormitories. No, two of you, keep watch, and you—” singling out a fleet-footed young sister, his own niece “—Attavaia, you be runner for the watchers. Bring word to Kayugh and me of the raiders’ advance, if we're not back here when they reach the town bridge.”

    Torches flared in the town, men already arming, running to bar the stone bridge that was Lissavakail's only fixed link to the shore.

    Otokas swung the goddess to his shoulder, started down the stairs, the two spearwomen hurrying to keep up. The bells were deafening; the tower shook with them.

    “Where to?” the younger of the pair, Meeray, asked. Old Lady left her prayers and came puffing behind them.

    “The chapel,” Old Lady said. “We must assemble and pray for guidance.”

    “The Old Chapel,” Otokas countered. It was the most defensible part of the fortress-like temple; the islet was nothing more than an upheaval of rock from the lake, cracked and seamed. The widest crack had been quarried, carved into a chapel in the earliest days when the priestesses first came. The temple had grown over the hill, obscuring stone and crevices and human-made cave, consuming much of the original hill for its masonry, but enough remained at the core to make the temple a warren of dead ends and sudden stairs. A few could hold off a horde in the passages around the Old Chapel. But a few could die there, trapped and starving.

    There was a second, secret way out, though none but he and the goddess could take it.

    Kayugh met them again on the way. She had changed to trousers and armour, had her helmet under her arm and a dozen armed sisters behind her, two dormitories, as they called the six-woman squads which slept and trained together.

    “Our bridge?” he asked.

    “They're cutting the beams away at the nearest posts, and taking up the planking,” she reported, falling in beside him. “I sent Lilmass and a dozen archers across first, to help hold the town bridge. They asked to go.”

    Fear crawled under Kayugh's voice. Sent them to die in the town, she clearly thought.

    “Can Attalissa help?” Kayugh asked. “Break the town's bridge, even? That would buy time. We could send someone across the lake and down to Serakallash, beg help from their militia, even hire mercenaries from the caravan-gangs.”

    “No,” Otokas said, more harshly than he meant to, but the dog was fighting to break free, distracting him, and there was absolutely nothing the Blackdog could do, here.

    “What do we do, then—wait behind our walls, hope they get bored and go home?” Kayugh snapped. “You saw them, Oto. Those aren't raiders. It's an invasion!”

    “Faith,” panted Old Lady. “Have faith. We will be guided. I will go out to speak to the strangers, after I've prayed. I dreamed—the goddess told me change was coming, a time of great change, a renewal of our glory and our might, by the will of the Old Great Gods. Faith will prevail.”

    “Faith in what?” Kayugh demanded, but under her breath.

    Old Lady talked too often of glory and power as something quite separate from the child they served. They mostly stopped listening, except to head her off, if she seemed likely to start preaching it at the novices. Time she stepped down, they both thought, but that was supposed to be Attalissa's decision, and Old Lady claimed dreams approving her that the goddess could neither confirm nor deny, merely looking a puzzled, nervous child, when asked to do so.

    “Oto, if we don't send for help now, before we're besieged—”

    Otokas stopped, forced himself to listen, to look Kayugh in the eyes and see her, to shut out the dog's drowning urge to fight, which deafened him to all else. “I'm sorry. I meant, no, ‘Lissa can do nothing about the stone bridge. But yes, you're right, send to Serakallash. Beg help, buy it, offer whatever they ask.”

    Old Lady squawked in protest. “You can't sell Attalissa's treasury to foreigners.”

    “Neighbours, surely,” Kayugh murmured. “With respect, Old Lady, the treasury is worth nothing to dead women. To a dead incarnation. To the dead of Lissavakail, and if they are not already dying in the town, they will be before long. Your kinsfolk and mine. All of our kin.”

    Old Lady huffed and blew out her cheeks. “The senior sisters must vote on any such decision. We can convene them tomorrow, after dawn prayers. We're safe behind our walls here and defended by the goddess's lake. As I said, I'll pray for guidance, and then meet the leader of these raiders. I dreamed…one would come whose service to Attalissa would raise her above all other gods. Wise words may turn enmity to fellowship. We can afford to take proper counsel and not let ourselves be panicked into rash acts. And any decision so important as spending the treasury must go to the senior sisters.”

    “The goddess can make such a decision herself,” Kayugh said, with a worried look at the still unconscious girl. “And in her default, a tribunal, which is the three of us—the Old Lady, the Spear Lady, and the Blackdog. And with respect, Old Lady, you've said nothing about such a dream before. Neither has she.”

    “The child is but a shadow of the goddess's will,” Old Lady said, with undue complacency. “A symbol.”

    Kayugh hissed. “Attalissa is Attalissa—”

    “Offer the Serakallashi whatever you need to,” Otokas said again. “I say so.”

    Old Lady squeaked and ducked away from his glare.

    “Blackdog.” Kayugh gave him a hasty bow, more for Old Lady's benefit than his own, he hoped. Followed it with a widening of the eyes, an almost imperceptible nod away from the women who flanked them both, waiting and worried at heated words and open discord.

    He transferred Attalissa to Meeray's arms reluctantly, stroked the goddess's cool forehead. Shock, he thought. The goddess's fear was more than the child's experience could comprehend, rebounding on her.

    “Take Attalissa and Old Lady to the Old Chapel and make them comfortable. Try to warm the place up. ‘Lissa should be all right, she's only fainted. When she wakes, tell her I'll come to her soon, but I need to see what's happening in the town. Tell her, don't expect her to know. Remember she's only a child.”

    Attalissa's ability to reach his mind was still limited. She might find him, if he was out of sight, but she might not, and either way, she would still be more than half a panicked little girl, reaching for the only father she had ever known.

    Old Lady began a protest about the damp Old Chapel, but fell silent at no more than a glance, took the arm Meeray's partner offered, and hobbled off. Otokas watched Attalissa out of sight and did not know his hands were clenched till Kayugh touched his fist, gently.

    “A word?” she said, and to the dormitories with her, “You know your posts. Go. I'll be on the bell-tower.”

    Kayugh's hair coiled like the tendrils of pea-vines, and Otokas, shoving down the dog's need to follow ‘Lissa, folded his arms and ignored the urge he had never once gratified, to comb it back from her face, wind fingers in it. The priestesses were sworn to celibacy, to honour their ever-maiden goddess. The Blackdog was not, but there had been no woman for him since he had realized he wanted only Kayugh.

    “How long can we hold out here?” Kayugh asked bluntly. “It's at least two days to Serakallash, and they'll hardly set out the moment a messenger arrives—it'll take them a day or more just to summon their sept-chiefs. We have walls, but the town doesn't. I was thinking…if we can get Old Lady to agree, we can let the townsfolk in, as many as we can take.”

    “She won't allow it.”

    “Will you?”

    Otokas frowned at the challenge in Kayugh's voice. “We don't have the supplies to support ourselves for long, let alone many others. But if they come, yes.”

    It was so engrained that no one but the vowed women set foot on the island, he doubted many townsfolk would think of it. The holy islet was a place of reverence and awe, not a refuge. And he was not sure it would be a refuge, not from this attack. The edge of the goddess's terror gnawed at him.

    “They might be safer in the town.”

    “Safer! How?”

    He shook his head. “There are wizards out there, or a wizard, more powerful than any I've ever heard of—probably just one, since Attalissa said he. She believes he's coming here for her. To destroy her.”

    “To kill the girl?” More puzzlement in Kayugh's voice than anything. It seemed too unlikely a thing to evoke anger.

    “No. To destroy Attalissa, not just her avatar. Devour her, she said.”

    That shocked her. “Why? How?”

    “I don't know. The dog doesn't know. But it—I—we, if you like, we believe it. The dog…understands things it can't seem to express. Remembers things. You know the stories say that there were gods who died in the west in a wizards’ war, long ago before ever there were kings in the north? I remember things, like…shadows seen out of the corner of the eye. Nothing to seize hold of, but enough to be afraid. Gods can die, and not only by their own will.”

    Kayugh drew a deep breath. “Well then. What do we do?”

    Otokas didn't know. Run. Hide. Kill the source of the threat. The Blackdog's solutions were few, and not necessarily the best. He did not think the Blackdog could overcome unaided whatever had the power to summon an army unseen out of the temple's own millet fields. And Attalissa was not going to be able to help.

    “Send out the novices and lay-sisters, and the old sisters too, not just your messengers to Serakallash. Fill whatever boats we have and get them away. Tell them to scatter to the villages in the high valleys, tell them to hide.”

    “Otokas—”

    “Do it now, while there's time. It's dark enough the boats won't be seen.”

    Her hand on his again, and she had no idea how distracting that was. He hoped she didn't.

    “Are you all right, Oto? Your eyes—”

    He laughed. “Aside from being ready to go howling over to town to get myself killed, looking for whatever she thinks is coming for her? Oh yes.”

    “Go to her.”

    “I'm going back to the tower, now she's safe for the moment. I want to see what's out there.”

    “I'll send someone to tell you.”

    “I can see more in the dark than you could in broad daylight. I'll be all right. We've—I and all the men before me—we've been arguing down our single-minded mongrel for a very long time now. We're getting good at it.”

    “Then go put your armour on, first. Remind your single-minded mongrel she's a little girl and it's you she loves, not just the Blackdog.”

    Otokas gave Kayugh a mocking bow, fist over his heart. “As you command, Spear Lady.” But she had drawn him a little away from Attalissa's panic, and that was a moment's easing of the Blackdog's own fears. “I'll join you at the tower.”

    The shirt of scale armour was heavy on his shoulders, a weight familiar mostly from drilling with the women, practised and easy and not at all welcome. Otokas slung his sword over his shoulder again, found his helmet, with its wavelike crest and snarling dog facemask. There were dormitories hurrying to the defence of the walls and to guard the water-gate, which was no more than a single narrow door in the eastern wall. It let onto a narrow path and a drop of smooth, curving rock so precipitous he doubted any attack in force could come that way—which was why the water-gate was in so inconvenient and even dangerous a location. Most people going to or from the landing-stage preferred to take the broader path along the water's edge, which circled to the front gates facing the red bridge in the west. The priestesses might be able to come at any besiegers that way, circle around to their rear while they attacked the front gates.

