
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Ensaadi

	By Elisabeth Wheatley

	 

	 


Copyright 2019 Elisabeth Wheatley

	First Edition

	All rights reserved

	Published by Avowed Publishing and Media, LLC

	 

	 


No Generative AI Training Use.

	 

	For avoidance of doubt, Author reserves the rights, and grants no rights to, reproduce and/or otherwise use the Work in any manner for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as the Work, unless individual or entity obtains Author’s specific and express permission to do so. Nor does any individual or entity have the right to sublicense others to reproduce and/or otherwise use the Work in any manner for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text without Author’s specific and express permission.

	 

	For licensing inquiries, email support@elisabethwheatley.com

	 


Table of Contents

	 

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	 

	Dunedrifter

	

	About the Author

	



	
For Robert E. Howard

	Proof Texans can write Fantasy

	
Chapter One

	 

	“Accident?” Talitha gnashed her teeth. “What do you mean, accident?”

	To her credit, Esreth didn’t cower or make excuses. She gulped, but met Talitha with composure befitting a soldier. That only made it worse.

	“How do you accidentally…. You slept with him!” Talitha locked her arms across her chest to keep from smashing a fist into Esreth’s pretty face. Talitha growled to the ceiling, not trusting herself to keep looking at her cousin. “Do you have any idea what you have done?”

	The young man at Esreth’s side stepped forward. “It was a mistake, yes,” he said. “But it was one we both made. Don’t cast the blame on Esreth alone.”

	There was so much—too much—she wanted to say and none good. She couldn’t decide where to start.

	She studied the sandstone at her feet, inlaid with ivory from the fangs of dune serpents. The intricate pieces meshed together into scenes of glorious victories and noble defeats, a history of their host’s ancestors stretching back to the founding of his tribe. A token of his desire for peace and unity between their cities, this had to be the finest guest quarters in Ensaak Jerasim’s sprawling palace.

	“Enki’s ass.” Talitha swore. “Dumaz’s silver balls!” She flexed her fist, cracking imaginary bones.

	Gilsazi, her second in command, cleared his throat at her curses. “My ensaadi?” Nervousness didn’t suit him. He was a chiseled man, as rough and rugged as the cliffs lining the Sandsea—a tavrosi with thick horns sweeping back over his skull. 

	Swearing was not a luxury she afforded herself often, even when it was by the rain god and the weaver god she didn’t believe in.

	Talitha considered ordering Gilsazi to take the youth outside, but it was just as well all four of them were here. “I should have seen it coming,” Talitha grated. “Naram is your kind of trouble—comely and inexperienced.” 

	The boy at Esreth’s side glanced away. He was blushing. Was this truly a son of the fiercest general east of the Sandsea? His late father Eilor had led Lakesh’s armies to countless victories in his time. 

	Esreth reddened. “It’s not like that.”

	“No?” Talitha wasn’t sure whether to smile or scream. 

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Sorry?” Talitha’s voice cracked. “Apologies won’t fix this!”

	Naram raised his head though his cheeks were still pomegranate red. “I am a grown man.”

	Barely, Talitha thought to herself.

	“I knew what I was doing.” Naram puffed his chest out—or tried to. His trembling somewhat ruined the effect. 

	Talitha’s brows rose. “So eager to defend her, aren’t you? You’re nothing but chattel! A third child handed off like scraps to the black foxes! You had no value but for alliances and what good are you now?” 

	“Don’t talk about him like that,” Esreth said, nostrils flaring.

	Talitha snapped her focus to her cousin. “Why not? Is this time different? Have you never felt this way? There’s nothing you can say to me that you haven’t said about a dozen others!” Except before this, Esreth had at least been smart enough to only take men who were bound to other women.

	Esreth ducked her head, shying for the first time. 

	“My ensaadi…” Gilsazi shot a glance to the doorway of their chambers.

	Talitha took a deep breath. “Are you certain the two of you are bound?”

