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Chapter one
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Rena





Rena stared at Logan’s motionless body on the bed, the exhaustion of the last few days settling in her bones like a deep void. Asha and Rena had somehow managed to drag Logan’s unconscious body back to Halvint after they were attacked by guards and luckily Darian, the innkeeper, had agreed to shelter them and helped them clean the long cut that ran over Logan’s stomach. The wound wasn’t deep enough to be deadly, but he’d lost a lot of blood on their way to safety and Rena wasn’t sure they could grant him the rest that he needed. Darian and his wife had done their best to help — cleaning and bandaging Logan’s wound, mixing a salve for it, letting him sleep in a quiet room — but how much could that truly help if they needed to leave town again as quickly as possible? Rena didn’t want to stay in Darian’s inn for longer than necessary, not with the possibility that the guards were still looking for them. She couldn’t bear the thought of putting another person in danger. 

Logan had been hurt, Kalani and Rodrick had been captured, Finn had gone missing, and it was all because she’d asked them for help. None of them had any connection to the Crow; they would have never crossed paths if it weren’t for Rena and her stupid search for a sister who might not even be alive anymore. 

Her throat tightened until she could barely breathe, her vision went blurry and the events of the previous day played out in her mind on repeat. She didn’t quite understand what had happened, no matter how much she racked her brain. They’d learned that some of the Crow’s acolytes had been hiding in Halvint and Logan couldn’t help himself from trying to figure out why, so of course Rena had had to follow him. They’d snuck through the house until they inexplicably found her sister’s dress in between the Crow’s laundry. 

Rena curled up on herself, sitting on the floor next to Logan’s bed, the life of the tavern below faintly breaking the silence of the room. She buried her face in the dress in her lap and breathed in, pretending she could still smell Maya and her parents’ bakery. No matter how much she replayed the events in her mind, she couldn’t figure out why the Crow would have her sister’s dress. Surely it had to mean that Maya was still alive, surely the Crow was keeping her somewhere. But why? What could they possibly want with Maya? 

One of the Crow had told them where Maya might have been taken, although he hadn’t sounded too sure about it. In all honesty, he hadn’t sounded sure about Maya still being alive either but why else would the Crow have had her dress? Not wanting to lose any time, Rena and her companions had set out to cross the border, still unsure of where Finn might be, but had been attacked by guards just outside Halvint. Guards who had strangely been accompanied by Inkra, one of the Crow Logan had locked up in the basement of their hideout. 

Rena wasn’t naïve. She realised that not everyone who joined the guard corps had perfect intentions, but she couldn’t believe that an entire troop had so willingly helped Inkra. There had been at least five riders circling their caravan as they’d left Halvint, potentially more. Had they been members of the Crow pretending to be guards? Had the Crow infiltrated the guard corps? Were the Crow sitting on a mountain of gold and that’s how Inkra had convinced the guards to help her? Could the Crow offer them something else that would make them betray their kingdom? Her head hurt with all these possibilities, one more unthinkable than the other.

Her entire body was buzzing. All she wanted to do was run ahead and find Maya, but she knew she’d never succeed on her own. She didn’t actually want to abandon her new companions, not after having dragged them into this mess, but her throat tightened whenever she thought of reasons the Crow might have taken Maya and she didn’t know what to do with all those feelings. 

Her eyes started to burn, tears welling up and spreading across the dress pressed against her face. She wanted her sister back. Wanted to hold her, run a hand over her hair, kiss her cheek, laugh with her, scold her, talk until the small hours of the morning. It hurt so much. The memories and the longing and the uncertainty and the hope that maybe, just maybe, she was still alive and Rena could see her once more. If she couldn’t ever see her parents or brothers or uncle and aunt and cousins or even her friends ever again, at least she might be able to reunite with Maya. If only her luck held steady. If only the universe willed it so. She would never wish for anything else ever again. Her hand slipped to her necklace where Maya’s ring hung next to the leaf-shaped pendant, the metal cold on the burn scar it had created just a few days ago.

“Fuck,” Logan muttered as his body finally came back to life, and the utterance dragged Rena back to reality with a jolt. 

“Logan?” she asked, her voice hoarse and hesitant. 

She pushed herself up, her fingers and legs tingling all over, and came to sit on the bed next to Logan. She had never seen him this pale, his usual tan skin now the colour of wheat grains. His breathing was laboured and his brown curls were damp with sweat. 

