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For Melissa Fisher

	Who listened really well

	
Chapter One

	 

	“You took the mines with just this?” Breida snapped her chin over the fifty or so mercenaries and the rag-tag group of former prisoners. “I’m impressed.”

	Talitha shrugged. In truth, they had far outnumbered their adversaries, but most their own people had been in chains. Most of her warriors were still in no condition to fight. Serving as Naram’s slaves had weakened them. 

	Shaza raised his eyebrows. “It’s impressive, but not surprising. This is Ensaak Talitha, after all.”

	“What would you have us do, ensaak?” There was just the slightest hint of bitterness as Breida said the words. Talitha would have to watch her back with that one.

	“We should—”

	Ashek shifted at Talitha’s side.

	Talitha cleared her throat. “Shaza—and Breida.” She gestured to Ashek, not quite making eye contact with any of them. “This is Ashek. My husband who has brought his soldiers to help take back the city. He is now my consort and co-ruler.”

	The Dunedrifter stood with his shoulders back and his chin held at a defiant angle. Talitha for one wold have never questioned that he was every bit the ruler she had made him. 

	Talitha noticed Zula had moved closer, watching with wide eyes and clenched fists. 

	“Married?” Shaza looked over the two of them, the unspoken question hanging in the air. “Are you…?” His eyes fell on Talitha’s neck, on the lover’s mark Ashek had left on her just a few hours ago. “Of course, that was a stupid question.”

	Ashek slid an arm around Talitha, pulling her back against his chest. He kissed her temple. “Her enemies are my enemies and so her friends are my friends.”

	“And vice versa,” Shaza remarked, though he could mean several things by that. 

	“Are you alright?” Ashek asked in her ear, his voice dropping. 

	“Yes,” Talitha whispered. 

	He kissed the side of her neck, lips brushing the bruise on her skin. It gave her the impulse to turn around and lose herself in those kisses. 

	Talitha stroked her fingers along his bracer, remembering how his body flexed and moved under her touch. She straightened. 

	He let go. 

	Dozens of eyes watched them. Dozens of eyes kept watching now. It had been an act of possessiveness, too, she realized. Ashek wanted everyone to see that she was his and he was hers. Ashek watched her for a moment before returning his attention to their troops. “We need to get the soldiers into the palace,” he said.

	“Yes.” Talitha agreed. If Talitha had to guess, she would say that Naram had taken to the ensaak’s quarters. She imagined him in her grandfather’s seat, surrounded by acolytes and loyalists of Anakti. 

	She would see them all dragged into the streets before the next sundown. 

	“There are several gates into the city from here,” Talitha said. 

	“He can’t keep us out forever,” Ashek muttered. “He’ll need water at some point.”

	“He may hope he can starve us out,” Shaza remarked. “There is no food allowed in the mine for that very reason.”

	“Your grandfather was paranoid,” Ashek muttered.

	Talitha found herself cursing the old man as well. He’d taken precaution after precaution against betrayal and had still ended up with his head in a box.

	“We need to attack while it’s still dark,” Breida said. “The less time they have to prepare, the better.”

	“Agreed.” Talitha looked to her right and Zula. “Gather your warriors. See how many are fit to fight. We’ll see what we can do as far as weapons.”

	“There is one other thing.” Ashek straightened. “We need to make sure that your people are stripped of everything to do with the war goddess.”

	Shaza inhaled a long breath through his nose.

	“Build a fire,” Ashek ordered. “That is wht Debrei instructed us to do. See to it that every charm, amulet, and anything that was made for the sake of Anatki or in Her temple is burned.”

	Talitha stiffened. “Debrei—”

	“Anatki may not be real, but the power wielded by Nehemian is.” Ashek was dead serious. “It doesn’t matter. From prayer beads to good luck charms. If it was made for worship of the war goddess, we must burn it.”

	Talitha opened her mouth to protest, but Ashek caught the corner of her eye. He raised his brows, looking pointedly to the city below.

	“Who is Debrei?” Zula demanded. 

	“The Hudspethite prophetss,” Talitha explained.

	“We can’t do that,” Zula argued, lip curling ever so slightly. “Most of these people have worshiped Anakti their whole lives. She is the patron of this city.”

	“Your city had another patron before that,” Ashek said calmly. “Would you still seek to serve a goddess that ordered you bound in chains?”

	Zula’s nostrils flared.  

	“Do as he says, Zula,” Talitha ordered. “Burn it. All of it.”

	Zula blinked. “My lady?”

	“Gilsazi, make sure every trinket and bauble that came from Anakti is burned. If that goddess saw fit to drive me from this city as Nehemian and Naram claim, then I will drive out Her.”

	Gilsazi’s brows rose. “Many of them may not give up their trinkets.”

	“Then they will not fight with us.” Ashek’s words were flat, unimpressed, and unworried.

	“We’re outnumbered as it is, my lady,” Gilsazi said, looking at Ashek, but addressing her.