	“Yes,” Esreth quietly answered, sharing a glance with the youth. “Earlier tonight, we…” She toyed with her amethyst-studded armbands—ironically, gifts from their host. “Anyway, I could…it was like the stories the wedded women tell. I could feel his desire mingled with mine. It was—”

	Talitha grimaced, looking to the youth. “And you?”

	“I could see…everything,” he softly admitted. “What she wanted…what she—”

	“Enough.” Talitha paced a handful of steps to the nearest pillar and straight back. “Do you know what this means?”

	Esreth studied the ivory reliefs of the floor. “Yes.”

	“Do you?” Talitha demanded. “Are you sure?” She marched a tight circle, wanting so badly to strike her cousin. Anger bubbled hot and furious in her chest, spreading and sliding up her throat. “You have desecrated not only the honor of yourself and the son of the late General Eilor, but his family, his city. We were supposed to attend a wedding! Not bind the bridegroom in samahu!”

	Talitha wanted Esreth to defend herself, to argue, to do anything but stand there. Yet Esreth didn’t even move.

	“You’ve managed…” Talitha took another breath, forcing her voice down. “Do you know how many have died for the quarrels of our tribes? Our parents never saw peace in their lifetime! How many children mourn mothers and fathers they’ll never know?”

	Still, Esreth didn’t move. 

	“This will begin the feuds all over again!” 

	“I know.” Esreth met Talitha with the same soft brown eyes that had earned her one too many lovers. “Is there…do you think we can fix it, somehow?”

	“There is only one way to fix it and you know it.” Talitha raked a hand through her hair, bleached by the desert sun, not nearly as lush and dark as her cousin’s. “Jerasim will demand your blood.”

	“Then we give it to him.”

	Talitha wasn’t sure she had heard right.

	“No,” Naram said quickly, reaching for Esreth. “There has to be—”

	Footsteps outside gave them a mere instant’s warning before the doors burst open and Ensaak Jerasim battered through. Built like a desert toad with stocky limbs and overly broadened jaw, the middle-aged warrior hardly looked to be the most feared man in all of Lakesh. A veteran of a hundred battles, Ensaak Jerasim was less a thing of legends and more a legend.

	He marched straight in without so much as a knock. In an instant, his black eyes raked over Naram and Esreth’s touching hands. “So it is true,” he said, voice dangerously soft. 

	Talitha slid her mask into place, that one of cool collection that she practiced for enemies and allies alike. Her heart raced, but she had a lifetime’s practice at feigning control. 

	“Ensaak Jerasim.” Talith inclined her head in a short bow. 

	“It has come to my ears that your young cousin has bedded my daughter’s bridegroom.” Still, his words were gentle, calm. 

	Talitha kept her stoic mask as she met his accusations. “Considering her reputation, I am not surprised at such rumors.” Talitha didn’t bother to cover her scorn. “My cousin can be…impetuous.”

	“I have heard she bound him in samahu.”

	Talitha didn’t know how he had heard so quickly. There must have been a slave or some other spy listening. She should have been more careful. Jerasim must not trust them as much as he had pretended. 

	“Do you think so little of me?” Talitha replied, the deception burning her tongue. “We came here in peace for his wedding.”

	Jerasim did not even blink. “What good is a betrothal if the bloodlines shall never cross?” There was a calmness and collectedness to his words that unsettled her far more than a raging tirade would have.

	Talitha shook her head. “If someone has accused my cousin, let him come forward and I will address the matter myself. Esreth is under my command and my responsibility.” 

	Two more soldiers blocked the doorway. The one on the left fluttered his fingers on the hilt of his sword. The one to the right kept couldn’t find a place to settle his eyes. They were young and untried, as best she could tell. Jerasim hadn’t waited for his more experienced men before coming to confront his guests. 

	Jerasim swung his gaze to Naram. “Tell me, boy, are you bound to this woman of Ilios?” He gestured to Esreth.

	“No,” the lad said.

	The waver in his voice betrayed them all.

	Talitha clenched her eyes shut. For just a moment, she felt all her hopes of peace splinter and crack. 