    Not a tactic to use against an army, though, not if there were twice the number of sisters to send against them.

    Otokas, where are you? I'm afraid. Attalissa's mind's voice, soul's voice, was faint, coloured with her fear, wavering. But she was awake, and that lessened the dog's anxiety a little more. Otokas stood where he was to answer, so she did not lose the contact with him. It felt to him like two people who stand at arms’ utter stretch, fingertip to fingertip, where the slightest movement might separate them. But it was not so long since the girl had to see him to find his mind.

    I know you're afraid. It's all right. Be strong, ‘Lissa, love.

    People are dying in the town. I can feel them. It hurts, dog.

    I know.

    I can't help them. The waters can't hear me yet.

    It's all right, love. We're here to look after you.

    But them…dog, dog, I should be helping them. They shouldn't die for me. And it's not the town he wants, it's me, just me!

    They're your people. They want to protect you. They ought to, at least. ’Lissa, who is he? Do you know him? Is he their leader? A wizard? A god?

    I don't know. I don't know what he is, dog. Something wrong. Evil. Strong. You felt it, what he did. Tearing the world like that.

    I felt something, he admitted.

    I want you here.

    I need to see what's happening. I'll come soon.

    Soon. You promise.

    I promise.

    Old Lady wouldn't stay with me. She went to the New Chapel to pray.

    You said prayer is for them. If it helps her, let her pray, so long as she doesn't take sisters from the walls to do it.

    It isn't even the lake she prays to. It's something she makes up in her own head, to fill the emptiness she won't let me into. She wants me to be more than even the Old Great Gods ever were. Attalissa fell into the child again, her thoughts growing fainter. She doesn't really like me very much. She doesn't like children.

    Either she lost the strength to touch him, or she had said all she needed to. Either way, Otokas hoped Meeray or some of the others would find her something to do to distract her. He resumed his course through the labyrinthine interconnection of rooms and passages at a near run.

    His niece Attavaia, still in her blue gown, ran into him, pelting around a corner, and bounced off into the wall.

    “They're on the town bridge, Uncle,” she gasped, wide-eyed, as he steadied her. “Spear Lady sent me to tell you. I heard it, when they met…I never thought…it was so loud. They just kept coming, arrows didn't even slow them down, there were so many. The militia's stopped them at the north end of the bridge but they're fighting hand to hand there, and…there's just so many. Rideen's in the militia. He'll be there. In that.”

    Rideen was her older brother.

    “Everyone'll be there,” Otokas said. She was shaking in his grasp. Attavaia, just out of her novitiate, had not yet served a turn as a mercenary. “Go arm yourself and join your dormitory at your post, unless Spear Lady had any other orders after you found me?”

    “No.”

    Being with her friends would steady her, let her pull the discipline of the practice courts back.

    “Where are you supposed to be?”

    “We assemble in the lower east court. We're to bring arrows from the armoury to the sisters in the tower by the water-gate, and act as a reserve.”

    “Good.” He hugged her close and kissed her forehead. “Go on, then.”

    She gave him a fleeting, forced smile, turned, and ran again, her bare feet flashing beneath her skirt, showing an anklet of turquoise.

    “Attavaia!”

    She skidded to a stop. “Uncle?”

    He caught up with her, gripped her by the shoulders. “If things go badly—if the temple's lost—”

    “Lost!”

    “If. At the end. Go into the mountains.”

    She gave him a wary look. “Why?”

    “She'll need you again someday.”

    “I'm scared, but I'm no coward! I'm not breaking my vows and running away.”

    “I'm not telling you to, child. But if we have to run, we will. The temple is not the goddess. Remember that, ‘Vaia.”

    “Ah.” Attavaia swallowed. “I will. Uncle…” She stood on tiptoe, kissed his cheek. “I'll see you later, Uncle. Blackdog.”

    A self-conscious salute, fist over heart, and then she was gone again, feet slapping.

    He hoped he hadn't just set a panic in her dormitory, hoped she would have the sense not to repeat his unconsidered advice until the moment came. The Blackdog's fears unbalanced judgement, made it hard to understand the true shape of the threat. And she was his favourite sister's only daughter.

    Night had come down on them. From the tower, Otokas watched, with the Blackdog's owl-sharp vision in the darkness, the defenders of Lissavakail's bridge fall, overwhelmed. Lilmass was dead, and her dozen with her, he thought. There were no indigo-trousered women among the townsmen who broke and bolted away, a handful, a knot unravelling into the alleys and steep twisting lanes, no order to them, every man running to his own household, to bar his own door.

    The raiders poured over the bridge, their own order breaking, becoming no more than that, raiders, every man and woman pursuing their own path. The discipline they had shown taking the bridge, where they had climbed over their own dead to take their places, was forgotten. They swarmed over bodies lying like barricades on the near end of the bridge, some pausing even there to loot and rummage among the dead. Horses snorted and finicked at the uncertain, death-reeking footing. Those mounted carried torches, trailing flames and bands of foot soldiers up amid the terraced houses of the steep-sided island.

    The dog stretched its awareness out, followed sound and scent of shattered spirits. The raiders stormed through the narrow alleys between the rubble-and-clay buildings of the town, hacking down doors, looting, killing those who resisted, setting fires that burned the furnishings and the beams of the flat-roofed houses. Roofs fell in and people died, trapped in their homes. Townsfolk and raiders alike ran mindless, shouting. Geese and hens screeched, goats bleated frantically, as some among the raiders butchered for the cookfires, making camp amid the madness. They settled in to enjoy themselves, quarrelling over the spoils of the town's wine shop and the household jars of thin beer, while on higher terraces townsfolk still fought, and died.

    The sisters watched the fires. Some prayed.

    Not a single boat from the town had fled to the holy islet for shelter. Why corner themselves? Any who had chosen to flee, or had taken warning soon enough to do so, would have headed for shore and the chance to escape deeper into the mountains.

    There was order among the invaders, despite the looting. The Blackdog saw it in the concentration of torchlight, the tramp of feet not running, a snaking file that made straight along Lissavakail's main road of packed shale from the town bridge to the ruins of the temple bridge. Otokas saw with his own eyes, then, not the dog's: movement and bustle, duck and flare of torchlight, heard orders shouted in some alien tongue. These were the ones who had let the others die on the bridge to clear the way for them.

    “What are they doing?” Kayugh asked softly.

    “The town's overrun. It looks as though most of them have broken off to loot, but a core of them are still under control. Those are coming for us.” After a moment he added, “They're bringing boats along the shore.”

    Madness, to fight on into the night. He might have expected them to establish themselves in the town, confident in holding the only near approach to the temple islet. He might have expected a conquering warlord to attempt to come to terms with Old Lady, to offer Attalissa some degree of service and respect, seeking her good graces once the town was taken. He did not, and would rather have been wrong, in not expecting anything but this.

    “We stay here,” Kayugh ordered, in response to the rising murmur among the women as Otokas's words spread. “We're too few to keep them from landing. If we get scattered out along the shore, they'll just push through us and find the walls unguarded.”

    Otokas watched their progress. The warriors at the bridgehead took little interest in the broken bridge, as though they in turn had expected it. They merely awaited the arrival of the town's fishing boats, rowed from the nearby landing beach. If they meant to ferry attackers across the channel, they would need more than those to land in enough force to pose a threat.

    “What are they doing?” Kayugh asked, as the torchlight showed figures bending, scrambling over boats, figures milling on shore.

    They were lashing the boats together, broadside on, alongside the broken spans of the temple bridge.

    “Making a bridge,” Otokas said.

    “Why the hurry?” she muttered. “Why not wait until dawn, at least? I don't like this, Oto. You should get back to Attalissa.”

    “Not till I know what he wants.”

    “If what you believe is true,” she said guardedly, “he must not want to give us time to send her away. Though where around the lake she'd be out of his reach, I don't know…”

    He didn't know either.

    Someone loosed an arrow at the warriors building the bridge. It fell harmlessly in the garden of artfully dwarfed pines and rhododendrons just breaking bud, which covered the sloping ground between the main gates and the channel. Kayugh turned on that sister, roaring.

    “Save your arrows, curse you. You think we have any to spare?”

    “Sorry, Spear Lady,” the young woman muttered, eyes downcast. “Sorry.”

    Kayugh turned back to watching the channel. “Young fools.”

    “Nerves,” Otokas said.

    “They can have nerves later.” Kayugh eyed him. “How are you?”

    He grinned, and saw her flinch away from his eyes, the Blackdog looking out, the world a moment hazed with its fury. “Holding on.”

    “Do. I don't want you loose in here. You should be with her.”

    “Not yet.”

    “Spear Lady?” One of the women drew their attention back to the raiders’ makeshift bridge. Seen with human eyes, it was a copper shimmer of torchlight on water, an orange flare of torches catching the glint of armour, a helm, a spearpoint, a drawn sword. Shadows that ducked and leapt and rocked across the light. “There's someone coming there, beyond, Spear Lady. Look. Their warlord?”

    Something. He came in the darkness, riding, flanked close by other riders, preceded by more torches.

    Otokas…snarled. Some of the women gave him wary looks.

    “Oto?”

    “The warlord's a wizard,” he said hoarsely.

    Wizards, even the least, carried the scent of their magic with them: earthy, cool, damp, like water on stone, spiced with the tang of fire and frost. Wizards’ magic was neither good nor bad; it simply was, though it raised the dog's hackles. But this was overlain, entwined with what he had first sensed when the army appeared: the reek of burning metal, a poisonous breath in the air, ashes on stone.

    “Something worse.” The words were hard to shape, coherent thought suddenly very far away.

    “What do you mean?” Kayugh peered into the night. “Where is he? There in the centre?”

    Otokas watched that tight formation of torchlight draw closer at an unhurried and dignified walk. He swayed, dizzy, feeling eyes on him. “Kill him.”

