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	For Narnia and for Aslan

	
Chapter One

	 

	Talitha lost track of how many times she had nodded off by the time they reached the outpost village again. The Dunedrifters and Gilsazi had begun to sway just a bit in their saddles. Ashek laid pale and unconscious in the makeshift sling his men had lashed together. 

	As soon as they reached the outpost, the first sun clawed into sight over the horizon. A villager in long desert robes with a bucket in one hand stopped at their approach. There was just a moment of squinting nervously before he raised an arm with a shout.

	“Emalek!” he cried. “Welcome back again, my friends.”

	Emalek let off a grunt by way of greeting. 

	“Did you catch that woman again? We’re still rounding up the sirrushes she freed.”

	Emalek glared in her direction—or at least she assumed he was trying to glare. The dark rings under his eyes and drooping eyelids made it hard to be sure. “We spent all of yesterday just catching the sirrushes to chase you.”

	Talitha shrugged, leaning against Gilsazi’s back. They would have stopped her going after Ashek. What choice did she have? 

	Ashek had stayed behind in Radir, pretending to serve Naram so that she would have more time to escape. Her late cousin in law, Naram, had usurped the title of ensaak in her absence, murdering her grandfather and her pregnant cousin—Naram’s own wife. Ashek would have known that kind of man would put him to death. 

	Talitha’s chest knotted at the memory of Esreth’s long black hair, thick with the oils they had used to preserve her head in a box. Esreth’s face had been twisted in total horror and shock. She had probably been unable to believe it even as she was being forced onto her knees before her executioner. And then there had been Ensaak Morzei’s scarred scalp that faced away from Talitha, not acknowledging her in death any more than he had in life. 

	Talitha’s hand closed into a fist. She had given up her chance to kill Naram in order to save Ashek. But she still meant to drown the usurper in his own blood.

	“Are you stopping for a rest?” the village man asked, arms braced over his bucket.

	“We might as well keep pushing on,” Emalek drily answered. “We’ve come this far and it’s this early.”

	Talitha peered past the wide hulk of Gilsazi to the gorge. “How far to where we’re going?” 

	“They have a settlement within the canyons,” Gilsazi answered. “A few hundred families.”

	Talitha wasn’t sure she had heard that right. “A few hundred families?”

	“Yes. The survivors of Hudspeth intermarried with locals and distant tribes within their captors. Ashek’s been gathering them together best I can tell, for that past year.”

	“Ashek?” Talitha glanced again to the Dunedrifter’s comatose shape. He’d been busy.

	They began their long descent into the canyon. The way was narrow, so narrow they had to ride single file. The sirrushes huffed, but plodded on into the narrow cleft with little more than their usual tail swishing. 

	Talitha looked out on the canyon, trying not to be awed. Down below, the cliffs stretched for miles. In the light of dawn, they seemed even more endless than they had at dusk. 

	Their comppany took a narrow ledge leading downward into the canyon at a spiral. There was only a pace or so of rock between the wall of the canyon and the sheer drop to the left. Talitha tried not to clutch Gilsazi, but he patted her hand after a few minutes. 

	“It’s alright,” he chuckled. “They’ve never lost a person on the descent or ascent, so Emalek told Kasrei.”

	“Kasrei is here?” Talitha had been afraid to ask.

	“She is. With Chinasa.”

	Gilsazi and Kasrei’s infant daughter had been held hostage by Naram to manipulate the couple. In the end, they had gotten their daughter back and Naram had gotten a bump on his head for his trouble. 

	“She seems to be getting on well enough with the other women. But husbands are often wrong.” Gilsazi knew his wife better than most men ever knew a woman. He just didn’t give himself credit.

	Talitha’s mind went to Ashek again and she cursed herself. That man took up her thoughts when he had no right to them.

	There are was a strange kind of solemnity to their group. They’d brought Ashek and Talitha, shouldn’t there be excitement?

	They meandered onward, the sirrushes picking their way carefully down the steep sides of the canyon. No one spoke a word.

	Talitha looked over her shoulder and the instant she did, several pairs of eyes shied away from her. Two men had been whispering and stopped the moment her gaze met theirs.

	She bristled. If this was about her and Ashek, she would punch someone very soon. Perhaps Ashek, once Kasrei healed him.

	Talitha guessed they had traveled for a hour or more when a line of prayer knots came into sight. They were the most colorful things she had seen in the canyon, dyed purple, red, green, yellow, and blue. The knots marked how many times a prayer had been said and the color marked what was being prayed for. In the traditional worship of the Lonely God, many devout Hudspethites had started it as a way of recording their devotions. 

	Just like that, a village came into view. It was like any village Talitha would have expected to see. There were children, clothes hanging on the line after being rolled clean in sand. There were sirrush pens and low thatched roofs with men and women coming and going from inside—but mostly women. 