	This meant the execution of her cousin and herself if they were fortunate. The execution of Gilsazi, the entirety of their escort from Ilios, and perhaps even Naram as well if they were not. This meant a new feud between Ensaak Jerasim and her grandfather, the Ensaak of Ilios. Naram had betrayed Jerasim’s trust in his family, and perhaps they would suffer disgrace as well. It all meant more shame and killing and raiding and war, war, war. 

	Always war.

	“You will come with me,” Jerasim commanded, his gaze landing on Esreth. 

	She faced the aged warrior and visibly shook. Not a trace of that self-sacrificial courage she had shown a moment ago.

	“No!” Naram grabbed the sleeve of Esreth’s tunic, pushing her behind him. “Don’t touch her!”

	Esreth gripped his arm with far too much familiarity, looking to Talitha for help.

	Were they trying to make this worse?

	“Please.” Talitha waved at Gilsazi to lower his half-drawn sword. “It doesn’t have to be this way. It’s not what it appears.” Talitha angled the two lovers behind her. “My cousin is under my protection—my responsibility. If you or any other wishes to accuse her of anything, I am the one to address. That is the way of things.”

	And Esreth was guilty of every impending accusation. This was doing nothing but delaying the inevitable. Talitha scrambled her thoughts for an escape as she stalled, desperately hoping for some way out that didn’t end in a bloodstained schism between their tribes. 

	“Your cousin is guilty of meddling in the marriage between my daughter and my late head general’s son. Binding Naram son of Eilor in samahu to keep our families from mingling blood. Am I right?”

	Talitha couldn’t lie. He already knew, he had been more than reasonable so far, and would find out anyway. “You are.”

	“We—”

	She snapped her elbow backward into Naram’s gut, just hard enough to shut him up. He and Esreth had already said quite enough. “My cousin has laid with your daughter’s intended and in so doing entered into samahu, though it was by accident.” That defense sounded even worse from her own lips. One didn’t enter samahu by accident any more than one got drunk by accident. “I must speak with you on this matter.”

	“What can we say to change the truth? In samahu, neither can have children with anyone else so long as the bond lasts.” In his words was all but a death sentence.

	“As ensaadi of Ilios, I will do everything in my power to make this right. I implore you, allow me to try.”

	The ensaak looked past Talitha. “Esreth of Ilios, you have paid insult to myself and my tribe, as well as that of an esteemed Lakeshan family. By that claim, it is my right to do with you as I will. Shall you come of your own accord or must I call for more men?”

	Talitha swallowed hard. “Ensaak, surely there is no need for this. Let us speak first.”

	Jerasim waved a hand dismissively. “You and I shall talk.” He jerked his head to the young guardsmen. “But your cousin is to be detained.”

	 Talitha didn’t move. If she let them to lead her cousin away, Esreth would never be free again. 

	 “You know how this has to be,” Jerasim said in a low voice, not taking his gaze off Talitha. 

	She swallowed. Perhaps Jerasim would be lenient with her and her men, but what of her cousin? Was she really willing to sacrifice her kinswoman for a chance at survival?

	It was Talitha’s duty to protect all Ilians, no matter the cost. Esreth was her responsibility, her subject. But if she protected Esreth now, wouldn’t that put other Ilians at risk? 

	“I won’t let you take her!” Naram growled.

	Talitha gritted her teeth. What was she supposed to do? What was the honorable thing to do? “Don’t—” 

	A gleaming bronze blade leveled between Naram and the guardsmen, unexpectedly steady. Where had he gotten the sword? Ilian blades were steel, so it must have belonged to him. 

	The guardsmen drew their own blades in response. An instant later, Gilsazi had drawn his. Both Talitha and Jerasim waved their men off.

	“Give me that before you hurt yourself,” Talitha snapped, seizing the weapon from Naram’s grasp. She’d heard rumors the boy was fanciful, head stuffed with delusions of grandeur. For once, gossip was true.

	He struggled, but Talitha stared him down, her tolerance wearing thin. After a few heartbeats, he let go. Sliding the weapon safely away, Talitha let it hang at her side. 