“How are you feeling?” 

He raised a hand into the air and vaguely waved it around before letting it fall back down onto the bed, looking at her with half-closed eyes.

“Yeah,” Rena breathed out.

Her gaze drifted down to her sister’s dress in her lap, her fingers worrying nervously at the fabric. 

“Everything hurts,” Logan replied.

“I could ask Darian’s wife if she has anything against the pain. She’s the one who dressed your wound.” Rena looked back at Logan and winced. “It really doesn’t look great. I’m sorry.”

“You know what would help? Like a whole bottle of wine. The really deep red one from up north. The one that tastes like berries.”

Rena chuckled, her feelings tugging painfully at her heart.

“I don’t think that would be wise.”

“I never claimed to be a wise man.”

Rena looked out over the room, her eyes idly fixed on the door. She felt an unusual reluctance to leave, as if she were afraid. She didn’t know when Asha would be back from going to talk to Ocassian in the city of Rancor so until then, she was the one who had to keep Logan safe and as long as they stayed inside this room, it felt like no one was going to find them. Rationally, she knew that wasn’t the case — Darian had simply brought them to the most remote room in his inn and if the guards wanted, they could very easily storm the building and find them — but she couldn’t shake the feeling that if she stepped even just one foot out the door, calamity would strike at once.

“How are you feeling?” Logan asked, looking at her with concern.

“I’m okay,” she replied automatically. 

He didn’t respond right away but then quietly said, “Liar.”

She thought about telling him all about the chaos inside her mind but before any words could leave her lips, footsteps broke through the silence. Rena shot up, her eyes fixed on the door, her entire body tense. She barely had the time to think of what she could use to defend themselves before the door swung open and Asha stepped in. 

“Oh, thank the stars,” Rena sighed and sat back down. 

“You’re both awake,” Asha stated and stepped to the foot of Logan’s bed, closing the door behind her. “Good.”

Logan tried to push himself up, but a cry of pain escaped him not even halfway through.

“Nope, bad idea. Very bad idea.” 

He lowered himself back down and draped both arms over his eyes.

“Don’t force it,” Asha told him.

She unbuckled her scabbard and placed it next to Logan’s legs, then stretched her arms above her head.

“Did you run into any trouble?” Rena looked up at Asha whose exhaustion was plainly written on her face.

She shook her head and leaned against the wall, crossing her arms in front of her. “There was barely anyone on the roads. If someone’s looking for us, it’s definitely not the entire guard corps. I don’t know which town the ones who attacked us belong to, but they seem to have crawled back into the hole they came from, at least for now.” She tilted her head back and closed her eyes, sighing heavily before glancing at Rena and Logan. “You remember that they yelled something at us, right? That they were stopping us under someone’s authority. Under whose?”

Rena frowned in concentration, her eyes drifting down as she remembered the previous night. She’d sat at the front of the caravan with Rodrick when the guards had ridden up to them from behind. They’d tried to get them to halt, claiming something about having to inspect their vehicle on the authority of some captain.

“Slanac?” Rena hesitated, only half remembering it. “Sarad… Sirac?”

“Silac,” Logan replied sombrely. “Head of the guard in Hollowtooth. Strange fellow.”

“Right.” Asha ran a hand over her short-cropped, black hair, not having had any opportunity to shave it over the last week. “That fucker.”

“Do you know him?” Rena asked.

“Heard of him,” Logan replied. “A lot. Nothing good though. The whole family’s got a bad reputation. Ran into him once or twice before but never for long.”

“He’s got a reputation for playing by his own rules,” Asha added.

“What does that mean for us?” Rena glanced from Asha to Logan in concern. “Do you think he’s working with the Crow? I mean, Inkra was with the guards when they attacked us.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Asha grumbled. “Nothing much’s been done to stop the Crow until now. They probably run this stupid kingdom.”

“That would be horrible,” Rena murmured, her eyes drifting to the ground again. 

She’d learned by now that Asha tended towards the dramatic and fatalistic but what if she was right after all? That this murderous group had taken control of their kingdom and no one knew about it. Rena was too exhausted to know whether the idea made any sense or not. She felt like she had a million angry bees in her head and none of them let her think rationally.

“I’m not convinced all of the guards are working with the Crow.” Carefully Logan pushed himself up to lean back on his elbows, the pain distorting his face. “They’d be swarming the streets and barging into the inn if they were. If you didn’t see anyone roaming the streets looking for us, then they probably don’t have enough guards available to conduct a widespread search, which means only Silac’s small group knows about the attack.”