	Ashek did not take back the command, his order hanging in the air like a madman’s words. 

	“Do as he says, Gilsazi.” The time would come to disagree with her husband, but it wasn’t in front of their soldiers.

	Gilsazi hesitated, but nodded after a moment. “As you command, my lady.” 

	“Are you insane?” Zula grabbed her arm, dropping her voice. “We are badly outnumbered and now is not the time to force these people to give up their way of life.”

	Talitha’s resolve faltered a moment.

	“Can’t we begin this religious madness after the city is stable?”

	Talitha looked past Zula to Ashek. Her husband turned away, speaking with Shaza. He wasn’t concerned. He had faith that Talitha would honor Debrei’s words.

	“No, Zula,” Talitha said quietly, a little surprised at herself. “It can’t wait. Anakti is my enemy and the enemy of Ilios as surely as Naram or Nehemian that murdered my family.” She pulled her arm free. “Regardless of what the Hudspethite prophetess has said, I don’t want anything to do with that goddess coming with me into battle. If you want to stay here, you may.”

	Zula’s eyes widened. “Stay?” She shoved away Talitha’s arm. “Haven’t I been loyal to you since I pledged allegiance?”

	“And all of that has been willing, Zula. If it is no longer willing, I do not want it.”

	Zula shook her head. “You’re different.”

	Talitha broke eye contact, looking back to the city. “I thought being ensaak meant sacrificing everything. But there are some things I should have never sacrificed.” 

	It was through her own passivity that Nehemian’s influence had been allowed to grow. It was by her own negligence that the priest had a following to orchestrate the coup. Those things should have never been laid on the altar of peace. Those things should have been hers and hers alone. 

	“You’ve sold yourself to him,” Zula said. It was not a question and Talitha didn’t need her to clarify what she meant. “Haven’t you?”

	Talitha found Ashek, his back to them as he spoke with Kurzik, Shaza, and Gilsazi. “What do you want me to say, Zula?” Talitha exhaled. “He won me, yes, and Ilios with me.” 

	It was a kind of revenge, she supposed. Her grandfather had taken his city, murdered his parents, and killed or enslaved everyone he had ever known. Now he came to Ilios with their ensaak as his wife and a promise to co-rule over the city. It was turnabout fair play in the rawest sense. 

	Zula blinked at her. “Why did you give him what he wanted?”

	Talitha shook her head. “Because…” Ashek spoke lowly to Saorin with a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “It was what I wanted, too.” And it was what the Lonely God wanted. She needed a strong joint ruler, she had said it many times herself. Not having one left her vulnerable to a thousand insinuations and rumors from all sides. Having one gave her a shield and a sword. 

	“Who is he?” Zula whispered. “Who are his people? Do you know?”

	“A Hudspethite.”

	Zula’s brows rose out of the corner of Talitha’s eye. “Really?”

	“Yes.” 

	“So this is his revenge?”

	“Of a sort.”

	“Talitha.” Ashek called for her, gesturing. 

	“Your lord summons you,” Zula said, just a hint of anger in the words. 

	“So he does.” Talitha inhaled. There seemed to be something else she should tell Zula, but nothing came to mind. “Zula, my friend…” She grasped for the right words, but she didn’t have words for all the things she wanted to say. How could she express something she couldn’t even grasp herself?

	“I hope you’ll forgive me,” Talitha said at last. “Will you help me take back our city?”

	“Is it still our city?” Zula jerked her chin in the direction of Ashek. Waving her hand, she cut off Talitha’s reply. “Yes, my ensaak. Of course I will. I just…” She let a slow breath out her nose. “I will ready our warriors.”

	Talitha nodded. “Thank you, Zula.”

	“I’ll even pass on the order about icons.”

	“Thank you.” Talitha didn’t know what else to say. She had the distinct sense of being unworthy of the other woman’s loyalty.

	Already, there was a fire going in the center of the courtyard. Several of Ashek’s Dunedrifters—Ashek’s Hudspethites—were already having Ilians cast their charms and icons into the fire. After Nehemian had ordered them into chains and many of their families murdered, it wasn’t as hard a sell as it might have been.

	“Talitha.” Ashek caught up with her, impatient. “It appears that the city has been disgruntled. Naram has isolated the people and sealed the—”

	A roar sounded over the courtyard like nothing Talitha had ever heard and shook the ground. 

	“What was that?” 

	No sooner had she drawn her weapon than the wall burst. There was no other way to describe it. One moment, the courtyard was sealed and the next a great mass of sinew, muscle, and teeth exploded through the stone.

	Rock flew in all directions and Ashek tackled her to the ground. They hit the stone, the wind knocked out Talitha’s lungs, but out of the path of the larger stones. Dust filled the air like a smog, choking and blinding. 

	Ashek released her and the two of them scrambled upright, swords drawn. 

	“What is this?” Ashek growled, halfway between annoyance and anger. 