    “He's out of arrowshot yet.” Kayugh seized his elbow, steadied him. “Oto, what's wrong? Get back to the goddess.”

    “No.” He forced the word out through clenched teeth.

    Ah. The Blackdog. The voice that spoke in his head was amused, satisfied. It was male, and carried the accents of the man's speech, fluent in the desert tongue that was the common language of the trade road, but with a foreign overtone, syllables too precisely chopped. And where is your maiden goddess? Bring her out to me now, and you shall continue to serve her once she is my bride.

    The wizard lied. He smelt it. The dog fought him to break free into the world. Lies, lies. The wizard hungered for Attalissa like a snow-leopard with the taste of sheep's blood on its tongue.

    Fight me and I will kill you, man, and take the Blackdog spirit into myself. And it will be I who sits in the saddle, never imagine otherwise, not that poor mad animal that rides you and has forgotten all it once was.

    He saw it, a moment, the shape of the wizard's hunger, a shadow the dog's fear made clear. The goddess bound in snares of flesh and blood and chains of power such as wizards only dreamed of, drawn into the soul of this…thing that sat its horse across the narrow channel.

    Go. Announce me to my bride, Blackdog. Before any more of her women have to die.

    Otokas snatched arrow and bow from the sister to his left, bent it near to breaking, and shot, unaimed. There was no hope of the shaft reaching the wizard. Amid the warriors building the bridge of boats, though, one shrieked and splashed, sank. There was an uneasy stir among those around the wizard, an edging back from the lakeshore.

    “I said, don't waste arrows.” Kayugh's voice was gentle and very, very far away. She prised the bow from his grip. “Blackdog: look at me. Stay sane, or go to Attalissa.”

    Otokas sighed and folded a hand around Kayugh's shaking fingers. Bad, if he was frightening even her. He forced the dog to settle and found words again. “He'll have to cross the bridge to get to her. We have to kill him then.”

    “We will.” As though she soothed a child. Or a half-wild beast.

    Kayugh freed her hand from his, still gently, but rested it on his shoulder, an anchoring touch. Or a readiness to seize him if he flung himself over the parapet.

    But the other sisters edged away. From the corner of his vision he could see the dog's shadow lying over him, black form on the edge of existence, a breath from taking shape. The yellow-green peridot light of the Blackdog's eyes would be burning in his own.

    There is a storyteller's cycle of tales, and they begin like this:

    Long ago, in the days of the first kings in the north—who were Viga Forkbeard, and Red Geir, and Hravnmod the Wise, as all but fools should know—there were seven devils, and their names were Honeytongued Ogada, Vartu Kingsbane, Jasberek Fireborn, Twice-Betrayed Ghatai, Dotemon the Dreamshaper, Tu'usha the Restless, and Jochiz Stonebreaker. If other tellers tell you different, they are ignorant singers not worthy of their hire.
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    Old Lady crouched before the altar in the New Chapel. It was covered with golden plaques depicting scenes of Attalissa's former glories: processions bearing tribute, warbands of women marching, the god Narva prostrate, raising a pickaxe on extended hands, symbol of his lordship of some of the wealthiest turquoise mines of the high peaks. Slain enemies and accumulated wealth and joyously dancing human souls. The lamplight made the raised figures shimmer and move, gave them life.

    In the past, Attalissa had been a true power. A glory to bring folk to their knees, a great mother to them all. When had she fallen away from that? Old Lady didn't know. Before her time, generations gone. Gods and goddesses rose, and ruled, and fell away to act as nothing more than petty wisewomen and wisemen, as though they lost their will after a few generations of life. That was what all her reading and her study, the travels she had indulged in younger years, had taught her. Gods and goddesses simply…lost interest, like children bored of playing house, of echoing their parents’ strength.

    Even the Old Great Gods had abdicated all concern for the world and retreated from it.

    She had believed that abandonment to be the truth, in her youth. She knew better now. Like every sister, she had served her turn as a mercenary. From travellers, she first heard of the nameless god who had come to the west, who was spirit, nothing but spirit, and spoke through the conscience and wisdom of priests, not in the supercilious platitudes of a village grandmother. And some said that god was but a servant of the Old Great Gods, a messenger, to call the folk back to their true path. She asked permission to travel herself, and eventually, though the Old Lady of that day was reluctant, received it. In the caravan towns she sought wisdom, and she found it, very occasionally, in travellers’ talk and in a few rare, precious books, gleaned from the treasure trove of the abominable ferrymen on the Kinsai-av. She copied much, since that was what she had leave as their guest to do, but others, the rarest, the truest, she stole. It was unfitting that such books, the teachings of the new faith of the west, should remain in such a place, with the folk of such a defiled and corrupting goddess as Kinsai.

    It was not an uncaring abandonment. The world was grown too impure for the Old Great Gods. Devils had walked among the Northron folk and on the Great Grass, had overthrown kings, defied the gods of the high places and the goddesses of the waters, and though in the end the Old Great Gods had heard the pleas of the war-torn world and bound the devils again, they had been angered by the wizards’ pride and human weakness that let the devils loose. They had removed themselves and would not return until human hearts were purified. And that would not happen while humans clung to the little gods and goddesses of the earth, who taught nothing of purity but led men and women to bind themselves in worldly cares.

    Like the nameless god of the west, the gods and goddesses of the earth should remember that they were mere messengers, servants; they should lead the way back to the Old Great Gods, lead their folk to make themselves pure. But they could not do so when they mired themselves in the world, hardly different from the folk they guided. People were like children; they needed to see power and authority in order to be drawn to listen, to emulate. To lead folk to cast off the world's cares, it was needful to have the strength to be respected, to be obeyed. Then, and only then, could the purblind folk be led back to the Old Great Gods.

    But there was no strength, no certainty, in the divinities of the earth and waters, and by their example they kept folk fixed to the petty worries of field and trade, the squalling of babes and the pains of old age. They kept human folk from understanding that their true home was not this world, but the land of the Great Gods; they kept them weak, their minds clouded, so that all of human life was passed as one waking in the morning afraid and doubting and wondering.

    Luli had been full of fear and doubt and wondering herself, until that last trip to Marakand, twenty years before, when she had been newly appointed Old Lady. It was her scholarship, her curiosity about the world, that led to that appointment, voted on by the sisters, approved by the goddess. Blind. They did not see that she had found a new truth, found the truth, that she knew all the temple a sham, a dead-end trail that trapped them all. The Westrons wrote that the dead, even the purest in heart, could no longer reach the land of the Old Great Gods, never know the great and overwhelming peace they had earned through their sufferings in life. They waited on the road, thousands upon thousands, for the way to open, and that could not happen till the Great Gods returned to the purified earth.

    That Attalissa approved Luli's appointment showed her, beyond any doubt, that the strength of the goddess was a lie, that she knew nothing of the hearts of her folk.

    That was when Luli had sinned against her vows in body as well as spirit. And again, Attalissa had never rebuked her. Perhaps had never even known. The final proof Old Lady needed: Attalissa was nothing.

    He had agreed with her, in so many things. He was a wizard, a scholar, for all he looked a Great Grass barbarian with nothing more on his mind than horses and women and brawling. He was only a little younger than her, and beautiful, lean and strong and vital like a tawny cat, no dull-witted mountain farmer but a man, truly a man a woman could lean on. She had found herself, astonished and amazed, listening to herself while they talked of more than gods and philosophies and the blindness of human folk who trudged cattlelike through empty lives and never lifted their eyes to the sky. She had found herself on fire, willing, wanting to give him anything, to keep the teasing smile and the knowing, cool eyes hers, to keep the deep voice whispering her name, Luli, against her ear, hoarse with passion she could not have imagined when she chose the temple over marriage to any of the dull, demanding young men of her village.

    It was wrong, of course. Not a wrong against Attalissa. A sin against herself, against the Old Great Gods they both sought, to feel this passion, to fix such value to another mortal being, to tie oneself into the world so. But oh, those few days, they had been worth a lifetime…

    She had told him of mortal Attalissa and the stultifying empty days, of the temple, all its secrets. Of the old woman her goddess had become, surely soon to die, and the dreary years she could see ahead of herself, the years of her prime, to be wasted rearing a child, like any fat-hipped peasant mother, surrounded by the clamouring needs of the temple that was no place of contemplation, no place to refine the soul, but a training ground for soldiers to safeguard men's greed for the soulless treasures of the earth. He had said, a man's, a wizard's will, wedded to divine power, could start to change the world, could begin the reform, begin to lead the folk towards the true path they could not see for themselves, but that the time and the stars must be right.

    She had never, truly, believed that he would come. A lover's idle speculation, games they played, planning an impossible future. But now, finally, he had come, bringing fire and sword, to tear down the old and build it all anew. And now she was old, while he, a man, aged less swiftly, and being a wizard, less swiftly still. He might yet have only the first grey in his hair.

    Old Lady wept, and the sisters she had summoned to prayer eyed her sidelong at their own empty devotions. But she was not going to be weak, she could not afford to be. The body was nothing; it was the Old Great Gods, the future, she served. In times to come she would be a saint, a servant who had shown not only her folk but her goddess the way back to the Gods. And all she and Tamghat had planned, lighthearted, a lovers’ game, over wine and books in his rumpled bed in a Marakander inn, lay before her. First was to stop the needless fighting. But Spear Lady and the Blackdog were narrow-minded, tradition-bound, and they had turned the sullen child of this incarnation against her. No support there. Let them suffer, then. Fire would cleanse the temple, and she could build it anew, if not as Tamghat's consort (and such thoughts showed that even she must look deeper into her soul, where the desires of the world yet lingered), then as his partner in all else. Attalissa would thank her for her vision in the end, when in sharing power with the wizard she stretched beyond the limitations of place that shackled all the gods, and understood the freedom she had gained to seek her own soul's purification and to lead her folk to true knowledge of the Old Great Gods.

