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Earsleh Outerlands

I could smell them. The scents of rot and decay always hung in the air long after the Hollows had gone. Finnrey and I stood in the sparse cover of trees and stared at the farmhouse. The door hung askew, no smoke drifted from the chimney, and even the birds were silent.

“It’s too quiet,” Finnrey whispered.

“Quiet is good,” I said, keeping my gaze on the house. “Quiet means they’re gone.”

“Or eating.”

I winced at the grotesque picture those words conjured. “No doubt they were here.”

She put a gloved hand to her nose, probably to try and mitigate the smell. “No doubt,” she agreed. “Let’s go back for Gaz, Nize, and the rest. We can clear it as a team.”

That was the protocol. The Hollows were unnaturally strong, and they rarely traveled alone. The farmhouse might look empty, but if some of the brainless monsters were inside or around the back, out of sight, Finnrey and I could easily be overwhelmed. Not that I was overly concerned. I had been fighting Hollows for over a decade, since the age of twelve. Finnrey had been fighting them even longer; she was three years older. We could handle a few Hollows.

Still the protocol was designed to keep us alive, and it had done its job so far.

Every able-bodied man, woman, and child in Earsleh took at least two turns a year in the outerlands, either on patrol or at the wall. We were lucky to have the sea as one of our borders or we might have all been required to take even more turns a year. No one save the king was exempt from duty, not even royal princesses, like Finnrey and me. We were three weeks into our month-long rotation, and this farmhouse was the third time we’d seen evidence that Hollows had breached the Barrier. I could remember years ago not seeing one of the monsters or any sign of them for a year or even two, but I’d recently heard men and women who’d returned from a Barrier rotation whisper that the numbers of the Hollows were growing. I wouldn’t have doubted them except they often claimed the Hollows’ attacks were bolder and coordinated. Hollows didn’t have the ability to organize. My father was right that too much time on the Barrier turned people paranoid.

Still, this third Hollows’ assault in as many weeks made me wonder.

I shook my head. If Gaz were here, he’d say the Hollows’ attacks weren’t bold at all. He’d remind me the Hollows didn’t think. They acted on instinct and hunger. Seemingly insatiable hunger. If a few of the monsters made it through our defenses and surprised the residents of this farm, they might have easily killed and eaten the entire family.

Finnrey stepped back and I made to follow her just as we heard what sounded like a cry. In front of me, Finnrey’s head snapped up. The top knot she wore to secure her long dark hair seemed to vibrate with tension. “Was that—”

But I had already turned and started for the farmhouse. Hollows grunted and hissed. That cry had sounded like what a child might make.

“Mara!” Finnrey whispered. “Wait.”

But I couldn’t. If a child was inside alone or in danger, I couldn’t afford to wait. I was almost to the door of the farmhouse when Finnrey grasped my shoulder and spun me around. “No time to get the others.” I shook her off.

“I know. But we need a plan.”

“The plan is we go inside and save the—”

Another cry sounded and Finnrey’s eyes widened. This time, before I could charge ahead, she pushed me behind her and gave me a look that meant she outranked me and would remind me of that if I didn’t do as she said. So I took up the rear, turning my back to brush against hers so I might watch the yard and the line of trees we’d emerged from. Finnrey moved forward, and I followed blindly.

As we stepped into the doorway, the light dimmed and the smell intensified. The Hollows had been here. No question. I had to resist the urge to retch. Instead, I put my arm to my nose, breathing shallowly against the dark fabric of my tunic. I heard Finnrey catch her breath and knew whatever we’d walked into must be bad. Still, I’d been trained well, and I kept my eyes on our egress.

“This is Finnrey of Highcastle,” she said, clearly but not loudly. “Is anyone here? We mean you no harm.”

I held my breath, listening for the cry we’d heard earlier. But no sound penetrated the thick stench or the twilight inside the modest farmhouse.

“Stay here,” Finnrey commanded.

I rolled my eyes but didn’t argue. As she moved away, I pressed my back against the doorframe and slowly dragged my gaze from the yard to the interior of the home. What I saw made my belly roil. I had to swallow and look away again.

Don’t look. Don’t look, I told myself. But some innate desire to know, to see, made my head turn back to the carnage. This had once been a gathering room in the home. A table and chairs were turned over in front of what had been a cozy hearth. Pots and pans littered the hearth area and pallets for sleeping were strewn across the floor.

The last few nights had been cold, and the family had probably been sleeping near the hearth for warmth. Had they been sleeping when the Hollows came? Was that why they hadn’t fled to their safe room? Every home had one in case of attack by the Hollows.

But it was clear that the family had not fled. The first body was unrecognizable. I thought it might have been an older man once, but his head had been severed from his body and I didn’t see it near his ravaged torso or shredded legs. His intestines spilled from the open cavity of his abdomen, looking very much like the carrion left by predators for scavengers to feast upon. Beside him was a female. Her head was still intact, and one eye stared at me. The other was gone as was most of the side of her face. I could see the bone of her jaw and the thick, black, swollen tongue inside her mouth.

I should have looked away then, but my gaze was drawn by the child. I couldn’t tell if it had been a girl or a boy. I couldn’t even tell the age. Almost nothing was left of the torso. The abdomen had been a feast for the Hollows. What was left—part of a finger, a foot, and what might have been a calf—lay haphazardly about the room. Finnrey moved among the butchery, searching for survivors, though she must have known as well as I that she wouldn’t find any.

“Look for the safe room,” I choked out. “Mayhap one of them made it.”

“Good idea.” Finnrey bent, and her short, athletic frame moved gracefully. Her skin, usually a golden hue, was tinged pink, making her appear obscenely alive amidst the death in this room. “I think it’s under him,” she said, nodding to the dead man. “Help me move him?”

I didn’t want to go near the corpse. I’d been in a hurry to enter the farmhouse, and now I was in as much of a hurry to leave. But I swallowed the bile rising in my throat and made my way across the floor, trying not to slip in the congealed blood and pieces of innards. I squeezed my sweaty hands inside the thick gloves I wore for protection against contamination. I leaned over the farmer, my gaze sliding to the form who had probably been his wife. Without a head, I knew the farmer was gone, but I couldn’t be so sure about his wife. The last thing I wanted was to be bitten for my trouble. I saw no signs of swollen red veins on her corpse or that of the child. Those were some of the first indications of the change from human to Hollow.

“Ready?” Finnrey asked.