	The people were as much an assortment as the Dunedrifters at her back. They were light, dark, and some outright white. There were short, tall, male, and female. The only thing that seemed to be missing was the elderly. 

	“Where are their old?” Talitha said quietly to Gilsazi. 

	“Killed in the war.”

	Talitha frowned. Their group approached to the excited shouts of children and the shouts of women. Talitha scrutinized the crowds carefully, mind awhirl. 

	A familiar figure separated from the crowd, Kasrei with Chinasa balanced on her hip. “Gilsazi! Talitha!” 

	Talitha swung down off Gilsazi’s sirrush as they came to a halt. The next moment, Kasrei’s free arm was locked around her. 

	“We feared the worst. Are you alright?”

	Talitha smeared back her hair and dried blood flaked off. “But Ashek. Ashek needs your help.”

	“You brought him back?” Kasrei’s green eyes went wide. She squeezed Talitha’s arm before kissing her husband cursorily. “Are you alright, you mad oaf?”

	For once, her husband wasn’t in the mood to banter. “Help the Dunedrifter,” Gilsazi said, easing Chinasa out of her arms. 

	Kasrei curtly dipped her chin. “Where is he?”

	Talitha hung back, not sure what to do. 

	The magian marched straight up to the Dunedrifter, being eased down in his sling. There were several women—his fighting men, too, but Talitha didn’t care about them—gathered around the commander. A twinge of jealousy shot through her chest. She cursed. There was no reason for her to be jealous. 

	“Have you received any news of Shaza?” 

	Gilsazi shook his head.

	The young man had been captured with Talitha by Breida, the northwoman who had been their captive before her brothers came to free her. They’d sold Talitha as a batteslave to Ensaak Prothero of Radir, but Breida had decided she wanted to keep Shaza at the last minute.

	Talitha’s gut pooled with dread. Shaza was dead by now and she knew it—at least she hoped it.

	“They vanished into the desert,” Gilsazi said. “By the time we realized that you weren’t together, it was too late.”

	Talitha pursed her lips. If it had been Gilsazi, she would have gone after him anyway, knowing it was futile. That tugged at her conscience. Even if Shaza wouldn’t have broken a sweat worrying for her, he was still an Ilian. One of the few who had been with her after the betrayal by Naram. If she had the chance, she would have laid down her life for him as a leader should.

	“He’s dead by now, Talitha,” Gilsazi said quietly. “Captured out of revenge? We were shocked you survived to be taken as a battleslave.” He looked her over from head to foot. “Are you alright?”

	“Surprisingly, yes.” Talitha had been beaten and sentenced to death twice and fancied by more than a few, but had emerged relatively unscathed—thanks to Gilsazi and the Dunedrifters—and Ashek.

	Kasrei shooed away the concerned villagers, brushing them off like flies. “Stand back! Let me see. Someone bring this man water! Emalek, have him brought inside. Come, let’s go.”

	The magian had no patience for a botched job. 

	“You must be Ensaak Talitha.”

	That title hit her like a blow to the back. Talitha turned to face the speaker, thinking for a moment that it was Nehemian. The white robes threw her off. 

	But no—this was an elderly woman with a cane under one hand. Her head was partway covered and she wore no adornments at all. The tendons in her hands stuck out sharp and taut. Her skin was like crepe over her neck and crow’s feet had long since scarred her eyes. Despite all that, her gaze was sharp and her voice was strong. Even with the cane, she stood straight as an arrow, surveying Talitha with a sharp and quick appraisal.

	Talitha faced her. “I am. Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?”

	“Debrei,” the woman replied. “Prophetess of the Hudspethites.”

	Talitha looked quizzically at the varied collection of people around them. 

	“Hudspethites were a creed, not a race. Your man Ashek has been gathering them here for the past year or so.”

	Talitha became aware of a hundred or so pairs of eyes in her direction, watching her, weighing her. The younger girls spoke behind their hands with smiles, the boys too young to know better pointed and tugged at their parents’ skirts for answers. 

	“Get him into his hut,” Kasrei ordered. “Come on.”

	Ashek would be taken care of. Kasrei would look after him.

	Debrei beckoned. “Walk with me, Talitha. Would you?”

	Swallowing, Talitha looked to Gilsazi. His massive shoulders shrugged unhelpfully. “She doesn’t seem to bite, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

	Talitha smacked his arm and he grinned. 

	The elder marched away with surprising speed, her cane clicking against the stone and gravel every few steps. She moved at an impressive pace, not seeming to care that Talitha had just stumbled in from the desert.

	“Come.” The elder made her way nimbly to a low hut carved into the side of the canyon. Much like the many others scattered around the broad basin of the gorge. She ducked inside, the smell of incense wafting out after her. 

	Talitha paused until Ashek had been carried into his own hut under Kasrei’s militaristic direction. 

	“Are you coming, ensaak?”

	Talitha didn’t like the way she was being addressed, but she was a foreigner in their midst. It would be wise not to upset their leader. Stooping inside, she just barely avoided a collision with a petite girl of perhaps twelve. 