    “Attalissa enlightens me,” Old Lady said aloud, rising stiffly. Two sisters hurried to offer her support. Her knees creaked, taunted her with pain. “She will have peace with this warlord. He comes to fling open the shutters on a new dawn of glory for Lissavakail, he comes to show us the true path back to the Old Great Gods. We are wicked to resist; it is not Attalissa's will.”

    “Should I go to the Spear Lady…?” her assistant asked, hesitantly. Sister Darshin aspired to the position of Old Lady, was all too assiduous in trying to ease the burdens of office from her, as though she were ancient, not merely arthritic and greying.

    Go to Spear Lady Kayugh and the arrogant Blackdog, who thought himself so much closer to the goddess than all the women who truly served her. Go to plot against Old Lady, that's what Darshin would do, scenting a chance to weaken Old Lady's authority yet further with that pair of vow-breaking reactionaries, who would have the goddess subordinate to their will forever, having forced themselves into her malleable child's heart as parental authorities.

    “No,” she said. “I've already told them we should have waited and offered to negotiate, and they refused to hear the goddess's word. If they are deaf to Attalissa's will, they are damned. We will wait here till wiser counsels can prevail.”

    The women looked shocked.

    “Bar the doors,” she snapped. “Admit no one. Attalissa has been betrayed by those who fight against her will. Attalissa will have peace with this warlord and love between our peoples. We will wait, and welcome him in her name.”
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    The air smelt heavily of blood; a priestess sat white-faced with her back against the parapet, her arm below the short sleeve of her armour tied with soaking bandages. There was more blood on the stairs where they had carried someone else down.

    “We're nearly out of arrows already,” Kayugh said grimly. “I said we needed to keep more in the stores, but Old Lady said the fletchers’ guild was charging too much and we weren't going to send more than a few dormitories out as mercenaries this summer.” She wiped the back of her hand over her mouth, as if that could settle the unsteadiness of her voice. “’Prayer is our work,’ she said. ‘Lissa forgive me, I should have stood up to her.”

    “She is Old Lady.” The Blackdog was Attalissa's champion, and by tradition avoided becoming entangled in administrative debates among the priestesses. But Otokas should have backed Kayugh up in that. He'd feared to seem partial, to betray that which probably half the temple knew already.

    Kayugh handed him an arrow that had come clattering down on the stones behind them. He straightened its fletching absently, found the bowman who had shot it, and sent it back. Not an accurate shot, not a straight flight, but it scratched over the man's helmet and sent the raider skipping back, to slip and fall on the algae-slimed stones of the shore, in a puddle of torchlight, and Kayugh's following shot was truer, piercing his unprotected cheek.

    “Attalissa's luck was with me on that one.” Kayugh took a deep breath. “The lack's past remedying, anyway. Prayer won't make arrows.”

    Otokas nodded, never taking his eyes off the lake. The near shore was littered with raiders dead and wounded. They had come within bowshot carrying torches to light their work, and though the first splashing rush ashore had carried large wicker shields to cover their fellows fixing the last few boats into the bridge, and raider archers had shot blindly at the lightless gate-tower roof, finding targets by mischance, Attalissa's priestesses had had the better of it.

    Where the sisters shot at shadows briefly caught in torchlight or blocking the water's dark gleam, the Blackdog had clear sight. Otokas had lost himself in killing, settling the dog's fury against the invaders in the smooth action of draw and release, the selection of targets, picking off the raiders’ archers, always with half his attention on the waiting, watching wizard.

    The warlord—the wizard was that, Otokas had no doubt, though wizards were more wont to stand in the shadows at some leader's shoulder—seemed content to wait, and watch, as his followers died.

    Or as the defenders expended their arrows. Sisters of the dormitories assigned to support those on the bell-tower roof brought no more arrows, but began to carry up weightier missiles, in case of a direct attack on the gates the tower straddled. They had already depleted the supplies meant for the water-gate's defence.

    “Crows,” Kayugh muttered. “Seems like there's two more for every one we kill. Hold, Sisters. Save what shafts we have left. That means you too, Oto.”

    He lowered the bow, flexed a hand that was starting to cramp. Kayugh gave him a worried look.

    “How's Attalissa now?”

    He was doing his best to shut the goddess out of his awareness, to keep her from knowing just how bad it looked to him, but he could feel her fear nonetheless. And a hard, glowing ember of fury that the girl had no outlet for, save the frustrated tears that she was so far stoutly resisting.

    “Afraid. Upset.”

    “They won't be able to starve us out very quickly, and we can keep them from scaling the walls. Serakallash may come in time.”

    “They may.” But he heard no hope in his own voice. “If the wizard looks like taking the temple…I'll have to get her away, Kayugh. Whatever the cost.”

    The last of the boats was lashed in place, the holy islet tied to the town's island again. There was movement on the far side of the channel, horsemen riding to the water's edge by the first of the boats, torches held high, spreading fire over the water.

    “Yes.” Kayugh took a deep breath, flexed her shoulders, and raised her voice. “Sisters—the Blackdog says this warlord is a wizard, and he means to harm the goddess somehow, enslave her or kill her. And the dog says it's possible, not some nightmare from an old tale of the west. This abomination is what we're fighting. We're here to keep him from Attalissa, from the goddess, from the lake, from our little ‘Lissa. Make the wizard your target, every chance that offers.”

    “He's lighting himself up well,” said one, and laughed, no mirth in it. “Afraid we might miss him.”

    “If that is him in the centre and not a decoy?”

    Faces turned to Otokas. “Yes,” he said. “In the helmet with a bear spread-eagled over it as crest, if you can make that out? His horse is the pale gold mare, with red-dyed harness.” The Blackdog was certain. It could smell the magic rising from him like the scent of new-turned soil in the hot summer sun. And when the warlord moved, he left a shadow-image in the eye, an eddy of red-edged black, like an absence of flame. The Blackdog had never seen the like before—not that it could remember, but to Otokas it felt as though it should remember. That flame-shadow raised the hackles of the spirit.

    “We see him,” one of the women confirmed. “Gold helmet? It catches the fire nicely. But forget the horse, dog. They're all shadows from here.”

    “They're all ‘it,’ from here. How d'you know it's a mare?”

    “He can smell it.”

    “When it gets closer we can check.”

    “If it's a stallion, Oto, you buy a jar of the best Marakander wine for every dormitory.”

    “What does he get if he's right?”

    “A kiss from Spear Lady,” someone away to the side called, and there was a flutter of nervous giggling that fell to abrupt silence when Otokas frowned in that direction.

    The warlord reached the bridge of boats, and the riders about him dismounted. He did not, staring up towards the gatehouse and its high parapet, the defenders who should have been invisible, since they weren't such fools as to surround themselves with torches. Otokas felt almost a physical shock, unseen eyes finding him.

    I told you, Blackdog. Bring out my bride. I want to wed her with the dawn. I'm surprised she's stayed hidden behind you this far. I thought she would make some effort to protect her people. Is she grown so cold-hearted, or is it cowardice? Tell her to come out to me, or I will march the folk of the town to the shore, here, and behead them, a dozen at a time, until bodies fill the channel. Tell her, if she fights me, I will set a fire on this town that will burn its folk to ash and poison the lake and her soul with the curses of their ghosts. But tell her, if she comes to me willingly, I will rule as a kindly father, and teach her and her folk both to love me.

    Otokas shut his mind against the wizard, felt the faint pressure of attention blocked. The wizard grinned at him, mouthed words in the darkness. He couldn't read their shape.

    The warriors lining the bridge began to drum spears and swords on shields.

    The warlord urged his horse forward, stepping, almost hopping, into the first of the boats.

    “Attalissa grant they've got my brother's boat in that lot,” one of the sisters said.

    “Why?”

    “Lazy bugger. Rotten planking.”

    “Oh yes. Let it put a hoof right through.”

    “Pitch the godless wizard into the lake.”

    “Think he can swim?”

    “Not in armour. Not even if he is a wizard.”

    “I can,” Otokas said.

    “But it's Attalissa's lake. More reason to think he'll drown despite his magics,” said the one who'd first spoken. “Leave us our fancies, eh, dog?”

    “I'd fancy seeing Otokas swim in anything.”

    “Or nothing.”

    Nervous giggles.

    “Children,” he said, tolerant of most teasing, so long as they left Kayugh out of it.

    Kayugh didn't join the anxious laughter. The horse picked its way over the unstable bridge, held under some wizardly control, not mere Grasslander horsemanship. The warlord's escort followed afoot, their horses left behind. The wizard's mount gained the temple shore with a scrambling leap and broke into a trot, drawing further ahead of the escort, crunching onto a gravelled garden path. Those who had followed him onto the bridge ran to catch up, their torches streaming like banners.

    “Archers,” Kayugh said calmly. “Now. Kill him.”

    The first arrow struck with a powerful arm behind it, stout Kedro's, and must have pierced through the rings of his mail. Otokas saw the warlord flinch back, arrow protruding from his chest. But in the space of an eye's blink he gestured in the air before his face, reins caught on his pommel and what looked to Otokas like a web of yarn stretched between his hands. The following flight of arrows curved away as though a heavy wind had caught them. The wizard closed a gloved hand around the shaft in his chest and snapped it off, throwing it aside and taking up the reins again. Three of his guard were down, though. The wizard ignored them, ignoring the continuing ragged flurry of arrows, which scattered as if he were the centre of some deflecting storm.

    None of the raiders shot back.

    Kayugh peered down the slope. “Was he hit, Oto?”

    “Only one arrow made it through to him, but yes. Didn't seem to bother him, and they're just blowing away now.”

    “Damn him.” She made it a prayer. “Hold! Aim for those about him, then. His favourites, his commanders, whatever they are.”

    Kayugh drew her own bow again, took careful aim, not for the wizard's guard but one of the torch-bearers standing on the near end of the bridge. It was a neat, powerful shot, through the throat and a leather collar that did not protect. That tattooed desert woman crumpled, and the dropped torch smouldered.

    “Burn,” Kayugh whispered. But it went out, rolled into bilgewater, perhaps. “Godless bastard.”