“On three,” I said. I counted and together we rolled the body aside. Finnrey kicked at the blood-stained pallet, uncovering a trap door. She pulled at the now-exposed woven cord, and the wooden floor panel creaked open. A dank smell wafted out which, though unpleasant, was far preferable to that of death and rotting and Hollows. I peered inside. “Is anyone down there?”

For a long moment, we heard no sound, and then we heard that cry again. Fainter than before but unmistakable. “I’ll go down,” I said.

“No, I will. Stand here and keep watch in case they come back. These kills are still fresh.”

“Fine.” As much as I might want to argue, I knew better than to disobey orders. Finnrey might be my half-sister and my friend, but she would report me—if only out of a sense of protectiveness. As she lowered herself down the ladder and into the safe room beneath the farmhouse, I trudged back across the sticky floor to look outside once again. The yard was still clear, the light breeze blowing the dust about. Most of the farmers in this area grew wheat and barley. I didn’t know what this family had farmed as the fields in the back had been harvested weeks ago. With the cold weather coming, the growing season was over and the dry season upon us.

A crash and a shout sent my heart racing. “Finnrey!” I moved as quickly as I could across the slick floor and back to the open trap door. She was in the cellar now, and I couldn’t see her. “Finnrey!”

“Don’t come down here!” she ordered. Her voice sounded shrill, and that tone was so unusual coming from Finnrey that I began to perspire.

“What’s wrong?”

No answer. Another crash and a growl.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I knew that growl. It was one of them—a Hollow was down there. I wanted to scream Finnrey’s name, to ask what the situation was, to climb down, but if she was fighting one of them, my screaming would only distract her. And knowing safe rooms, they were small with little room to maneuver. My presence would only crowd her.

I unsheathed my weapon and hefted it in my hand. The handle was wood, thick enough that I could not quite circle it with my entire hand. The shaft was made of peneldium, one of our strongest metals. The shaft’s tip spread into two sides. One side was blunt, perfect for a hard blow. The other side had been forged in heat to a wicked point, which would penetrate flesh and bone. I called my weapon a skullcrusher. Most male warriors preferred a sword as those didn’t require coming into as close contact with a Hollow, but I found swords unwieldy and cumbersome. The younger warriors and many women used a version of a weapon like my skullcrusher. Finnrey had one like mine but with sharpened points on both ends of the peneldium head. If she’d had a sword, it would have been no use to her in the contained space of the safe room.

I stared down into the darkness, willing my eyes to see through the gloom so I could make out what was happening. I caught a flash of movement, another crash, and then silence. I held my breath and then couldn’t resist. “Finnrey?”

“I’m coming up,” she said. Her face, a pale beige now, came into view as she climbed the ladder. I held out my hand and pulled her up the last couple of rungs. Her hand in mine shook as though she were freezing.

“Mara. Am I bitten?” She scrambled away, turning to try and examine her own back, pulling her clothing away from her body and inspecting it intently.

Panic sliced through my chest, making me lose my breath. I grabbed her shoulders. I was taller than she and looked down into her dark eyes. They were wide with fear, but there was no trace of pink in her eyes. “Where did it attack you?”

“My shoulder.” She indicated her right shoulder.

“Turn around.”

No, no, no, no. Not Finnrey. Anyone but Finnrey.

She turned, and I ran my hands over her thick black tunic. It was intact. She was fin—my gloved finger slid through a tear. I must have inhaled sharply because her trembling body tensed.

“What is it?”

As much as I might want to lie to her, I wouldn’t. I would want her to tell me the truth if our positions were reversed. “The fabric is torn.”

“What about the undergarment?

The undergarment. Yes. We all wore multiple layers for added warmth but also for additional protection. I ripped off my glove and clamped it under my arm. Then I slid my bare hand along her shoulder, opening the tear and feeling inside. I felt no skin. I moved aside so the light from the open doorway might penetrate the shadowy house, might fall on exposed or torn skin. But all I saw was black. I touched the undergarment, seeking wetness, and felt only dry fabric. Withdrawing my hand, I examined my skin. No blood.

“You’re not bitten.”

Finnrey slumped and let out a shuddering cry of relief.

“What happened? What’s down there?” I asked. Whatever it was, I could hear it moving. It made sounds, some like a human and others...not so human. Finney, still crouched on the floor, looked up at me. Her wide eyes filled with tears. That was so unlike her. We were warriors. We didn’t cry.

“There’s a child down there,” she said, her gaze flicking to the still-open door in the floor. “And he’s turning.”

I stiffened and jerked toward the trap door. Hollows weren’t known to be particularly athletic, but if one was motivated enough, it might climb a ladder.

Finnrey grasped my wrist. “I toppled a shelf over on it—him. He’s trapped.”

“For how long? It knows we’re up here. If it’s hungry, it might be strong enough to—” I began.

“I know. We must kill it. We can’t leave one. If it were to get out...” She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to. We all knew what could happen if even one Hollow was free in Earsleh. One Hollow would kill some people, but other people might only be wounded. The wounded were inevitably infected with red vein virus. There was no cure for it. Anyone infected always turned. We couldn’t risk an outbreak in the outerlands.

“But it’s a child, Mara,” Finnrey said, and the note in her voice drew my attention back to her. I’d never heard her sound like this. Was her tone of sorrow? Regret?

“You’re sure it’s...infected? Mayhap he was scared.”

She shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks now. I don’t know what alarmed me more—Finnrey’s uncharacteristic tears or my proximity to a Hollow. Both were terrifying in their own way.

She choked back a sob. “I started down the ladder, and about halfway, I heard the weeping. I could tell it was coming from a child. I started talking to him. Telling him I wouldn’t hurt him. I was here to help. Not to be afraid. I hadn’t even stepped off the ladder before he came for me. I should have had my weapon in my hand. Instead, I had to push him back, and I saw—in the light from above—I saw the veins in his face. They were bright red, standing out.” She shook her head. “So ugly in his little face.”

She covered her own face, and I wondered if I should try and comfort her. How did one do that? A hand on the shoulder? I patted her shoulder awkwardly.

“I kind of froze.” Her voice was muffled from her hands in front of her mouth. “He came at me again and rammed into me. I doubled over, and that’s when he tried to take a bite. I kicked him back and grabbed the first thing I saw. They had a shelf with foodstuffs on it. I suppose it was in case they were trapped there for a few days. He’s under it now.”

