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      "Where is he, where is he?"

      Mara's constantly repeated question irritated Prithvi. They were meant to cover all the men of the People, not just each their own beloved. But Prithvi held her tongue. She knew the real source of her foul mood was the long day of being heavily pregnant under a hot sun, up on the mud brick wall where the dusty wind could easily find her and scour her sweaty skin with grit. The last hour with the setting sun in their eyes had been particularly tortuous. But she also knew that while the murmuring was a distraction to her, it slowed Mara down not at all. She fired arrow after arrow with scarcely a pause between, and she very rarely missed.

      "I see him," Prithvi said, and turned to fire her next arrow to their left, well outside of the area they were meant to be covering and nearly out of her own range. Mara fired her own after it, and the nomad that was their target fell from his horse, giving their husband Mrugesh a little more breathing space.

      "He'll be fine," Prithvi said, returning her attention to the more immediate battle. "Daksha is with him."

      "There are more enemies than yesterday," Mara said.

      "Yes, but they're falling back all the same." The nomads had turned about and were falling back to their encampment on the banks of the river. The low hills hid the camp and water both from view. Prithvi didn't know if her grandmother's stories were true, that once the Sarsuti River had flowed right up to the city walls and had spread just as far beyond the other bank, but she could remember being able to see the river from the tops of the walls when she was a girl. Now Sarsuti hunkered down low and out of sight, and the nomads hunkered down with her.

      They weren't retreating, they were just breaking off for dinner and sleep, scarcely bothering to cover their withdrawal. They knew the People were too few to pursue them.

      The sun had still been high in the sky when the nomads had started their attack. Now the stars were starting to come out and Prithvi's arms were shaky from all the aiming and firing. The dull ache in her low back that had been plaguing her all day was growing more pronounced as well. She closed her eyes, so weary she would gladly sleep on the wall rather than make the walk back to their house in the center of the city.

      "Mrugesh!" Mara cried, and Prithvi brought her bow back up, turning to bear on the last place she had seen him. He had spurred his horse on, chasing down the departing nomads. Prithvi couldn't pick his voice out of the roar of sound below her, but she could see her brother Daksha's face as he yelled her husband's name, calling him back.

      Too late. Two of the nomads wheeled their mounts around, cutting off Mrugesh's retreat. Then they came at him, swords raised high. Mara and Prithvi both took aim and fired. Prithvi was certain it was useless; they had never tried to hit a target so far away before. But she couldn't celebrate when both arrows hit their mark; they had both aimed for the same attacker, and as he fell, disappearing in the dust of the battlefield, the other brought his sword down on Mrugesh's skull.

      "No!" Mara said, and Prithvi dropped her bow to catch her before she fainted.

      "Help me!" she called out, trying to ease Mara to the ground without crushing little Diti still sleeping in the sling across Mara's back. Two of the other women rushed forward to hold Mara long enough for Prithvi to get Diti free. The girl didn't even wake. She was curled up in a sweaty little ball, fist to mouth, softly snoring. Her face scrunched up at the jostling but she curled against Prithvi's shoulder and resumed her snoring without ever quite waking.

      "I can walk," Mara said, although she looked wan.

      Prithvi headed down the steep staircase, forced to take them slowly despite the urgency. The ache in her back twinged at each step down and it was a relief to reach the ground below. Mara came down after, the bangles tied to the cord around her waist jingling at each step. She untied them as they hurried down the dark streets, slipping half over one hand and half over the other before reaching for Diti. Prithvi didn't bother putting her own bangles back on. She doubted Mrugesh would notice, although her grandmother surely would.

      "Prithvi, what if he dies? What will become of us without him?" Mara whispered. There had been few enough men left among the People before the nomads had surrounded the city. There were even fewer now.

      "Daksha will take us in," Prithvi said. "Both of us." She was whispering too. Not that she was afraid of being overheard, it was just that everything echoed so loudly in the empty parts of the city. Especially on nights like this one, when the air was still and thick with heat.

      Mrugesh had been laid out in the main hall of their house near the fire pit. Mara rushed at once to his side, clasping his hand to her chest and sobbing his name. Prithvi hung back. Her husband wasn't a bad man, but in nearly two years of marriage he had never ceased to be a stranger to her. She watched as Mara fussed over him, but he scarcely responded. A moan, a flutter of eyelids. The two healer women were pressing cloth after cloth to his wound but the blood kept coming.

      Prithvi turned away, slipping through the kitchen and across the courtyard until she reached the house sanctum. There she knelt before the statue of Sarsuti: their river, their goddess, their mother. It was quiet here and dark; the two oil lamps that burned to either side of Sarsuti cast more shadows than light, it seemed. Prithvi ran her hands over her swollen belly then wrapped her arms around it, hugging the child within her as she bent forward to press her forehead to the cool stone of the statue's feet.