    Other arrows found closer marks, though many were turned by armour. None touched the wizard or his horse.

    Otokas let one of the sisters take the bow from him. He watched, eyes narrowed, as the wizard reined in below the gate. The warlord's followers clustered behind him, largely shielded by whatever spell he had worked against the arrows.

    “Enough,” Kayugh said in disgust. “Wait a better chance, Sisters. Spears might get through, or stones. Wait for my word, though.”

    The raiders muttered among themselves in some foreign language, and laughter rattled off the wall.

    Women gripped spears, or hefted what heavy missiles had been carried up to them. Jars of pottery and brass, bricks, paving stones, oddments of statuary Old Lady certainly did not know the enterprising sisters had carted off. It might be harder to blow away a jade lion the size of a baby, Otokas considered, and he balanced that on the edge of the parapet, waiting with the rest on Kayugh's word.

    She waited. The warlord smiled. His folk fell silent, though there were screams in plenty, shouts and riotous calls, from the island town. And the hungry red roar of burning houses.

    There were more folk gathering at the far end of the boat-bridge. Raiders, with townsfolk, men and women and children, their hands bound behind them. Hostages to the goddess's acquiescence as the wizard had threatened. The torch-bearers had followed the warlord, though, and to the sisters the clustered families would be lost in the night's darkness.

    Otokas said nothing of them to Kayugh, and hoped the goddess did not realize their presence yet. The man's heart might tear, but the Blackdog had no heart-room to spare for any soul but his goddess. And if the warlord did not know that—it was one small weight in the balance on the Blackdog's side, leverage the wizard might think he had, only to find he pushed against nothing.

    Otokas studied him with the Blackdog spirit's eyes. The warlord wore a long mail byrnie like the warriors of the kingdoms of the north, its fine rings gilded, not just by firelight. No blood marred it where the arrow had pierced, though a dark mark showed the stub of the arrowshaft. His helmet was likewise gilded, the eyes of the bear snarling in the centre of his brow set with garnets, or maybe even rubies. Instead of any other jewels he wore a number of cords draped around his neck and hanging to either side down his chest—leather thongs, yarn, ribbon, what might have been braided hair or grass—each one doubled, a long loop. He carried the sabre of the steppes at his side, a single-edged blade, slightly curved, a horseman's weapon, and his face was of the Great Grass north of the Four Deserts: brown-skinned, with narrow, light brown eyes. His long hair, the colour of his skin, hung loose save for braids to either side, into which bears’ claws had been knotted, swinging against his cheeks as he turned his head, taking a count, it seemed, of the women on the tower roof. Whatever he was, he probably saw in the dark as readily as Otokas did. He looked a man in the prime of life, but there was a greyish cast to his face, as if of illness or exhaustion, and his eyes were sunken.

    To man's eyes he was an awesome figure, gold in the torchlight on his golden horse, demonic, eyes a glimmer, red, catching the light.

    No. Otokas saw that with his own vision and the dog's both, a red glint that was not reflection, and the eerie, flame-edged shadow still shivered after his every movement, caught just in the corner of the eye. For a moment, just a moment, as though some curtain were swept aside, Otokas saw dark fire running like molten copper, tracing through the man's body, twisting like a flame where his heart should be.

    “I am…Tamghat.” As though the name should mean something, or as if the wizard temporized, that pause. “As I told your mad dog there, I have come to make Attalissa of the lake my bride. We shall be wed and bedded with this morning's dawn, and if you stand between us you will die.”

    The sisters were stunned into silence a moment, and the warlord sat on his horse smiling, with mocking confidence.

    “She's a child!” someone shouted down in simple outrage, and there was a brief hesitation, a shifting of the wizard's attention elsewhere.

    The Blackdog scrabbled at Otokas, wanting out. Fling himself over the parapet, have the throat out of the wizard. He resisted it. This Tamghat was something powerful enough to kill him, leaving aside the simple overwhelming numbers which could do the job just as well, and dead, he left Attalissa…not unprotected, never unprotected, but with a protector unfamiliar and ill-prepared, at best. At worst…best not to think of it, the Blackdog taken by the wizard, ‘Lissa's trust and doom united.

    He forced the dog quiet and said softly, in Kayugh's ear, “He didn't expect that.”

    “What?”

    “He didn't know she was a child. Did he really come expecting to face and overcome the goddess grown and in her full strength?”

    But if this Tamghat had planned all along to seize the town, hold its folk hostage…perhaps the goddess's power would never have been raised against him, if his magic and his numbers had gotten him over the stone bridge. Gods and goddesses had wed mortals before. It was not so unthinkable a thing. The wizard might argue that she would outlive him, and sharing rule and the wealth of the town for a mortal man's remaining years, even a wizard's extended life, might be thought a small price for peace and the folk's lives. But his eyes were hungry.

    “If you want to marry her, come back when she's old enough to wed, and ask her yourself!” Kayugh called down.

    Tamghat laughed, but it sounded forced. “She's already far older than I. Why should I wait for her to grow older? What do you mean by too young to wed?” Otokas felt the wizard's attention crawling over the women, forcing into them. A few, the more sensitive to magic, shook their heads or flinched back from the parapet. One older woman dropped to her knees, vomiting.

    “A little girl?” The warlord's voice teetered on the edge of rage Otokas could almost smell, but then it seemed to evaporate like dew in sunlight. He threw back his head and laughed. “Blackdog, you should have told me. This alters things.”

    A stir of hope ran among the sisters. Even Otokas wondered for a moment if they might have won some time; enough, at least, for Serakallash's warriors to arm and climb the mountain road.

    “I can be patient, good Sisters. The stars will run round again and the patterns re-form, and she'll be old enough, by then, to know a man. Till then I'll rule as her regent and guardian. You've no need to fear I'll harm her. I'm a father myself.”

    “He lies,” Otokas growled. “He'll eat her alive.”

    “Tell them,” said the warlord, “what you can see across the channel, Blackdog.”

    Otokas kept silent.

    “Then I will. There are folk there, Attalissa's folk. Your folk, Sisters. And they will die, if I do not have your child goddess in my keeping before the dawn, away from that mad dog and his poisoning lies. Eat her! Do I really look like some fox-eared Baisirbska savage to you? That's a nonsense and you all know it. But I will do what I have to, to win Attalissa. The stars have knotted our fates together and I won't be turned aside. Those folk on the shore, their lives are in your hands, Sisters. Do you have kin in the town? Brothers, sisters, parents? Do you think they might be among those the Blackdog can see? Ask him.”

    “No,” Kayugh said. “Attalissa won't pass to your keeping till every last one of us is dead. And our kin would say likewise.”

    “Well, then. It's as you choose.” The warlord jerked his head to one of his followers, a tall, butter-haired Northron, who spun on his heel and started down for the boat bridge at a run. A fool of a Northron, who carried a torch high over his head. Possibly he meant to signal with it to those guarding the hostages.

    The first arrow took him in his cloth-wrapped calf, sent him stumbling, and of the dozen following, some found a home through his mail; one took him in the throat and he thrashed and choked, the torch smouldering on the ground.

    Tamghat looked back, shrugged, and faced the tower again.

    “So be it,” he said. He dropped the reins to lie slack on the golden mare's neck and drew one of the long cords off his shoulders, wound it over the fingers of both hands, twisting and looping a pattern like a child's game of cat's cradle.

    “What…?” Kayugh started to ask.

    Tamghat turned his hands palms out as if to push, the narrow ribbon dipping slack. Then he snapped his hands apart, the ribbon breaking, flying free…

    “Down!” Otokas screamed, howled, and seized Kayugh's wrist, jerking her for the stairs from the bell-tower roof as the abandoned jade lion swayed, tipped—tumbled. “Run!”

    With the shock of an avalanche mowing trees before it, the gates blew in, timbers and stone cutting a swathe through the sisters in the Outer Court. The archers pelted after Otokas and Kayugh as the stairs twisted, tilted beneath their feet, and the gatehouse collapsed in a choking cloud of plaster, a wounded jangle of the bells. Women tumbled down around them, shaky, ghost-white with dust. Otokas stumbled, sick, the Blackdog's senses overwhelmed with the stench of broken bodies, the cries. In the Old Chapel, the goddess was screaming, high and shrill in his head, and the Blackdog gathered itself into the world.

    “Don't!” Kayugh snapped, shaking him, and he snarled at her, crouched on blood-slick stones. Forced the dog away, trying to understand what she said, hardly able to listen. “Get her away, Oto! If it's true, what you said, what she saw he means to do, get her away!”

    He flung himself up, sword in hand, focused not on her but on Tamghat, urging his horse to pick its way over the precarious rubble of the gatehouse, dainty as a cat. The warriors of his guard followed, blades bare. The warlord held up a hand and, unwillingly, the sisters hesitated, each one caught in a moment's anticipation, spears raised, swords drawn, or broken stones in hand. Even the dying were silent, the space of a breath.

    “Attalissa, Sisters, and you, Blackdog. To save yourselves, and your kinsfolk in the town—send for Attalissa. Bring her to me.”

    Otokas took a step and was jerked back by Kayugh's hand in his hair. His helmet was lost in the tumble down the stairs.

    “Can you kill him?” she whispered angrily.

    “I'll find out,” he muttered.

    “Die here, and you leave her to be defended by a damned raider, since the dog won't take women. Or you die. Both of you, Oto. He's a god!”

    He shook his head. “No.” Not quite.

    “Go!”

    The strong reek of gathered magic was gone, to the dog's nose, and the grey and the gloss of a fevered sweat more pronounced on Tamghat's skin. He might not want to knock down another wall right away, but the red fire still lurked behind his eyes. He was more than the Blackdog could overcome. The dog recognized it, was willing to let Otokas think clear-headed and single-minded for a moment. But waiting, still, to kill anything that moved against the goddess.

    Someone among the wounded was weeping, a grating, heartwrenching sound, and another whimpered, “Mama, mama, mama…” over and over without pause. Most kept silent, as if the wizard held them, stifling the moaning and the screams, denying them that freedom in their dying.