I looked down into the darkness of the safe room. All was quiet, but I didn’t think the boy was dead. Sometimes the red vein virus made a person weak before it finished with them. He might be resting before the final phase.

“I’ll go down and kill it,” I said, gripping my skullcrusher tighter.

“No.” She immediately stood. “I outrank you. I should do it.”

I gave her a look, taking in the red-rimmed eyes, the wet cheeks, and the way she still shook. “Don’t be a dusthead. Anyone could see killing a child is upsetting to you.” I’d rather do just about anything than see Finnrey upset like this.

“Killing at all is upsetting, but it has to be done,” she said.

I grasped her arm and held her in place before she could move toward the trap door again. “I’m better for this task, and you know it. Everyone says I have no feelings, no heart.” I said it in a light tone, though repeating the words I’d heard said about me so often ripped at something inside me.

“They don’t know you like I do,” Finnrey argued. “I know that’s not true.”

“We can argue about my paltry emotions later. I’m going.” I held up a hand. “Don’t argue. It’s just wasting time, and Gaz will be furious at how late we are as it is.” I lowered a booted foot into the safe room, feeling for the ladder. Once I had both feet on it, I climbed down, keeping my gaze on the darkness, not wanting to see Finnrey’s tear-stained cheeks.

I didn’t particularly want to see what lay below either, but I resisted squeezing my eyes shut. Still, my traitorous body began to quiver as soon as my head dipped below the level of the floor. I’d rather have my tongue pulled out than admit I was scared. Not just scared of being in spitting distance of a Hollow, although that was terrifying. I was quaking at the thought of killing one in cold blood. I’d killed my share, but it had always been in the heat of a fight with other warriors fighting alongside me. Even then, I wasn’t one of the warriors who celebrated a kill. I was always happier when I did a tour of duty where I didn’t see or kill any Hollows.

Mayhap that made me weak—the guards at the Barrier would have said so. Or mayhap that meant I had more feelings than I’d admit or allow to show. Right now, I wished my nerves were as hard as I pretended because my heart was pounding so loudly I could barely hear my own thoughts.

And then, just as I reached the last rung of the ladder, I heard it—I heard him, the boy. It hissed at me, and the sound was inhumane enough to make my entire body shudder. I drew in a quick breath and jumped to the floor, swinging around to face it with my skullcrusher raised.

It took ten or so beats of my heart—rapid staccato beats—for my eyes to adjust to the gloom in the safe room. I took short, quick breaths, legs apart and braced for an attack that didn’t come. The scent of death and rot wasn’t as bad down here. There weren’t any dead bodies—yet—and the loamy smell of earth masked the scent from above. But there was the aroma of blood and sickness and the faintest whiff of Hollow.

The scent of a Hollow is a smell unlike any other, and one that no one who experienced it ever forgot. It was chilling, akin to the scent of putrefying flesh mixed with that of the sickly sweetness of a rotting garbage pile on the edge of the village.

The sound of a Hollow was almost as bad. We usually heard them long before we smelled them. From a distance, their noises sounded almost human. But this close, the grunts seemed otherworldly, almost eerily resonant. Even the hisses did not remind me of those of the occasional snake we encountered. Theirs were wet, gurgling hisses that made me want to vomit. The moans and hisses down here grew louder and more desperate as the moments ticked on and as I stared blindly at a spot just a few feet away. Gradually the shadows morphed into discernable shapes, and I realized what I was looking at.

The shelf had toppled over, like Finnrey said. I could make out the frame of the structure and see some of the items that had fallen free when it tumbled. Potatoes and sacks of grain littered the floor between the shelf and me.

And then I saw the child.

He really was a child, too. I had imagined a boy of ten or eleven. Still a child but big enough to be a threat. But this boy could not have been older than four. He was so small, lying under that shelf, his pudgy arms reaching through the wooden slats to try and get to me.

To kill me.

Eat me.

My breath hitched as I took him in. His round face was marred by dark streaks, clearly identifiable as red vein virus. I looked back at his grasping arms and saw the protruding veins there too. It was too dark for me to see how mottled the skin might be, but I imagined he was very close to turning. He might even turn while I stood here, gawking at him. Clearly, he was already in the throes of the desire to bite, to kill, to feed on my flesh.

I hefted my skullcrusher higher and moved toward him. I’d do it now, before the change could become complete. I’d do it fast so he wouldn’t suffer any longer. One well-placed strike and he’d be gone. This would be over. I stood above him, just out of reach of his short little arms and chubby, baby fingers, and looked down. His head was between two slats. I had a good shot at his temple. I’d drive the sharp point of my weapon into it, watch his body go limp, and Finnrey and I could go.

I took a breath, raised the weapon for the killing blow, and all the air in my lungs whooshed out of me. The child suddenly went quiet, and his eyes met mine. Just for an instant, I saw something human in them. And the human part of him, what little was left, was frightened and crying out for help. No matter that in the next instant he began thrashing and opening and closing his stubby fingers, trying desperately to claw at me. There was still something of the little boy in him. How was I supposed to drive my skullcrusher into a little boy?

I could imagine his parents thrusting him into the safe room as they fought off the Hollows. He would have had to listen while his parents and his sibling were eaten. He would have been frightened to death at the sounds of the monsters above. The Hollows might have lingered and fed for hours.

And then when all had gone quiet...had he called for his mama and papa? Had he cried in the silence? Did he know one of the Hollows bit him or scratched him and his fate was sealed? Had he known what was happening to him when he began to feel feverish, when the illness came upon him?

“Mara?” Finnrey called. “Everything alright?”

I closed my eyes and swallowed. “Yes. Almost done.”

“Are you sure you can—”

“Yes!” My voice was curt and harsh. I swallowed and softened it. “I’ll be up in a moment.”

I looked down at the little face one last time. He bared his baby teeth at me.

“May the gods forgive me,” I whispered. Because I never would.

And then I slammed the skullcrusher down.

***
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“YOU DID WHAT?” GAZ all but yelled an hour later when we met with him and Nize at the twisted tree. We were late, and Gaz had been halfway through his lecture about being on time when Finnrey told him I’d killed a Hollow.

I guess she didn’t want to hear him go on with his lecture any longer. Neither did I, but I would have preferred that to the way he was yelling now.