	The child bustled past with an empty basket, wide eyes gawking shamelessly up at Talitha.

	The ensaak slipped in after the elder with a heavy sigh. The ceiling was low and she had to duck to avoid smacking her head into the rock. Carpets of woven hair and low burning candles lined all the walls. A sleeping mat and a thick carpet at the center were the only furniture besides a pile of scrolls and an assortment of herbs and dried roots.

	Debrei sat pouring out tea into clay cups with ceremonious grace. Talitha had the feeling there was greater significance to the ritual than she knew. 

	“You come to us bringing Ashek. Many never expected to see him again.”

	“He told you his plan?”

	“No,” Debrei admitted. “But I knew he would gladly give his life for you. That he planned it.”

	“How did you know?”

	“Ashek is a special boy,” Debrei said quietly.

	Talitha almost smirked. She’d thought to call Ashek many things, but never boy.

	“He abandoned our ways, but he has come back. And I always knew he would lead us home.”

	“Who are you?” Talitha asked, surveying the old woman carefully. “You speak as if you’ve known Ashek his whole life.”

	“I have,” the woman replied. “I was the prophet to the ensaak of Hudspeth. Ashek was the grandson of the king’s high priest.”

	Talitha nearly choked on her tea. “Ashek’s family were priests?”

	“He is of the priestly line, yes.” Debrei tilted her head to one side. “You seem surprised.”

	“I just…never thought of him as a priest.”

	“Not what you think of as a priest, no. But a priest nonetheless.” Debrei inhaled. “He was but a boy when the war came.”

	That Talitha had known. 

	“The entire family of the ensaak was slaughtered. Most of the children in the city didn’t survive and fewer adults.”

	“Then how did you?” Talitha asked the obvious question. 

	“I had seen the fall of Hudspeth.” She waved her arm to the children outside. “We were given one law when it came to who we wed, not to mingle with those outside our beliefs. But we did. We had been breaking that for generations.”

	“Mingling the races?”

	Debrei laughed. “Mingling races had nothing to do with it. Mingling faiths did.” Debrei looked Talitha over, appraising. “Ashek said you follow the Lonely God.”

	Talitha plucked at the hem of her tunic. How often had Ashek talked about her this past year? “I do.”

	“Why?”

	It was an odd question. “Anakti is too violent for my tastes.” 

	“Who taught you of the Lonely God?”

	“My grandmother. And Gilsazi.”

	Debrei’s brow wrinkled. “He said he had taught you some of it.” Something in her tone said that she didn’t quite believe it. 

	“He doesn’t practice so much himself these days,” Talitha answered. “When we were children, he was more devout.”

	“That heathen woman.”

	Talitha scoffed, not even taking the time to be offended. “Kasrei doesn’t care for any gods.”

	Debrei pursed her thinning lips, but made no comment.

	Talitha had the instant urge to defend her magian. “Kasrei had been a loyal friend to me and a good wife to Gilsazi. They’re happy.”

	“Are they?” Debrei asked, more contemplative than anything. “They might be.” Debrei handed Talitha a cup of the steaming tea and reached for a jar at her side. “Give me your hand, girl.”

	Talitha extended her arm mechanically.

	“No, the other one. The one you injured in the fall.”

	Talitha frowned and held out her left hand instead. “How did you know?”

	“The Lonely God told me.”

	Talitha fought down the apprehension in her chest as the woman set to wiping away the dirt and dried blood along her palm. 

	“You have other cuts, too. Ones your magian will be too tired to tend once she finished with Ashek.”

	It was a good thing she was so tired and in no mood for skepticism. 

	“Why are you hesitant to marry Ashek? It’s not because he’s a Dunedrifter, is it? It’s not even because of Ilios, not really.”

	Talitha turned red with equal parts embarrassment and anger. 

	“You are ensaak now. If it isn’t your decision, whose is it?”

	Talitha opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. She couldn’t deny the truth of Debrei’s words. “I can’t let what I feel decide.”

	“You are the most powerful woman in the Sandsea now, Talitha. I hope you know that. And if not even you can’t trust your judgment, why should anyone else?”

	Perhaps in theory. Talitha was ensaak—in title—of Ilios. She was unattached and had a small army willing to help her take back a city that still held thousands of her loyalists. At the same time, Debrei’s words sat awkward and ill-fitting over her. Talitha couldn’t help but feel they were a lie—there was still something she had to be forgetting.

	“Here.” Debrei sat back. “Remove your tunic. I will tend your other injuries and then you can sleep here.”

	“Ashek?” Talitha avoided eye contact. She hadn’t meant to ask after him, but the word had slipped out without her meaning to. 

	“You trust your magian to care for him, else you would not have sent her to him.” Debrei set to wiping at the side of Talitha’s face and the days-old scrab across her cheek. “He will recover fully, as will you.”
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