    “I'm sorry.” Otokas turned Kayugh's face, kissed her on the lips, lingering the space of a heartbeat, no more. “I'll see you,” he said softly, “soon enough, I expect.” And, loud enough for the surviving sisters from the gatehouse to hear, “The horse is a mare. I told you.” He heard the deep breaths, the faint settling shuffle, weapons taken in surer grip.

    He walked, not looking back, between the living and the dead. Perhaps Tamghat was simply waiting for him to hail those beyond to open the narrow door in the thick wall between Outer and Inner Court, waiting for it to be opened. He ran the last few steps, letting the Blackdog take him at last, a moment of burning, breaking, a blackness flowing up and over the wall, Kayugh's voice already raised, no orders, just the cry, “Attalissa!” taken up by a few-score throats, and the sudden clash of steel.

    The dormitory of six older sisters guarding the door of the Inner Court scattered as he came down, spun past them, and headed inside. The Blackdog had no human voice, and he had nothing to tell them. He ran four-footed through corridors and stairways deserted. They were praying in the New Chapel, singing hymns. He heard Old Lady's voice among them. No arguing with her, then, just as well. More stairs. He skidded on the smooth-worn stone outside the heavy door of the Old Chapel, barked, the dog's temper frayed past sense and the door closed and locked. He pulled himself back to Otokas, lifting a hand to beat on it and stumbling in as Meeray jerked it open.

    Attalissa flung herself on him, a warm, fragile, shivering weight that clung when he picked her up as though to let go meant her death. Practical Meeray had changed her from her ceremonial robe; she wore a plain, full-skirted dress of black wool over red woollen leggings now.

    “I was about to send for you,” Meeray said. “She's…it was worse when she stopped screaming. What's going on out there? Are they attacking the gates?”

    He shook his head, setting the goddess down again. She gripped his hand hard enough to hurt and said nothing.

    “We can't hold out. The warlord's a wizard, stronger than a demon and vicious as a devil. The gatehouse, the bell-tower—gone.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Gone. Smashed.” He gestured with a free hand. “Like that. The tower fell.”

    “But how—”

    “Meeray. Listen. He's more than a wizard, I don't know what. He wants the goddess. She knew it, she was right. I have to get her away till she's come into her strength. Kayugh—they'll buy some time, out there. That's all we can do.”

    “But ‘Lissa can't leave the lake. Where can you hide her?”

    “That's my problem.”

    “And how do you expect to get her away, if they're fighting at the gate? The water-gate's under attack as well, and barely holding. No chance of making a sally there. One of the girls came here a little while ago, checking to see if we had any arrows.”

    Otokas gave Meeray a crooked smile. “The Old Chapel is very old. We were at war with the Narvabarkashi, not long after the first temple was built, and the goddess made a way into the lake, one that Narva and his priests couldn't watch. So there's a way out from here, for the goddess and me, at least. Move the altar.”

    “Narvabarkash has three yaks and a lame rooster.”

    “That's about all we had then, too. I said old. Come on, help me.” The dog slipped a growl, too much, too much fear and anger and the world falling around him.

    With his shoulder and those of several sisters against it, the altar slid, grating, over the floor, pivoting on one corner. It was wood sheathed in beaten brass, and time he replaced the rotting corner posts of its frame again, before it collapsed in on itself and spilled the bowl of sacred water that sat there.

    No one had reached to move the bowl, which was carved of some coarse, dull-black stone and was always beaded with moisture, no matter the temperature of the air around it. No one ever touched it but the goddess herself, and the water in it never needed refilling. The bowl's lip curved in like the petals of some night-curled flower, but that was not enough to keep it from evaporating. An ancient mystery of Attalissa, and one that even the Blackdog, an ancient mystery himself, preferred not to pry into. The bowl gave off a chill of its own, left you feeling cold, and lost. Women called it the dampness of the chapel that made them uncomfortable there, and built a new one, but in their unseen hearts they knew it was the stone bowl on the altar they avoided.

    ’Lissa—

    Yes. Don't leave it here for him. Take it down to the lake. It's too heavy for me to carry.

    That was not right; the lake was not the place for it. The dog was reluctant. But the Blackdog would not argue with the goddess, when it was her own mysteries she dealt with.

    But for a moment, with almost a sense of relief, he saw the bowl slipping in his grasp, shattering on the stones, spilling out its water…

    That hit him in his very bones. He shook his head, confused at his own imaginings. No. I shouldn't touch it.

    “You'll have to, Oto,” Attalissa said simply. “I trust you. Don't drop it. It's important.”

    “If you say so.”

    The hole beneath the altar was narrow, lightless, and a damp, chilly air rose from it. Meeray crouched to peer down.

    “That explains why the altar's always so cold and sticky,” she said, with false cheer. “I always thought it strange, that mildew would grow on brass. Where does it go?”

    “To the southern shore, under the overhang where the split pine grows. You know that deep crack there, that we're always telling the novices to watch they don't break a leg in? It runs under that, where it comes out to the lake. It was meant as a way for the dog to come and go unseen from the temple.”

    And the dog had killed the priests of Narva, who were strangling Lissavakail's trade, sending fighters to kill traders on the road down to the desert. It had been a ruthless age, and Attalissa…harder. The god Narva kept to his mountaintop, now. His folk still sent a tithe of their turquoise to the temple every year, and Attalissa's priestesses kept the slopes of the Narvabarkash free from bandits and raiders, protecting Narva's folk like their own, even the priests, who had dwindled away to a family of half-mad farmers.

    Narva himself would be no help to them; his great vision that had once spanned the mountains almost to the foothills had been long since destroyed, for Lissavakail's safety. He kept disembodied to his cave, and spoke in oracles, when he spoke at all; most believed him dead and gone.

    Meeray frowned at the dank hole. “Should we follow?”

    Otokas shook his head. “You'd drown. It drops below the level of the lake for longer than you could hold your breath, before it rises again. It's meant as a trap. I'm sorry. Once we're gone, slide the altar back. Then go.”

    “Go where?” Meeray asked. “The main gates?”

    Otokas hesitated. But the women at the main gates were lost and from the report Meeray had, those at the water-gate as well. Sending a handful more to die with them would not slow Tamghat any, even if the wizard were temporarily exhausted of magic. He should have sent his niece away before the attack began. They should have sent all the young women, so that there would be a temple for the goddess to come back to. His sister had never wanted Attavaia to go to the sisters anyway.

    “Over the walls, wherever you can. Attalissa will come back. You know that. When she's able, she'll come back. And she'll need her women then.”

    “The longer we hold here, the more time you have to get her away,” Meeray said. “Don't waste it. Go on.” She dropped to her knees, took the girl's hands. “Remember us.”

    Attalissa gravely kissed her forehead, looked around at the other women.

    “I bless you,” she said. Her voice trembled, and she scrubbed the back of a hand across her eyes. “Oto…”

    He had to grit his teeth as he picked up the stone bowl. It was surprisingly light, but dank, like handling a dead thing. The water within seemed to move with its own life, against the expected balance as he crooked it in his arm.

    “Keep her safe,” Meeray said, and the other women spoke too, reaching hands to touch the girl as she followed him, clinging tightly to his free hand, down the steep steps beneath the altar.

    Ten steps down, and then the heavy altar ground over them again, cutting off all sound from above and plunging them into a darkness so absolute it was impossible to tell if his eyes were open or shut. Even the Blackdog was blind. But there were no wrong turns to take; the only danger was slipping on the unevenly carved steps.

    Where are we going, dog? I can't leave the lake.

    You're going to have to. We'll hide…somewhere…till you're grown and can drive the wizard out.

    What about the sisters?

    They'll follow, if they can.

    Don't lie to me, dog.

    He smelt the water before his foot splashed into it.

    “What do I do with the bowl? I don't want to take it with us.” Wherever they were going.

    “Set it in the water,” she said faintly. “Let the lake run into it. What it holds won't be harmed, won't mix with the lake water. Just so it's in the lake, and he can't see it.”

    “What is it?” He was reluctant to ask. She was no demon, to keep her heart hidden, but it felt like…something heavy, with potential, with force.

    “Something old and best forgotten,” she said. “Something from the earliest days of the temple. But I still have to keep it safe. Put the bowl down, dog. In the water.”

    Otokas did so. He was just as glad to let it go. The rough stone seemed to burn, now, even through his heavy sleeve, even through the bronze armour. And he didn't like to hear the child's voice sounding so…ancient. She could not carry the full burden of the goddess yet, and should not have to.

    “Let me go ahead.”

    Attalissa hung back obediently as he went forward. The steps ended, but stone underfoot continued to slope steeply away, until he was waist-deep and could stretch out to swim. It was true, he could swim easily in armour. The goddess's waters held him, carried him. He could not drown, no more than could a fish. His reaching hand touched the lowering roof and he ducked under, let touch and ancient memory guide him down into the narrow, water-filled tunnel, which twisted and dropped and twisted again, following a tangle of jagged fissures and eroded natural tunnels, widened and made passable, cut by one of the earliest Blackdogs. It was standing water, refreshed when the lake rose up with spring flooding or autumn rains; it was the water of the Lissavakail nonetheless, and washed through him like the fires of life, burning out weariness and fear. No need to breathe.

    They came up, having passed under half the holy islet, in a natural crack so narrow his shoulders scraped the sides, though the walls rose twenty yards overhead, narrowing to no more than six or eight inches wide. Attalissa followed close on his heels as they climbed over broken stone, dead shells crunching under their feet. A star or two shone down through the heath and bramble tangle that overgrew the fissure. Ahead, the crack broadened out, and the lake was a pale shimmer.

    Otokas hesitated on the water's edge, looking up and down the shore, smelling humans somewhere near, and smouldering pitch, but Attalissa pushed past him. She gave a little sigh as the wavelets broke caressingly around her knees, pulling her out like gentle hands.

    Light flared on the water from above, and voices shouted. Arrows hissed into the lake around them.

    Attalissa dove.