“I wouldn’t call Hollowtooth’s entire guard corps a small group,” Asha muttered.

“We don’t know if all of them are helping the Crow. Let’s not assume the worst.”

“Assuming the worst keeps us alive.”

“But what do we do now?” Rena butted in. “Do we know where they’ve taken Rodrick and Kalani? Did they take them to Hollowtooth or the Crow’s hideout? How can we even find out?”

“I spoke to Ocassian about it.” Asha shifted uncomfortably, a shadow falling over her face. “We can’t know for certain where they are but it’s more likely they were brought to Hollowtooth than the Crow’s hideout. Hollowtooth is closer than Baedan and crossing a border has its difficulties as a guard. They’d have to justify why they left their own province, especially when they’re transporting prisoners. They could maybe try to sneak their way to the hideout but they’ll probably think it too risky.”

“Is Cass joining us?” Logan asked.

Asha shook her head. “Rancor is moving. They have to focus on that, especially with everything going on at the moment.”

The city of Rancor where Asha, Logan, and Kalani were from was a marvel of a place. The kingdom had a few of these so-called cities of outlaws that welcomed anyone, whether they wanted to stay for a day or the rest of their lives. They were built in such a way that they could move at any moment as the buildings were mostly tents. With the help of all inhabitants, they could be dismantled whenever deemed necessary.

“What about your tent, Logan? Asha, and your uncle?” A sudden fear for her friends’ homes overcame Rena.

In a regular town they would have been able to just lock the doors to keep their belongings safe — even if there was always the possibility of someone breaking in — but in a city made of tents, especially once all the other tents had left, how could any of it be safe? She felt guilty for keeping them from moving with the rest of Rancor. She wouldn’t have been angry if they’d decided to go back to the city, even though she desperately needed their help.

“I’ve got friends who’ll take care of it,” Logan replied with a shrug. “Wouldn’t be the first time. And I’m certainly not the only one who isn’t home when the city moves. Can’t really wait for everyone to come back before moving.”

“And there are enough people looking after my uncle,” Asha added.

“But Cass really trusts us to save their wife on our own?” Logan asked with a hint of disbelief. “Even after knowing who we are?”

“Wife?” Rena looked from Asha to Logan in confusion. “Are we… talking about Kalani? Ocassian and Kalani are married?”

“Yeah, I suppose that’s never come up before,” Logan murmured in contemplation.

“They’ve been married for a while,” Asha replied. “Since before I met either of them. But to get back to Logan’s question, I think Cass trusts Kalani to save herself if we fuck up. Which we’re not gonna do.”

“All right, but what’s our plan?” Rena nervously played with her necklace, her stomach twisting at the thought of running into the guards a second time. “Are the roads safe enough to travel on? I know you said you didn’t see anyone on your way to Rancor but getting to Hollowtooth might be a bit more dangerous, right?”

She glanced over at Logan, who seemed fine for now, but she knew what his stomach looked like under his shirt and bandages.

“We can ask Darian for some help,” Asha replied, although she didn’t look happy about the prospect. “Maybe he can drive us there by cart and hide us underneath something.”

The idea didn’t thrill Renna either — they’d already involved Darian too much, and she didn’t want to endanger him any further — but she had to admit it might be the fastest and safest way to get to Hollowtooth.

“And once we’re there?” Logan shifted position although he didn’t seem to find one that was comfortable. “We just wait for Kalani to drop from the sky into our arms? Getting to Hollowtooth is the easy part; we can find a million ways to get there without dying. I’m worried about any steps after. Either the guards are keeping Kalani and Rodrick in a secret hideout or they’re being treated like any other regular prisoner and neither of those options seem like something we can solve in an afternoon.”

Asha sighed and ran a hand over her face.

“I’m not sure yet.” She groaned and pushed herself away from the wall, nervously pacing the room. “There are a few people we can contact in Hollowtooth — Cass told me some names — but I don’t know how much I trust them. The only one I’ve met before probably won’t be any help. She doesn’t have much sway in the city, especially if we’re going against the guard corps or the Crow. Everyone else… we simply have to trust Cass’ judgement.”

She stopped and ran a hand over her face once more, standing in the middle of the room for a few heartbeats, unmoving, until she let her hand fall to her side again.