      She had come here once before, asked a boon of her goddess, and gotten it. It had been a blasphemy; she was not even a novitiate let alone the high priestess. The feeling of it still haunted her, to be herself and yet not, to have this immense alien thing within her, not controlling her precisely, although she had done nothing but what it had wanted her to do. And she knew that she had not yet begun to pay the price for that magic, although she would, soon.

      She would never do it again for herself. But should she for the sake of the People? Although no one was caught saying it, everyone seemed to be hearing it all over the city; the People thought the goddess had abandoned them. Prithvi alone knew she was still there. Did that give her an obligation? She bit her lip, pressing her forehead harder against the stone feet of her goddess. She wished she knew what to do.

      "Why are you here and not with your husband?"

      Prithvi sat back on her heels, wiping at her cheeks although the only moisture there was sweat, not tears. "I came here to pray."

      Anuradha, high priestess of Sarsuti, was mother of all the People in the rituals, but was also Prithvi's grandmother in the more mundane sense. Since the death of her husband she had taken over the role of chieftain as well, and none had questioned her right to do so. No one would dare.

      "Praying for Mrugesh?"

      "Yes," Prithvi said, but her voice caught.

      "Liar," Anuradha said, not angrily. She had to lean on Prithvi's shoulder for support to get down, but she had soon settled herself comfortably and lifted her hands in prayerful salute and Prithvi did the same. "You pray for your child."

      "Is that wrong?"

      "To pray for a healthy child who will grow to take her place among the People, no," Anuradha said. "But that isn't what you pray for, is it?"

      "No," Prithvi admitted. "I pray to the mother goddess to lift her curse on the People and bless me with a son." She kept her eyes away from her grandmother's. Pray was not the word for what she had done.

      "Vanity," Anuradha said, but then sighed. "I don't blame you. To give your husband a son and an heir, one he could look upon this night before he passes on, would be a tremendous gift. But Sarsuti remains far from us. She seldom speaks, even to me. Her anger has not yet lifted."

      "I just want a son, a fine warrior like..." She had nearly said "like his father", but Anuradha had a way of making her stumble over even half-lies. "Like Daksha," she said instead, because that was true too.

      "Vanity," Anuradha said again. Prithvi kept her gaze studiously on Sarsuti, although she could feel her grandmother watching her intently. She should not have said she just wanted a son; it was as much as admitting he wouldn't be an heir. Not for the first time in the last nine months, she suspected her grandmother already knew everything but was waiting for Prithvi to confess.

      The heat and the smell of incense were making her head swimmy; for an instant the flickering of the oil lamps had make it seem that Sarsuti had blinked at her, a slow, comforting gesture. Prithvi looked over at her grandmother gazing on the same statue, but if she had seen the blink she did not react. Maybe it wasn't the People the goddess had abandoned; maybe it was just her high priestess.

      "Come, let's go see to your husband," Anuradha said, grunting her way back onto her old feet but then stooping to help Prithvi up. Mara was still at Mrugesh's side, nursing Diti without relinquishing his hand. Prithvi knelt on his other side, looking down on his ashen face. His eyes were not quite closed, and she could see him watching her through the narrow slits. He didn't try to speak or even to open his eyes all the way, just kept watching her.

      "Prithvi."

      Prithvi turned at the sound of her brother's voice, getting to her feet so she could bury herself in his chest, feel his arms around her.

      "He fought well," Daksha said. "Those nomads paid dearly for his life."

      "They're too numerous," Prithvi said. "They can afford to pay dearly for each life within these walls and still have men to spare."

      "I need you to see something. Can Mara spare you?"

      "Yes. There's not really anything for me to do here, anyway."

      "Come, then, let's make you useful." Daksha led her out of the house, through the streets where the People still lived and the smell of bread hot off the pan filled the air, then through the streets where there were no more People to the city wall. They were on the opposite end of the city than her watch station, looking downriver rather than upriver.

      "They are closer here," Prithvi said. The lights from campfires scattered near the river bluffs looked like dim but warm stars.

      "Yes. I'm thinking we should station you and Mara here for a few nights. The other women don't have your range."

      "The tents aren't that close."

      "No, but sometimes one or two wander out of the camp and gets close enough where you could give them a firm warning."

      "Is this what you wanted me to see?"

      "No. Look at this," he placed a knife on her hand. She brought it close to her eyes to examine it in the flickering torchlight.

      "What is this?" she asked, rubbing at the blade.

      "Iron."

      "Are you sure?" She had heard of iron from
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