    Sword in hand, Otokas spun to face the raiders sliding down the sloping rock face by the crack. A watch posted and waiting. The wizard must have divined for hidden exits; no one had ever known of this but the goddess and her most senior servants.

    Or they were betrayed. That was the dog's instinctive distrust of the world.

    Head for the south shore! he ordered Attalissa, and then they were on him, half a dozen men and women, and another group caught from the corner of his eye, scrambling along the rocks. Two men pushed off in a light boat, shouting directions at one another, pursuing faint ripples that might only be the wind.

    The first to close with him was a Grasslander woman, and he kicked her legs from under her, stabbed down as she struggled, on her back in the water and the stones beneath her slippery with algae. He blocked another's slashing stroke from the left and was struck from behind, a sword's edge turned by his armour but the blow drove him to a knee, waist-deep in the lake. Too many of them for the man alone to fight. He dropped his sword and let the Blackdog take him.

    A moment of searing pain as the dog tore fully through into the world, flesh and bone and fury. A man screamed and gurgled and kicked the water to a froth, throat bitten through. He crushed another's thighbone in his jaws, flung that one into deeper water to drown like a pup throwing a rat. It was a nightmare, one that haunted his sleep, memories of past lives: the taste of blood, the softness of muscle and the crack of bone, of steel as he bit through a blade he disdained to dodge, the eager joy in the enemies’ screams.

    They hurt him, cut him, burned him while they still had torches, but the Blackdog was spirit and could not die so easily, and the man would heal from most wounds. Otokas did not care if he did not, once he had let the Blackdog loose. He lived, and died, to protect Attalissa. There were twelve dead in the water and at the water's edge and two on shore who ran. He bounded after the slowest, ran him down, snapping through the rings of his byrnie to throw him by his shoulder, tearing his arm half off, a second bite through his windpipe and he raced after the last. She still carried a spear and as he leapt she turned and hurled it. It took him under a foreleg in an earlier stab-wound already half-closed, and he stumbled, rolled, shattered the hampering spear-shaft with teeth that could break stone and steel, and bit through her throat.

    The boat still cut through the water, chasing phantoms of moonlight and wave. Attalissa would be deep, below any reach of their sight or weapons. One stood in the bow, arms full of fishing net. He pitched overboard when the Blackdog rose from the water, a hound the size of a yearling yak swarming into the boat, nearly swamping it, and went down struggling in his tangled cords. The other screamed, tried to lift an oar from its tholepin to use as a weapon, and choked in his own blood, throat crushed and torn.

    All of them. Safe. He could rejoin the goddess. They would not be followed, for a little while.

    Blood seeped sluggishly around the spearhead and he licked it, tasting it. Warm, salt, human.

    For Otokas, it was a killing blow, beyond any power of the spirit's to heal. He knew. The Blackdog host had died in battle before, more than once, and once by treachery, and many times more an easy, gentle death in his bed, an old man in whom the Blackdog could no longer maintain health and strength. Death was easy. It was leaving Attalissa's care to another that was hard. But the dog could keep life in him a while longer, if he did not return to his own body yet. The Blackdog slid back into the water and swam, beneath the surface like an otter, after his goddess.

    The boat, half-filled with water and riding low, bobbed behind him, and a rising wave climbed the top strake. It settled lower, filled, and sank, pulling down the raider's body with it. On the holy islet, flames rose from the kitchen roof.
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    The roar of falling stones still echoed in Attavaia's ears. A pillar of dust and smoke climbed over the western end of the temple, visible as a reddish cloud, holding the glare of fire. Crouched on the roof near the Inner Court, she had seen women suddenly flee the bell-tower, her uncle and Spear Lady leading them, and the tower crumbling in on itself, the gates hurled across the Outer Court, mowing down her sisters. She had bitten, hard, on a hand jammed into her mouth, not to scream. As the warlord rode in, Otokas had gone, no doubt to the goddess, vaulting the gate to the Inner Court, a shadow blacker than night. He never saw her there on the roof, though he of all of them would have been able to. The warlord—wizard, all too clearly—shouted something, raised a hand, but the dog was gone by then and the surviving sisters charged. She saw Spear Lady caught in torchlight a moment, lost her in the roar and the darkness and the raider army rolling in like the leading edge of an avalanche.

    Jump down, run along the top of the Inner Court wall, join them, for all the good one more sword would do. For a moment it seemed right, as though that one sword might tip the balance, or perhaps because it would be easier to die here, now, than later.

    She had orders. Attavaia turned away and crawled up the gentle slope of tiles to the flat roof, caught a higher eave and heaved herself up, and so over the jumble of interlocking roofs she had learned as a novice, sneaking out for sins no worse than unlawful feasts by moonlight and rooftop games of It, played on silent, heart-pounding tiptoe.

    It was amazing no one had been killed, or even broken an ankle. It was amazing no one had been caught, as though all the old sisters forgot, once their novitiates were over, what they had once done.

    Or it was winked at, if the girls did not make their breaking of rules too obvious, because the stealthy exploration and the nighttime frantic scrambles were training.

    Sister Chanalugh had not asked her if she could find a way over the roofs to see what was happening at the western gate. She had just said, Go. There was no other way to see; once there were no more arrows left in the armoury, the outward-opening door behind those in the Lower East Court had been barricaded within as a further line of defence, at Sister Chitora's orders.

    Attavaia slid at the last, knocking tiles loose, clumsy with more than weariness. They shattered on the pavement hard on her hissed warning, and she caught the eaves and hung a moment before she dropped, a firm hand catching her, steadying—Sister Chanalugh, who had charge of the water-gate defence now that Sister Chitora was lying insensible. A brazier glowed on the paving stones, shedding a little light, and someone was making tea.

    Attavaia laughed and gulped and bit her lip before it turned into something Sister Chanalugh would call hysterics.

    “The raiders are in the Outer Court and almost everyone's dead,” she reported in a whisper. “I saw it—the warlord made the tower fall and the gates flew across the court. It was like a scythe mowing hay. They just…” She tipped a hand. “And then the raiders poured over the rubble. Uncle—the Blackdog's gone to the goddess. He couldn't stop that wizard. If he could have, it'd be over now. What are we going to do, Sister? They'll be into the Inner Court by now.” She rubbed a sleeve across her face. There was blood on it. Sister Chitora's. Attavaia had helped carry her down from the wall.

    “Hold the water-gate, as Spear Lady ordered,” Chanalugh said.

    “Until when? They're in the temple! Spear Lady's probably dead by now!” Attavaia's voice rose and Chanalugh gave her a shake. Others turned, the damage done, even faces atop the squat water-gate tower showing pale down into the court a moment.

    Someone pressed a cup of milky tea into her hands; there was even a pitcher of fresh yak's-milk out here.

    Well, they needed their strength; it was no foolish indulgence. Too hot, too sweet, and she gulped it down, scalding her mouth.

    Her hands were shaking.

    “We heard the tower falling,” offered a girl belonging to her own dormitory, her childhood friend and neighbour Sister Enneas. “Like thunder.”

    “We defend the goddess,” Sister Chanalugh said firmly. “So long as we can.” She turned and stalked off, a tall, ungainly body, gift of a foreign father. They called her Sister Stork, behind her back.

    “And then what?” someone asked, off in the darkness.

    “Then we die,” muttered Enneas. “’Vaia, did you hear, did Attalissa really say this warlord was a wizard come to eat her?”

    That rumour, and worse, had been running through them as they carried sheaves of arrows from the armoury, met other girls wide-eyed and edgy in the passages on their own urgent errands.

    “I don't know.”

    “Did the Blackdog say? He would have told you.”

    “He told me—”

    A shout, a burst of light. Someone had lobbed a jar of burning pitch up over the wall, shattering on the stones, spraying fire. A sister shouted, spattered with it, but mostly on the bronze scales of her armour, a little on the cloth below the short metalled sleeves, quickly beaten out.

    Nothing followed it. They grew bored, outside, and wasted what must have been meant for making torches.

    Attavaia climbed the narrow stairs to the tower roof, looked down. The foreign mercenaries seemed in no great urgency. They clustered not right at the gate, but further down the steep climbing path, and a handful on the lakeshore. They had a boat, but there were no longer any scaling-ladders in it. Till Sister Chanalugh had sent her scouting over the roofs, she had thought that despite the horrible losses they had suffered here at the water-gate, they would win. The raiders had nearly come over the walls, and had been driven off. Their bodies, and those of sisters, too, littered the ground at the wall's foot. Many had slid and bounced all the way down. It was not quite a cliff here, but there was no straight way up.

    The raiders were fewer in number than they had been when they retreated from the wall, fewer even than there had been after she had fired what was their last arrow and watched a woman fall and counted, Six. She had taken six lives. She wondered how many Rideen had claimed, before they killed him at the town bridge. They would have killed him; her brother would not have run. Perhaps he and she would meet on the long road to the land of the Old Great Gods and compare their tallies.

    Most of the attackers here must have been summoned off to some other duty, and these remaining were counted enough to keep anyone from escaping this way.

    The temple's boats had gone with the lay-servants, the novices, and the old who could be persuaded to go, before the raiders had come to pen them in. Some might still be on the lake, depending on where they sought to land.

    A strong swimmer could make the southern shore. She had done it twice, once to prove to herself she could, once to win a bet with Enneas. Best to start from the southern tip of the islet, though.

    “They'll wait till dawn,” Sister Chanalugh said softly at her side. “Have your dormitory collect all those tiles you broke. Knock down some more, and bring them up here. It'll slow the godless bastards down a little, anyway.”

    “Yes, Sister.” Attavaia went obediently to collect Enneas and the others. Only four of them, of the six who had shared a room last night. The attackers had plenty of arrows, but the worst had been when the mercenaries came swarming up the ladders onto the walls. They only tried it once.

    As though the water-gate didn't really matter.

    “We're going to throw broken shards at them,” Enneas repeated. “That'll send them running, I expect.”

    An older sister cuffed her ear. “None of that. Attalissa is our strength.”