	Coughing on grit and dust, Talitha blinked against the cloud as the shape charged over the wall, pouncing on the nearest bodies it could find. Talitha could just make out the prone shapes of those who’d been too close to the wall when it erupted. Whether they were Hudspethites, Ilians, or northerners, she couldn’t tell.

	The shape crouched over the bodies like an animal, tearing at the corpses with all the fervor of a starved warrigal. Teeth flashed and screams rent the dark as it bit and snapped and tore.

	It was roughly the height and shape of a man, but far thicker. Muscles and joints layered on and doubled along its body in no discernable design. Talitha had never seen or imagined anything like it, but she could have sworn it belonged to nightmares. 

	“What is it?” Talitha shouted, echoing the cry of a dozen others around her.

	“I don’t know, but we’re going to kill it.” Ashek looked through the dust. “Kurzik!”

	Before the ensaak had even turned around, Gilsazi was at her shoulder along with an Ilian with a spear ready in his fist. 

	Another creature like the first came bounding on its heels, pouncing at the nearest warm bodies it could find.

	“Yes, my lord!” Kurzik reached them just as the fourth abomination ripped through the wall. 

	“Form into ranks!” Ashek yelled. 

	“Battle formation!” Shaza shouted, surprising Talitha by being the one to give the order. “Make ready!”

	“Send them back to hell!” Breida cried. The young northerner still didn’t seem to care if she lived or died. 

	Gilsazi braced his spear as the Hudspethites and northerners flocked into a united front. “I am going to gut that priest like a rabbit,” he growled.

	Talitha expected there would be a line. 

	“Make ready!” Ashek shouted over the clamor and the screams. 

	Before he could order their ranks forward, the monsters crashed into them. The abominations hit with the full force of hundreds of pounds of solid muscle and bone. 

	The shapes launched into the ranks at once, ploughing into their line of shields. Talitha had one crystalline moment of seeing the warriors in front fold and buckle before their armor was clawed through. 

	The heat of battle rushed through her veins and she didn’t even stop to wonder how they would win or even hope to succeed. 

	With a cry, Talitha raised her sword and a wave of swords and spears rose around her. She lunged for the nearest shape, the only thing she had a clear path to attack. As soon as the black flesh came within reach, she hacked. 

	Her sword caught the abomination in the shoulder. The skin sheared easily, oozing bubbling red like a broken blister. 

	The creature didn’t seem to notice, tearing at the soldier under its claws  with fervent madness. It gulped and wolfed down the soldier’s throat and chest cavity, clawing out his heart even as he screamed. 

	Talitha forced herself not to look and hacked at the creature along with the tight press of swords around her. They lanced and stabbed and gouged at the creature again and again.

	Blood spilled out and the flesh tore, but the wounds bubbled and then sealed, festering and healing in an instant. Talitha’s chest hammered as panic began to set in. How could they kill what they couldn’t even wound? 

	“Why won’t it die?”

	“It’s not hurt!”

	“How is this happening?!”

	“What is this?!”

	Around her, cries rang out. Voices clamored, questions filled the air like a smog. Why couldn’t they kill it?

	The thing looked up, finding Talitha with uncanny accuracy. Her heart squeezed in her chest, fear taking over.

	Talitha snatched up a shield from the ground just as the creature pounced. 

	
Chapter Two

	 

	Nothing prepared her for the force of the creature’s charge. The monster collided with her like a hammer, claws and hard joints knocking her to the ground.

	Talitha couldn’t breathe and the next thing she knew, she was sideways on the ground with her sword trapped under someone’s foot and the monster on top of her. She yanked her legs up under the shield and hunkered down.

	Shouts and cries rang from every direction and it was impossible to know what was said or who said it. Talitha held onto the shield—that was all she could do. 

	Overhead, the monster clawed and gouged at her shield, scrabbling for purchase on the sleek disk. A screech rent Talitha’s ears and a strip of metal was sheered off the bronze, slashing a hole in the shield.

	On the other side, Talitha glimpsed black flesh and snapping teeth. It was only a matter of time before the creature sliced through and—

	The thing let off a terrific screech, back arching as it reared in anger. Hot coals rained down, most of them glancing off Talitha’s shield, but some hitting the ground not far from her ankles. 

	“Ensaak!” someone shouted.

	Talitha winced as an ember hit her neck, falling through the hole in the shield. 

	The monster finally whirled around, away from its prey. Through the hole in her shield, she saw the monster rise and flex in the other direction. It hissed, black spittle oozing from between its teeth. 

	She glimpsed Gilsazi with a smoking bucket in one hand and his spear in the other. Growling, he threw a second round after the creature.

	The monster struck backwards and Talitha shoved the shield off the same instant. The monster lunged and Talitha stabbed for the underside of its chest in a last hope effort. 

	The hot flesh parted easily, bone and cartilage snapping with unsettling ease as she drove her sword between its ribs. The flesh bubbled and blood simmered up as if to seal the wound, but this time the creature screamed. 

	On her knees, Talitha jabbed harder, forcing her sword into the creature’s chest. The monster screeched. 
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