“That’s not the protocol!” Gaz said, stepping closer to me. Normally, I didn’t mind Gaz moving closer to me. I was tall, and Gaz was one of the few people the same height as me. He was muscular as well and had lovely dark brown eyes unmarred by flecks or other impurities, like my brown-gold eyes. Gaz had a straight nose and a high forehead, and he wore his dark hair cropped and his beard neatly trimmed, which only served to emphasize his full lips.

But I wasn’t fantasizing about kissing those lips now. Not when he was using them to scold me. “It was one of them, a boy, who hadn’t fully turned,” I said. “Finnrey had already immobilized him. I really wasn’t in any danger.” My voice sounded so calm, so aloof. I sounded as though I was talking about what I ate for supper last night or the temperature of the stew. I didn’t want Finnrey—or anyone—to know that inside my head a voice screamed, you killed him. You killed that baby!

“If he was immobilized then there was no reason you couldn’t have met Nize and me here and we all could have gone back.”

“Don’t be a dusthead, Gaz,” I said, wincing inwardly at the way his eyes widened in anger. “What was I supposed to do? Wait until he turned and became even stronger? We had to act when we did.”

“Fine. Then you can explain it to Morll. You’d better hope he doesn’t decide to punish you by sending you to the Barrier.” This was a common threat. Even though Earsleh prided itself on treating everyone with honor and equality, in reality, royalty and courtiers were rarely sent to the Barrier. We protected the kingdom by patrolling the farms and small settlements in the outerlands. We didn’t have to face the daily threat of death on the border. “Morll will be furious with you. Both of you,” Gaz added.

Morll was the leader of our squad. Finnrey, Gaz, Nize, myself, and most of the others lived either inside the castle gates or near its secure fortifications. We had protection duty twice a year, but Morll and his men were always on patrol or at the Barrier. That was their job. I didn’t envy them. I couldn’t stop hearing the sound the skullcrusher had made when it entered that boy’s flesh. The squelch and crack made my belly roil even now.

I must have swayed because Gaz reached out and grasped my arm. “Are you well? You seem unsteady.” The anger left his voice, replaced by concern.

“I’m fine,” I said, snatching my arm away, even if escaping his touch was the last thing I wanted to do. My skin felt warm where he’d held it. He’d been touching me more often lately. I thought I’d been imagining his more frequent affections, but perhaps not.

“Anyone else and I’d say she was upset at killing a kid,” Nize said. “But I didn’t think Mara had feelings.”

I gave him a tight smile. “I don’t, Nize. But you might feel something when I ram my foot up your ass.”

Nize laughed and Gaz smiled and nodded, looking relieved that I seemed to be showing signs of my old self again.

“We should do a search for the Hollows that killed the family,” Finnrey said. “They’re still out there.”

Gaz looked at the sky, and I followed his gaze. The sun was low on the horizon and night would be fast upon us. Unless we were in danger, Morll wanted us all back at camp before dark.

“Let’s go back and talk to Morll,” Gaz said. “We’ll see if a few of us can go after them. But if the kid was close to turning, the Hollows must have come through hours ago. It might even have been last night, which means it won’t be easy to track them down.”

“I guess I know what we’ll be doing for the last days before our tour is done,” Nize said.

Finnrey started back toward camp, and we all followed. Was I wrong to hope that we didn’t find the Hollows before I returned to the castle? Probably. If we didn’t kill them then one of my friends or relatives would have to. I didn’t want anything to happen to them—unless it was my half-sister Broga. I didn’t think I’d mind too much if she never returned from a tour of duty.

“Mara,” Gaz said.

I blinked and looked over at him. I’d been so deep in thought, staring at my boots as they trekked over the dusty ground, that I hadn’t noticed he’d fallen back and walked beside me.

“Are you sure you’re well?”

No, no I wasn’t sure of that at all, but I wasn’t about to admit how I felt to Gaz. He was the last person I wanted to be vulnerable with. Gaz was strong and honorable. I didn’t want him to think me weak or pity me because I was upset that I crushed the head of a little boy. We all had to do horrible things out here. It was the only way our kingdom could survive. Other kingdoms hadn’t.

“Never better,” I said. “Did you and Nize see anything after we split up?”

“No. We visited two farms, and the people told us all was quiet.”

“We’d better go back tomorrow and warn them,” I said, thinking mayhap I’d try and volunteer for that job rather than tracking down Hollows who’d made their way into Earsleh.

“I don’t like that you killed that Hollow on your own,” Gaz said. I glanced at him sharply.

“You don’t think I’m capable?” Even though women fought alongside with men now, most people privately thought women warriors inferior to their male counterparts. My mother said old beliefs were like honey—sticky and hard to wash off.

“I know you’re capable, but I don’t like you taking chances.”

“We all have to take chances,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. But my heart—oh, my heart—sped up. I had tried for years to bury my feelings for Gaz. But ever since I’d been about fourteen and he seventeen, I’d felt a funny flutter in my belly whenever I saw him. I hadn’t paid much attention to him before that, but then everything changed. For some reason, I’d been in the castle courtyard when his patrol had returned home. By that time, I’d been on patrol two or three times myself. Mayhap that was why I was interested in witnessing the team’s return. I wanted to hear if they’d seen any Hollows or killed any. The gods forbid they might have lost a team member.

I remember standing in the courtyard near the fountain with the statue of King Wollem II and seeing the enormous wooden gates open to admit the team back. These were the second set of gates. The team would have been inspected in the yard between the two sets to make sure no one showed any signs of being bitten or infected.

At only seventeen, Gaz didn’t lead the team, but my gaze fell on him nonetheless. He was the tallest member of the patrol, and the low-hanging sun seemed to light up his golden skin so that it all but glowed. He had the beginnings of a beard, and he looked so much like a man that, at first, I almost didn’t recognize him.

I had to press a hand to my belly to stop the fluttering, and when he passed, my head turned to follow him.

“Keep your tongue in your mouth, Mara,” my mother had said.

I hadn’t known she was beside me or I would have behaved more circumspectly. I almost retorted that she was one to talk, but I closed my lips tight and resolved not to be caught ogling Gaz or any other man again.

I was not my mother.