    Attalissa is a timid little girl, Attavaia thought. She wondered if her uncle had these thoughts, which gnawed away at faith. Surely he couldn't; he was the Blackdog; he shared Attalissa's holiness. But sometimes…she wondered. She'd seen him wink at the goddess herself, during prayers, and once when he had taken her fishing with the goddess she had heard him tell the child, the great lady of the lake, that if she was going to fish she had to learn to bait her own hooks. Old Lady would have called it irreverence, or worse.

    “We're going to die,” Enneas whispered in her ear, as they stacked broken tiles for the others to carry up over the gate. “What can Attalissa do?”

    Attavaia kept silent. Treachery, desertion. Had Uncle really meant that? Did he just want to save her life at any cost of honour, having no children of his own?

    No. He would do anything to save the goddess, he had no choice in that. He would not ask his niece to dirty her soul with dishonour—if he told her to do it, he had his reasons, and they were right. If the Blackdog could not fight the wizard alone, the Blackdog would not wait around for the wizard to take the goddess from him. So neither her uncle nor the goddess was still in the temple they defended.

    Turning this thought over, wondering if she was supposed to pass it on to Sister Chanalugh and how, Attavaia asked Enneas to give her a boost to the roof, to knock down more tiles.

    “The door!” someone screamed beyond it, and, “Chitora! They're here!”

    Inside, someone did not know Sister Chitora was beyond hearing. A woman's scream, short and terrible, and the thud and thump and dragging of the makeshift barricade being shoved aside.

    Attavaia snatched back a shard of tile from the sister about to take it up to the wall and wedged it under the door as it began to push open, throwing her shoulder against it, feet sliding. But the tile caught that slightly tilted stone that everyone always stubbed their toes on and the door, for a moment, stuck.

    “Sister Chanalugh!” she screamed. “Raiders inside!”

    Enneas was jamming whatever she could find under the door and into the crack of its hinged edge: more broken tile, a spearhead snapped from its shaft in the battle atop the wall. The door thudded and jumped. Others ran to throw on their weight with Attavaia's, but tile ground and broke and they all slid.

    “To the tower!” Sister Chanalugh screamed. “Now!”

    Some of the women ran for the stairs. Some stayed to carry the wounded. The door shoved at them and those still pushing on it fell in a tangle. One girl never rose, as the first raider through reversed his grip on his sword and stabbed down, two-handed, into her chest, hammering between the joins of the overlapping scales. Attavaia screamed, wordless noise and outrage, and swung her blade, his right arm, a thing falling, dead and bloody meat like a joint severed for dinner, the sheep carcass hanging from a hook in the back shed…The man staggered to his knees, face an ugly, gaping mask, mouth open, eyes unholy sky-blue wells, and she kicked him as his other hand groped blind and clumsy for her, instinct more than thought as she half-severed his neck, and what thought she had was only, Clumsy, slow, weak, she should have taken his head off. But there were more, pushing after him.

    “Come on!” Attavaia and Enneas were the last, dragging one another up, running. Attavaia kicked over the brazier, scattering burning charcoal that glowed scarlet as it tumbled, but it was no real hazard to the men and women rushing through. Enneas fell again with a grunt. Attavaia caught her hand and hauled her up, and still clutching one another they made the stairs and the small belfry and watch-room over the water-gate. The door slammed behind them.

    The raiders did not immediately pursue. They went to loosen the bars of the gate.

    Sister Chanalugh came clattering down the narrow stairway from the tower roof.

    Someone had grabbed the iron teakettle and carried it along. Now that woman reached through the narrow window in the wall and poured hot tea down over the raiders below, which annoyed them, and then released the kettle, which dropped a man, possibly for good.

    “What have we got left?” Chanalugh demanded.

    “Nothing,” was the answer, “except those broken tiles the girls took up to the roof.”

    Shards of tile sailed past the window with the speaker's words, those on the roof doing what they could to delay those opening the gate.

    The belfry was small and cramped. Without discussion they abandoned it, the first panic over, and went up to the roof, keeping safe behind the parapet. The bell was too heavy to manhandle up as a missile.

    Attavaia watched a Grasslander woman with a scarred face crouch over Sister Chitora lying down in the court, feeling for a pulse. A man with the same slanting scars stood nearby with a torch. The woman carefully cut the priestess's throat. The others left behind, dead and dying, were treated similarly.

    One of the older sisters wept.

    “None of that,” Sister Chanalugh said. “If we die for Attalissa, we die gladly.”

    “Better to live for her,” Attavaia said. She had meant it as a low mutter for Enneas, but in the quiet of the roof, Chanalugh heard.

    “Doesn't seem likely,” the senior sister said pragmatically. “Looks like the whole temple's theirs.”

    Below them, the bars were dragged back and the narrow gate pulled open.

    “Hey!” a raider shouted to his fellows below, some accent making the words near-incomprehensible, “Up here, you lazy bastards! Leaving us to do your work for you.”

    “Well.” Chanalugh took off her helmet, scratched her head, and sighed, resettling it. “We'll hold them off while we can and make our goddess proud in our deaths.”

    The senior sister seemed so calm about it. Attavaia wondered if Rideen had known he was going to die, or if it had just happened. She wondered if Attalissa could feel them all dying. If it would matter, when the goddess came again in her strength and glory, that they had fought so long before the end.

    “Sister,” she said, “my uncle told me that when the temple was lost, we should get away and hide in the mountains. He told me Attalissa would need us when she came back.”

    “She's probably dead, Sister,” Chanalugh said. “She's likely not even conceived yet. There'll be other sisters to take our place in serving her, when she returns.”

    “No, there won't,” Enneas said suddenly. “Not if that wizard kills us all and destroys the temple. What will she have to come back to then?”

    “She isn't dead,” Attavaia said, and hoped it sounded like faith in the goddess, not in the man who used to carry her on his shoulders when she was small. “The Blackdog took her to safety. She'll be back, once she's a woman. And he told me it wasn't running away. He told me she will need us. We need to be here when she comes back.”

    “Fine if you can fly,” Chanalugh said. “Personally, I can't, stork or no.” Even there, even then, there was a sort of horrified holding of breath, and then a few giggles. “The stair's too narrow for more than one at a time to come at us here, so at least we can make them pay for every one that's died at this gate yet, before they get us all.”

    “We can go along the wall and down into the rough ground by the south corner,” Attavaia persisted. “Into the lake. Swim to shore.”

    Chanalugh turned and looked at her, and her stomach clenched. Coward, faithless traitor. Chanalugh had hard eyes.

    “You think you can get along the top of the wall without being seen? They've got a lot of light down there.”

    “We can try. If we're going to die tonight it doesn't matter where.”

    “True enough. Right, then. Go.”

    She felt dizzy, tensed for argument. “Sister?”

    “Anyone who's fit to, go. The water's cold, and it's not the shortest swim. Anyone who's just going to die in the lake can stay and die here. We'll give them something to think about, so they don't notice the shadows on the wall.”

    Below, the raiders were making leisurely preparations to take the tower, clustered close, looking up. Reluctant to be the first.

    “Sister—”

    But Sister Chanalugh turned her back, making a quick count, muttering under her breath. Attavaia did the same, without the muttering. Seventeen left, of all who had defended the water-gate. So few.

    Quick interrogation by Chanalugh gave them five to stay, all with wounds that would weaken them in the lake, except for Sister Chanalugh herself. Twelve to go.

    “But you're unhurt,” Attavaia protested. “And we could help the wounded, support them in the water. If we all just go quickly, now, we'll be gone before they realize there's no one here.”

    “Sister Chitora was ordered to hold the water-gate, and I'm her deputy,” Chanalugh said. “And I've got no orders otherwise from the Blackdog or anyone else. And you know how cold water will eat your strength; you can't be hampered with the wounded. No, we don't jeopardize your lives. We stay, and you have that much better a chance. Now quickly, as you say. And quietly. And make sure you are here, when Attalissa returns, whether it's five years from now or fifteen. Sisters, you follow Attavaia now, since she's the one with the Blackdog's word.”

    “But I'm not—”

    Chanalugh saluted her, fist over heart. “The Blackdog's word is the word of Attalissa's servant, and the will of the goddess.”

    And Sister Chanalugh might have been deathly serious, or mocking her to stop her crying. Attavaia didn't know, and returned the salute, swallowing hard.

    There was no time for any lingering farewell. A few quick kisses between the more demonstrative sisters, a touched hand. Attavaia and Enneas both hugged Orissa, a girl they'd grown up with, shared all those unlawful feasts and rooftop games with. She'd taken the thrust of a spear in her thigh on the wall.

    “Now for some noise,” Sister Chanalugh said cheerfully. “Attalissa go with you, and the Old Great Gods.”

    She gathered broken tiles, began pitching them down into the court, aiming at the torch-bearers, screaming, “Godless bastards, child-killers! The Old Great Gods damn your souls to the cold hells! Your mothers curse your names!”

    The others who were to remain joined in the abuse, making every sharp-edged fragment count. The raiders began screaming fouler insults, setting arrows to bows. The twelve followed Attavaia down the few steep steps to the wall, which had a low outer parapet but no inner. They crawled on hands and knees against that shielding edge, darkness in darkness.

    Attavaia looked back once. Raiders at the foot of the stairs, some with Northron round wooden shields raised high, beginning a methodical climb up.

    “Like the sun on the water rises our lady…” Chanalugh's rich voice rose in a hymn. Other voices joined hers. “Come on up, then, you murdering bastards, or are you waiting for us to die of old age?”

  


  
    [image: images]

    The first pale light of dawn flowed cold and clear over the eastern peaks in advance of the sun, and roosters crowed as though the morning was welcome. The air was harsh in the lungs; smoke rolled ashore on a northerly breeze off the water.

    The Blackdog and Attalissa huddled together under the eaves of an abandoned goatshed. The girl had her arm over the dog's shoulders. Every so often she lost her battle for self-possession and gulped on a sob, tears leaking, tracing wet tracks down a face grubby from a scramble up the steep shore to this shadowed shelter at the roadside.
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