“We’ll figure it out once we’re in Hollowtooth. There’s no point in wasting any more time here when all it’s doing is giving us a headache.”








  
  

Chapter two

[image: ]

Rena





As Asha predicted, Darian was willing to help them get out of Halvint. His wife claimed she needed to drive to Hollowtooth anyway, and Rena wondered whether that was true or whether she simply wanted them out of her town. She assured them that if she hid them underneath a canvas covering the back of the cart and she took the slow roads to avoid patrolling guards, they’d arrive safely. Rena wasn’t sure she liked the plan — they didn’t really have anything to defend themselves with if anyone did decide to inspect the cart — but she also hadn’t come up with any alternatives. 

Darian and his wife also gave Rena, Asha and Logan new clothing. Logan and Rena’s clothes were covered in blood, unsalvageable, and although Asha’s tunic had been miraculously spared from any major stains, its shade of blue and specific cut were too recognisable to blend into any crowd. She had, however, refused to take off her golden jewellery and instead opted to hide them underneath the hood of a short cape. 

Their journey to Hollowtooth was oppressive, the heat building up underneath the canvas, Rena’s muscles hurting from the little space she had. Sweat stuck her hair to her skin and she could smell the others’ acrid odour beside her. She closed her eyes and thought of her sister, how all the pain and hardship would lead to her safety, that it wasn’t all in vain. They just needed to get Rodrick and Kalani out, just needed to find their way over the border, just needed to follow the Crow’s trail. It wouldn’t be easy, but it would all be worth it. She had to believe in it — she couldn’t falter now. Vivid images of what her life could be like in ten years flashed before her eyes, how she would live in a modest house with her sister and they would operate a small bakery together. Her new friends could come visit them at any moment, stay with them for however long they wanted. Maybe Rodrick and Vincent would permanently live with them. Perhaps Maya wasn’t even the only other survivor from Oceansthrow; maybe they’d find more people and rebuild their town as best as they could. Rena could even reopen their school and help the younger children learn to read and write. 

The cart stopped and Rena’s eyes shot open, the visions of a better life dissipating. Darian’s wife had dropped them off at the edge of the fisher’s district, not far from the ocean, between old buildings that had seen better days. The group unfolded from beneath the canvas, the fresh salty air filling Rena’s lungs, her head spinning from her blood rushing back into her body. Rena and Asha didn’t take their eyes off Logan as he got off the cart, making sure he wouldn’t collapse after their long journey. He tried to wave them off, but it was plain to see that he was struggling. His skin tone didn’t look much better under the bright sunlight and thick drops of sweat ran down his temples. Even though he smiled at them and joked around, his knuckles were white where he was holding on to the cart, his legs struggling to hold him up. 

Rena looked around, trying to figure out where they could find a bed for him to rest, but she already knew how he would react if she proposed they take a break. Was arguing with him worth it? He clearly needed the rest but there was no time to waste if they wanted to guarantee Kalani and Rodrick’s safety. She hated that resting had become synonymous with wasting time. It should never be considered a waste, especially when someone was hurt as bad as Logan was, but they had no money, no place to stay, and they still knew nothing about Kalani and Rodrick’s whereabouts. 

The group said their goodbyes, thanking Darian’s wife profusely for her help, then set out towards the centre of town. Rena’s daydreaming had affected her more than she wanted to admit, her emotions in a bigger turmoil than before. Reality didn’t seem solid anymore, as if a veil had been draped over the people and buildings surrounding her, as if it had all been plunged deep under the ocean. She desperately wanted to snap out of it, knowing that this hope would only hurt her in the end, but she couldn’t get herself to focus on what was right in front of them, on what was important. 

Hollowtooth was a busy place, somewhere people came to do business and rest near the sea. The houses looked grander than what Rena was used to from Oceansthrow or even Halvint, but they couldn’t compare to the splendour of the Plains’ inner sections. The roads were less busy than during the height of summer when people from all over the kingdom came to enjoy the heat and the cool water, but plenty of people still whizzed past them as they left the fisher’s district.

Hollowtooth was an old city that had tried to keep the charm it acquired centuries ago, and as much as they’d managed to not let it fall into disrepair, some things just couldn’t survive the test of time. The cobblestones had deep grooves in them, created by years of carts traversing town. Some streets were even too narrow for carts to pass through, built long before the kingdom had formed, forcing vendors to get their wares delivered on foot. The air had a lingering sour smell, a faint whiff of fish that it could never get rid of, perpetually mixing with the saltiness of the ocean.