Remembering her words that day, I kept my gaze straight ahead, resisting the urge to catch a glimpse of Gaz now. He’d shown no particular interest in me that day or any other. He treated me just like all the other patrol members. Just because he steadied me with a hand on my arm or a pat on the back, didn’t mean he was attracted to me. My mother had bemoaned my lack of attractiveness since my growth spurt at the age of nine. Not only did I lack the clear, dark eyes so desirable in our kingdom, I was taller than every woman and most men. Earslehen men found short, athletic women attractive. I was tall and slim and not nearly as muscular as many of my kinswomen. I was often told I had a pretty face, and that seemed to be a consolation compliment to counter the drawback of my unfortunate height. When I was younger, I hoped that pretty face might make up for my flaws, but no boys showed any interest in me. I hadn’t been kissed, except in childish games, and I’d never been courted.

Not that I would have welcomed the attentions of the men eligible to court me. The male nobles who ranked high enough to marry a royal princess were older than my father.

“We do all take chances,” Gaz said. “That’s the nature of patrol, but you seem to take more than most.”

I sighed. “Is this to be another lecture on how impulsive I am? I didn’t act impulsively. Finnrey and I discussed it. The boy had to be dealt with. Honestly, it was far kinder than leaving him for hours while we found you two and went back.”

“But why did you have to do it?”

I opened my mouth and closed it again. I wouldn’t betray Finnrey by telling anyone about her reaction to the boy or how she feared she’d been bitten. “I just had to,” I said.

“You know,” Gaz said, his voice sounding sort of far away. I peeked at him and saw he was looking off into the distance. “Sometimes you make it really hard to protect you.”

“Protect me!” I stopped walking and my hands went to my hips. “I don’t need your protection Gaz of Westower. I can take care of myself. I’m two and twenty and have been doing patrols for ten years.” And then a thought occurred to me. “Did my father ask you to watch out for me?”

My father, King Wollem V, had been king for almost forty years. I was but one of his many children. The current queen was his fourth wife, and I had half-brothers and sisters younger than me. Finnrey and her siblings were the product of his union with the second queen. My mother had been the third queen. She was also the sole queen to give him only one child—me. And she was the queen known for her infidelity. She’d been discovered in the bed of another man, and the king had divorced her that very afternoon.

I’d been about three at the time and very confused as to why we had to move out of the castle proper. To the king’s credit, he made sure to keep me close. I always knew he loved me as much as any of his other children. And when he’d married his fourth wife, about eighteen years ago, he’d pulled me aside the day of the wedding and told me that my mother was the only woman he’d ever loved.

I’d wanted to ask him why he was marrying another woman then, but I didn’t dare. Besides, by then my mother had paired with her third partner, so it wasn’t as though she was available.

The king had never outright told me I was his favorite child, but as I said, he did once tell me my mother was the only woman he’d ever loved, and except for my unusual height, I looked a great deal like her. The king had never tried to exempt me or any of his offspring from patrol duty, but it wouldn’t have surprised me if he’d told Gaz or one of the other patrols to keep an eye on me.

“Is that what this is about? The king promised you a handsome sum if you kept me safe?”

Gaz gave me a look I knew well. It said are-you-mad and here-we-go-again all wrapped together. I was immediately sorry I’d opened my big mouth. “Pay me no mind,” I said before he could answer. “I’m the one who’s a dusthead.”

“The king never said a word to me about you. He’s never said a word about protecting his daughters to anyone, that I know of.”

“Good.” I nodded brusquely. How much longer until we were back at camp? My cheeks burned, and I felt awkward.

“But he didn’t need to,” Gaz said.

I glanced at him, brow furrowed.

“I like watching out for you.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but my mind was a complete blank. I had no idea what to say. Thankfully, I didn’t need a retort because Gaz stretched his long legs and caught up with Finnrey and Nize in three strides. Nize put an arm around him, and the two started laughing. I couldn’t help but stare at Gaz’s back.

I like watching out for you.

What did that mean?

I’d carried feelings for Gaz so long without any encouragement from him whatsoever that I’d long ago given up hoping he’d ever see me as anything more than a gangly girl from the castle, another princess. Mayhap, sometimes, I wondered how we so often ended up in the same patrol team. But then Finnrey and I were often on the same team too. But now I began to think perhaps it wasn’t simply chance. Had Gaz found a way to ensure we were on the same team? Neither bribes nor favoritism were common in Earsleh where everyone felt honors should be earned. But there were always some who could be bought.

If Gaz had bribed someone to pair us, why? Did he feel about me the way I felt about him? Did he—

“Cadet Mara! Cadet Finnrey!”

At the gravelly sound of Morll’s voice, my head jerked up and all romantic thoughts fled. “Sir!” I said. Finnrey answered the same, sparing me one quick look over her shoulder.

“We’ve been looking for you. There’s someone here from the castle to take you back.”

“What?” Finnrey said at the same time I said, “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to understand, cadets,” Morll said. “Get back to camp, pack up, and return to the castle.”

“But it’s almost dark,” Finnrey said, stating the obvious. Except in case of emergency, no one outside the castle walls traveled in the dark. Hollows seemed to prefer the dark to the light. Finnrey speculated that the sun hurt their eyes.

“Then you’d better hurry,” Morll all but growled. When we simply stood and stared at him, he clapped his hands, startling us. Finnrey and I started running, heading toward camp. I swore we heard Morll mutter, “Princesses” as we ran past him.

Back at camp everything was in disarray. Normally this was a time when everyone gathered to eat and swap stories about the day. I’d been dreading having to talk about killing the baby Hollow, but now I realized I wouldn’t have the chance. A contingent of no less than a half dozen of the king’s soldiers stood at the edge of the camp, looking gruff and impatient. I recognized one of them, a man who had been in my father’s service since before I was born, and approached him instead of arrowing for my tent like Finnrey did.

“Ecdra,” I said, panting from the exertion of my run. “What’s going on? Why are you here?”

“Good evening, my lady,” he said. “Orders from your father to bring you and Lady Finnrey back as soon as possible.” He was shorter than I, but he still managed to look at a spot over my head.

“Is something wrong? Is my father ill?”

“The king is fine.”

“Then his wife—”

“My lady,” Ecdra said, his voice sounding impatient. “I don’t know why you’ve been summoned. I’m following orders. We need to leave posthaste. If there’s anything here you want to take, get it now.”

“Fine.” I ran back to the tent I shared with Finnrey and stepped inside to find her stuffing everything she could into her pack. She looked over her shoulder at me.

“What did Ecdra tell you?”

“He says he doesn’t know anything.”

She snorted. “Ecdra knows everything. Even if Papa didn’t tell him what this is about, Ecdra has some idea.”