	“Surrender your kinswoman,” Jerasim calmly ordered. “I have claim to her by right of honor.”

	Talitha caught the slight shake of Gilsazi’s head. Anything she was about to do would be a mistake and a wretched one at that. “She is the granddaughter of my ensaak.”

	Jerasim made an indecipherable gesture to his guards. “It would take but a command to bring the whole of this city’s soldiers upon your heads. I have no quarrel with you, Talitha of Ilios. Nor with your honorable grandfather. But I cannot permit this slight to go unpunished.”

	No, of course he couldn’t. To show that much lenience would be weakness. “Weakness is the only true crime of an ensaak,” Talitha had been told by relatives and tutors her whole life. 

	“Hand her over,” Jerasim ordered. 

	Esreth’s lip trembled and she bit it. She had made a mistake and knew it. She wouldn’t fight if Talitha ordered her to pay for her wrongs. Esreth deserved everything that would happen to her, but it didn’t matter what she deserved. As the future ensaak of Ilios, Talitha had been born to keep her tribe safe—the whole of her tribe.

	“I can’t,” Talitha quietly replied. “You know I can’t.”

	Jerasim sighed with frustration, drawing his own sword. “I harbor you no ill will. But I cannot let this pass.”

	“I know,” Talitha said.

	“Once the offender is dealt with, I shall not demand further recompense.”

	“Do you truly believe that would be the end?” Talitha asked, not disrespectfully. “My grandfather will never forgive the spilling of his own blood.” Nor her, if she let it happen.

	“I have seen men forgive worse. Would it not be more honorable to overlook the death of one to prevent another war?” Jerasim motioned his two guards closer, too close. 

	With another step, they would be within striking distance. Talitha swallowed. “Would it not be more honorable to overlook a failed marriage than start another war?”

	“She is not even his first heir,” Jerasim said. “Or suitable to be one,” he added with a curled lip. 

	“Perhaps not, but—”

	The nearest guard swung for Esreth. Talitha slammed her bodyweight backwards into her cousin even as she raised an arm in defense. The blade glanced off her bronze bracer, but snagged her exposed upper bicep. 

	Stifling a cry of pain, she ducked before the guard could swing back around to finish the job. The instant Naram shoved Esreth to safety, Talitha dropped into a crouch and swung with Naram’s blade. Her sword clashed against the ensaak’s as he came to the guard’s rescue.

	“You don’t want to do this.” The warning in the old man’s tone was clear.

	“Neither do you.” It came out as more of a plea.

	“I have no choice.”

	Talitha set her jaw. “Neither do I.”

	Jerasim jerked free, then stabbed. Talitha slammed her blade upwards into the attack of the ensaak, wrenching out of the way and rolling to her feet. Her shoulder throbbed and scarlet soaked her arm, trickling over her bronze armband to slick her palm.

	He lunged and Talitha reacted, feinting to the side. She twisted out of the path of his blade, seizing his wrist and using his momentum to jerk him toward her. In the same motion, she jabbed her own sword.

	Her blade stabbed through his gut, tearing out his back with a wet ripping and cracking of bone. For just a moment, they were locked together—faces mirroring stricken shock.

	Talitha froze, so close she could smell the spices that scented his beard. It was…she hadn’t…

	The ensaak toppled to the ground, his life force pooling on the polished sandstone around his gasping body. Talitha’s sword tore free, leaving a jagged wound in his leather vesture. 

	Esreth gasped. “By Anakti, Talitha, what have you done?”

	Unable to tear her eyes from her victim, Talitha doubted Anakti would care. The alleged goddess of war glutted herself on blood.

	Talitha knelt beside the gasping body of her former ally. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think, as Jerasim drowned in his own blood. She had seen enough wounds to know it was mortal. Jerasim’s struggles grew weaker and weaker until he laid still. 

	Smearing a hand over her face, Talitha fought to collect herself. She slid his eyes closed, not knowing what else to do. By the door, Gilsazi had a new scratch across his cheek, but the two guardsmen already lay dead. 
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