“Well, mayhap you can get it out of him. The only thing I’m sure of is that they’re in a hurry.”

Fortunately, we traveled light on patrol. I had a change of clothing, my bedroll, and a few personal items—my eating utensils, cup, and an extra blanket. I stuffed the clothes in my pack, doing such a poor job that I couldn’t fit anything else.

“Just leave the rest,” Finnrey said. “We can ask one of the others to bring it with them when they return. The patrol ends in a few days.”

I nodded. “Don’t you think it’s strange that Papa should call us back now when we’d be home in a few days anyway?”

Finnrey took my arm as we stepped outside. “Whatever this is about, it’s not good news.”

Morll and Ecdra were standing together at the edge of camp, their heads bent close.

“I wager Ecdra’s telling Morll what he wouldn’t tell you,” Finnrey muttered.

“I’m not taking that wager.”

Catastrophic scenarios played in my mind. The Barrier had been breached and millions of Hollows were spilling into the outerlands. Was that why we’d seen more of late? The Barrier had ruptured before, but that was years ago, and it had been reinforced since then...

I spotted Gaz and Nize coming into camp. Gaz caught my eye and gave me a questioning look. I shrugged and followed Finnrey to where Ecdra and the other soldiers waited. Morll stepped back. “Are you sure you don’t want me to send cadets with you?” Morll asked.

“You’ll already be down two,” Ecdra answered. “I won’t weaken you further. But we’re ready for anything, and I promise you we’ll be cautious.”

A couple of the patrol members stepped forward and offered food wrapped in linen cloth to the soldiers, Finnrey, and me. The soldiers started eating immediately. I wasn’t hungry, but I made myself nibble at it anyway. It was several hours’ walk back to the castle. I’d need nourishment to keep up my strength and stay on alert for Hollows, especially knowing some had been in the area recently.

“Move out!” Ecdra ordered, and Finnrey and I were quickly swallowed up by the soldiers who situated us in the middle, almost as though we were prisoners being escorted somewhere.

“I don’t like this,” Finnrey said under her breath so only I could hear.

“Neither do I.” But that wasn’t exactly true. My sense of adventure, which caused me to be labeled impulsive, relished this turn of events. Something new was happening. Something different. Exhilaration coursed through me, making it difficult to keep pace with the others. I wanted to run back to the castle.

I turned and looked over my shoulder as we left the camp. I was a little taller than the guards and could see over their heads. The members of our team stood watching us go. Morll stood in the center of the group, hands on his hips, wide, barrel chest heaving in and out. Gaz was beside him. My gaze met his and he lifted one hand, made a fist and covered it with his other hand. The common gesture meant be careful. When a mother made it to a child it meant I’m watching over you or I’ll cover you as represented by the open hand closing over the smaller fist.

But I’d also seen lovers make that gesture, and in that context it still meant be careful but there was the added meaning that the one making the gesture would give his or her body to protect the other.

“What’s wrong?” Finnrey asked.

Quickly, I turned back to face forward. “Nothing.”

Except now I’d spend the entire walk back wondering exactly what Gaz had been signaling.
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Chapter Two
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Highcastle

“Oh, this won’t do at all,” my mother said when Finnrey and I trudged through the courtyard gates still several hours before dawn. “You look a fright.”

“Good to see you too, Mother,” I said. I was dusty, tired, and hungry. My excitement had waned with each passing hour, and now all I wanted was a bath and my bed. I did not need to be judged and picked over.

“You cannot go to an audience with your father looking like this.”

“Orders are to escort the princesses directly to the king,” Ecdra said, taking my elbow and shuffling me forward.

My mother hurried to walk beside me. “Surely the king won’t mind if we take one minute to brush her hair.”

I touched my long dark plait. I hadn’t thought about it since I’d pinned it to the nape of my neck this morning. In the outerlands, all that mattered was safety. A Hollow could grab onto unsecured hair, so we kept it out of the way. Loose or flowing clothing, like the gown my mother wore now, could also be a liability. Finnrey and I were dressed in earth-toned tunics and tight leggings with belts at our waists to hold our weapons. Even the packs we wore on our backs had quick release clasps so we might drop them away from our bodies in case of attack.

There had been no sign of Hollows on our trek back. When we’d spotted the walls of the castle in the distance, I’d been relieved to see that everything looked as it should. From the punishing pace Ecdra had set, I’d been afraid something was horribly wrong. But now that I was inside the walls and all was quiet, the court asleep, I wondered exactly what the hurry had been.

If pressed, I might admit I was disappointed nothing overtly exciting was happening.

“I have my orders, my lady,” Ecdra told my mother, who tried to fuss with my hair anyway.

“Just leave it, Mother,” I said, trying not to tangle my feet with hers as I kept up with Ecdra. “Papa knows I’ve been out on patrol.”

“Oh, fine,” she said, blowing out a breath.

Ecdra continued to drag me across the large courtyard. As we passed the fountain, Finnrey looked at my mother. “Lady Aine, do you know why we’ve been summoned?”

Leave it to Finnrey to ask the one question we all wondered. Ecdra and the guards had refused to answer our questions on the trek back. But my mother had never been tight-lipped.

Mother shook her head, dashing my hopes. Her long dark hair, tied up in two high tails on either side of her head, swished about her face. “No, but all the princesses have been summoned. Broga was on patrol in the north, and she arrived back just an hour or so ago. Cameed, Riah, and Morga are already in the throne room.”

“That’s not all the princesses,” I said. There were several more, some older and others younger. My mother’s eyes, a tawny color like mine, widened.

“You’re right. Those are only the—”

“Unmarried princesses of age,” Finnrey interrupted her. She glanced at me. “Curious.”

It was curious, but I couldn’t make any sense of it. In Earsleh, princesses were only allowed to marry men who were royal or of a noble family. Of the eight royal princesses old enough to marry, only two had married. The rest of us would probably never marry simply because there were no acceptable men. While we might secretly mourn our fate, we didn’t question it.

At one time, long before I had been born, before even my papa’s time, things had been different. There had been five kingdoms on the continent. I’d heard whispers of other peoples across the sea, but no one I knew, not even Old Ceba, who claimed to be one hundred and forty-three, had ever seen any of those people. Most doubted lands across the sea even existed. But sometimes, when Ceba had drunk a little too much wine, he would forget that he was not to lecture us on history and would tell us tales of the time before the red vein virus infected people and turned them into Hollows. In those days, almost one hundred years ago, people moved freely between the kingdoms and trade between the lands flourished. Ceba said that in those glorious times, royal families intermarried to strengthen ties between kingdoms. I’d never met anyone from another kingdom. It was difficult to travel safely in Earsleh. No one wanted to go beyond our borders and the security of our Barrier and patrols. 

Something else Ceba accidentally said, that always stuck with me, was that before the red vein virus, there were no restrictions on how many children a woman in Earsleh could produce. People had lived all over the kingdom, spread out over the land. Now only a handful were brave enough to live in the outerlands. When I asked Ceba why the law had changed so that only the king and queen were allowed to have multiple children, he said it was because most people in Earlseh were confined to the castle walls. The king felt it necessary to regulate the number of people in Highcastle, and he approved all marriages and said when or if a couple could produce a child. If a couple disobeyed and had a child without approval or more than one child, they were sent to live in the outerlands. Many families lived in the outerlands simply because they desired a large family.

Once Ceba let slip that in the past, women were excluded from military service. It was still a fact that mostly men were sent to the Barrier, but now all women were also required to go on patrol. The only excuse was if a woman had a child under two years old. Some people said women who were afraid to go on patrol birthed multiple children to exempt themselves. Those sorts of statements were uncharitable and distasteful. Hadn’t I just seen that living in the outerlands—the trade-off for having multiple children—was far riskier than any patrol?

By now we were at the gates of the castle, and the sleepy guards at the entrance opened the gateways to admit us. Ecdra went first, followed by Finnrey, and then me. The guard started to close the gate as my mother cried out in protest.

“I’m sorry, Lady Aine. Only the princesses are allowed.”

“I am the mother of a princess and a former queen. I demand to be admitted.”

I let out a breath. I knew that tone. My mother did not like being denied something she wanted, and she could make a very big fuss when she didn’t get her way. Her eyes narrowed into slits, her lips pressed into a tight line, and her voice grew low and quiet—as it was now.

Ecdra must have known what was coming too and decided dealing with an angry Lady Aine was not worth it. “Let her pass,” he said, tossing the words over his shoulder. He sounded tired, and I felt that weariness in my bones. I’d been awake almost a full day now, traveling or scouting for most of it. My head and back hurt, and my eyes stung with fatigue. I would make whatever sacrifice was required to get this audience over with.

“Thank you,” my mother said as she passed through the gate and stood at my side. Her head was held high as though she was the one who had done Ecdra a favor by joining us. Two more guards opened the towering wooden doors, revealing the shining great hall of the castle. It was quiet at this hour, but usually it was bustling with activity. Signs pointed to the fact that we were expected. The great hall was not dark. Instead, lamps blazed, the polished floor gleamed, and the opulent tertanium accents glinted in the light, reminding everyone that we were a rich and noble kingdom.

Ecdra marched ahead, veering to the right to take a doorway off the great hall. I knew this path well. It was a faster route to the king’s throne room than climbing the wide stairway and passing the great gallery with paintings of all the kings and queens of the past. This corridor was simple and had been carved out of the rock that composed the hill protecting one side of the castle. I shivered at the cold air and ducked my head as I entered the doorway. I had to stoop a bit so as not to brush my head on the ceiling. The path wound around but sloped gently upward as we climbed the hill. A few moments later, Ecdra pushed open another door and we emerged in the throne room’s antechamber.

Two large she-wolves lifted their heads from where they’d been sleeping beside the hearth. The Hollows had decimated any free-roaming animals in Earsleh. Though the wolves lasted longer than any cattle or sheep, the Hollows would converge on a wolf pack in a horde and take them down. We still saw the occasional bird or creature that could burrow underground, but anything that might draw the notice of the Hollows was long gone. 

My father’s wolves were said to be the last of their kind. Seven or eight years ago, the pups were found by a patrol, alone and crying in a den. The patrol leader brought them to Highcastle and gifted them to my father, who raised the pups as pets. Being in the presence of the wolves always felt magical to me. Now, seeing us, the wolves put their heads back on their paws and closed their eyes again.

My attention was drawn by the sound of my half-sisters bickering and squabbling as usual. My father’s head of council approached, looking as though he’d been dragged out of bed and hadn’t had time to dress properly or comb his thick gray hair. Ecdra opened his arms, indicating Finnrey and me.

“Here they are.”

“Very good,” Lord Ashe said. He beckoned us forward and cleared his throat. “Lady Finnrey of Highcastle and Lady Mara of Highcastle.”

My mother cleared her throat and stepped forward.

Lord Ashe sighed. “And Lady Aine.”

My father, who had been slumped in his throne, sat straight now. He was still a young man of sixty or so. His hair had gone slightly gray at the temples but was otherwise black and luxurious. He had a neat mustache and beard, brown eyes with small flecks of green, and wore a bright red tunic—a sign that he did not need to hide from anyone or anything. Any one of us present would have protected him with our lives.

As Finnrey and I moved to stand before the stone dais where the throne sat, our sisters grew quiet and gathered closer as well. Without thinking, we organized ourselves in order of age. The king was said to be a lusty man and had sired nineteen children, nine sons and ten daughters. The four eldest of his children with his first wife were married and had children. Cameed had come next. She was short and slim, and the oldest present at seven and thirty. Next was Morga, who was Cameed’s full sister and resembled her except she had more curves and didn’t wear a perpetual scowl. Morga was four and thirty.

Next came Finnrey’s full sisters. These were the product of the king’s second wife. His first wife had asked for a divorce after the birth of her last child, a son. She had said she felt like a royal brood mare and was done with enduring her royal duty. The king had remarried less than a year later and then Broga and Riah, fraternal twins, had been born. Broga was known for her strength. She was the only one of us strong enough to wield a sword successfully. She was also my nemesis. We’d never liked each other, not since we were children. Riah, her twin, was the least clever of all of us and focused on appearance. She possessed light brown hair, which stood out among the rest of us who had hair so dark it was almost black. Her hair was her pride and joy and, as usual, she wore it long and flowing. The twins were eight and twenty. Another son had been born and then came Finnrey, who was five and twenty, and I thought the prettiest of all of us. She was on the shorter side but had an athletic figure with high cheekbones and a straight nose. 

Finnrey’s mother had died from complications during her next pregnancy, which was probably a good thing because the court whispered that the king had already fallen in love with my mother, whom he married the day after she turned eighteen, which was shockingly young to marry. I came along just a few months later.

My father had not married for several years after he’d divorced my mother. His current wife was our Queen Nahla and had produced four sons in a row. Her eldest daughter was only nine. I envied that little princess right now, probably in the royal suite sleeping in comfort.

The king cleared his throat. “Daughters, I know you are all wondering why I have called you here. I have had some very distressing news.”

To my left, I saw my mother clasp her hands. I remained stoic, my attention on the king.

“Our furthest western patrols sent a runner who reported that a man from Zulen has crossed into our borders.”

My sisters murmured, and Finnrey and I exchanged looks.

“What’s Zulen?” Riah whispered loudly.

“Zulen is the kingdom to our west,” the king said, not pretending he hadn’t heard her. I hadn’t paid as much attention as I should have in geography class, but I knew the names of the original five kingdoms. Two of the kingdoms were very far away. Zulen and Lorendor were on our western and northern borders, respectively. Earsleh occupied the middle area of the continent, and the sea was on our east. Far to the south had been the kingdom of Toledev, and the last kingdom, whose name escaped me at the moment, was even further west than Zulen.

A hundred questions suddenly came to mind, most pointedly, how anyone from Zulen could be alive. They’d all died in the outbreak of the red vein virus. I knew better than to speak unless given permission. I clenched my hand and kept silent.

“He was stopped near the forest on the border with Zulen. It’s infested with Hollows, which made it impossible to construct a barrier in that region. Cameed, you have patrolled in the west. We have multiple outposts in lieu of the Barrier in that area.”

Cameed, the eldest sister, bent on one knee and lowered her head. “That is correct, Father. I have served at eight of the twelve outposts in the west. The mountains in Zulen and the forest act as natural barriers. The numbers of Hollows we see are nowhere near the numbers on the Barrier, but there have been, at times...incursions.”

Incursions was one way to describe the horde that had attacked an outpost a few years ago. Prince Jolen, Finnrey’s full sibling, had barely escaped with his life.

The king looked thoughtful. “Putting aside the fact that we had assumed Zulen had fallen to the Hollows, is there a path from their kingdom to ours?” he asked Cameed.

“Sire, in my opinion, no. That forest is, as you said, infested with Hollows. No one who had ever entered it has come out alive.”

“Rise.” He gestured to Cameed who stood. “This man claims to be a citizen of Zulen—a prince, no less—and he travels with an armed escort.”

We all murmured in surprise at this. Not only would it be shocking for someone to pretend to be from a lost kingdom, who would dare approach Highcastle with armed soldiers?

“This imposter will reach the castle in two days,” my father continued. “When he arrives, we expect he will demand the Claiming Rite.”

Cameed gasped audibly, and Riah took a step back. I don’t think they knew what the Claiming Rite was any more than I, but the way my father said the words sounded ominous. Before we could all break protocol and start asking questions, recognized by the king or not, a man I had not known was present hobbled forward. He used a gnarled walking stick, almost as tall as he was, to aid him. A young man also stood at his side, ready to steady him.

Stooped and wrinkled, this man with thin white hair and rheumy eyes was Ceba, the oldest person in Earsleh. He had been alive at the beginning of red vein virus, almost a hundred years ago. He had already been a husband and father by then and remembered it quite well.

“Our esteemed Court Historian Ceba will explain the Claiming Rite,” the king said. “I must admit, like you, I had not heard of it.” We all nodded and leaned forward. Ceba’s voice was often hoarse and quiet. 

“The Claiming Rite is an ancient ritual,” Ceba began, his paper-thin voice barely audible across the short distance between the dais and we princesses. Cameed moved closer, and we followed, gathering at the base of the stairs. The six of us made a half circle, and Ceba seemed to meet each of our eyes in turn. It was so rare for us to be told openly of our history. We left that to the designated Court Historian. The rest of us were taught that defense and fighting were what mattered to our survival, not books and the past. We were encouraged to practice fighting, not waste time reading. Outside of the schoolroom, I seldom saw books. I only saw maps on patrol when I was shown what areas I was responsible for.

“The rite existed for thousands of years,” Ceba continued. “The last time it was performed was ninety-seven years ago. I remember it well because it was the year before red vein virus spread to Earsleh. The contender that year was also from Zulen. He failed and returned home, disgraced.”

Ceba leaned on his stick and paused, taking a few raspy breaths. “I have thought on it, and I believe the last time the rite was successful was two hundred and nineteen years ago. My father told me of it and his father told him. Indeed, my grandfather was Lord High Council”—he gestured to Lord Ashe—“at that time and was ordered to escort the claimed princess to the border.”

I jerked in surprise. What was this rite? Why would a princess be required to leave Earsleh?

“The contender that year was not from Zulen. I cannot remember from which kingdom he hailed. I read through the ancient scrolls—as many as I had time to peruse in the few short hours since the runner from the western patrol came to deliver the news. I could not find any instance when a prince of Zulen was successful in the Claiming Rite.”

“That is good news,” my father said. “Did the scrolls tell you anything of the Zulenii people? No one has seen or heard from the kingdom since the emergence of the virus. Reports I received from the furthest outposts in the west are that the Hollows in the forest and beyond bore the markings of the Zulenii people.”

I almost asked what markings but kept my mouth closed, remembering my place.

Ceba nodded. “From my understanding of Zulen, their fall to the Hollows was predictable. They have always kept to themselves, rather isolated because of natural geography. I understood them to be a peaceful people with little interest in the art of war. They prefer to sing, paint, and dance. They always produced the most skilled artists of the five kingdoms—except in metal work, of course.”

We all nodded. Everyone knew Earsleh had the best metallurgists as metals were our most valuable natural resource.

“If this man and his retinue are truly from Zulen, then our information must be faulty or incomplete,” the king said. “Only a great warrior would survive that infested forest.”

“I will know if he is lying,” Ceba said. “The Zuleniis are easy to recognize by their markings.”

There was the mention of markings again.

“I see,” the king said. “And, assuming this is not an elaborate sham, what motive might this...prince have in coming here and resurrecting the Claiming Rite?”

Ceba bowed his head, and for a long moment, I wondered if he had fallen asleep. Then he looked up, and he looked at me. “Everyone knows Earsleh women are exceptional warriors. That is why they have so rarely been defeated in the rite. Having a woman like that on the throne of Zulen would be a tremendous advantage, especially in these times.”
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