Logan led them through the crowd on the main road, weaving between the mass of people. He was standing upright as if nothing was wrong, but Rena could still see the pain in how tense his shoulders were. She wished he could be more honest with them, that he could admit that he wasn’t feeling well, but she supposed that a lifetime on the road had taught him to ignore any discomforts.

Rena felt tense herself. Her eyes kept wandering from side to side, scanning people’s faces, dreading the moment when she would recognise someone. She couldn’t remember what any of their attackers had looked like — not truly — but she thought that if she saw them, alarm bells would go off in her mind. But what if the guards recognised them first? They were wearing different clothes but there wasn’t much they could do about their faces. If the wrong person recognised them, it could doom them all.

Rena had wrapped the shawl she’d received around her head, the way her mother used to wear them. She pulled it lower over her forehead and kept her gaze low, hoping no one would be able to see her face. Her heart was racing, her hands trembling. If someone were to recognise them, what could they do? They certainly wouldn’t be able to fight, so running away was the only option, but where to? They were in Captain Silac’s city now; if one guard recognised them, how likely were they to send all of the city’s guards looking for them? Now that she thought about it, it felt wild that they would be going towards the people who were looking for them instead of far away from them. 

Rena shook her head, knowing she couldn’t let those thoughts run rampant in her mind. They had to focus on saving Rodrick and Kalani. The faster they could regroup, the faster they could rescue Maya. Rena didn’t have the time nor the luxury of panicking, no matter how much her body wanted to.

They followed the crowd to a busy market where merchants were selling all kinds of things, but worst of all, food that made Rena’s stomach grumble and turn until the pain made her dizzy. She’d barely even noticed how little she’d eaten over the last day until all those smells hit her. 

“I’m so hungry,” she murmured as they passed a stall selling cheeses, her eyes glued to the variety on display.

A moment later, Logan was holding out two fist-sized balls of fried dough covered in almonds.

“Here you go,” he whispered as he bit into a third one.

She stared at them, her steps faltering.

“Where…” she started, then thought better of it. 

Clearly, Logan didn’t have the same concerns about not attracting any attention as she had. She waited for someone to yell after them, to come running and demand their payment, but as no one did, Rena carefully took one of the dough balls and bit into it. The crunch of the almonds gave way to the sweet softness of the honey cake. She closed her eyes for a second, letting the taste of the pastry flood her senses, feeling the dough pass down her throat to her stomach, alleviating the dull pain of hunger. 

“You better not get us into trouble,” Asha grumbled as she took the last dough ball.

“Would be the easiest way to get into the holding cells though.” Logan looked back with a grin and winked at Asha.

“It would also be the stupidest.”

“Yeah, I know.” Logan rolled his eyes and continued walking, keeping his voice low so only Asha and Rena could hear him. “But we haven’t exactly come up with a better plan yet either. It’s not a place we can just walk into without getting noticed. I’ve been inside the guard station before. They really put a lot of money into that building. Renovated all of it about five years ago after some guy blew up the back walls. It’s not a big building but the cells don’t touch the outer walls anymore. Makes it harder to escape.” 

He paused and looked at the stall they were walking past, then pointed at some colourful headscarves, glancing at Rena as if to ask if she might be interested. Rena barely had time to process and react before he had already shrugged and turned back around. She looked back at the scarves in confusion as they continued on their way, wondering if there was something she had missed. Maybe he wanted her to try them on as a disguise, maybe they held a specific significance that could be a clue, or maybe he simply thought she might like the way they looked. 

“There’s this spot in the entrance hall,” Logan continued murmuring as if he’d never stopped, his eyes wandering from stall to stall, “where you can look into the room in the back where the cells are. If Kalani and Rodrick are actually being held here and we’re lucky enough for them to be in the right cells, we would be able to see them. That would be the easiest way to verify if they’re here or not. Otherwise, we’ll have to somehow find our way into the cells which honestly isn’t that difficult — it’s more the getting out that’s a bit of a headache. The spot to look into the other room is a bit weird though. Might make you look suspicious if you stay for too long. You kind of have to stand to the very left against the wall and hope someone walks through the door to the back so you can look through.”

“I could try,” Rena whispered, hoping they could get this first step over with as quickly as possible. “I could pretend to be lost if they start talking to me.”

“You’re probably our best shot,” Logan admitted, although the grimace on his face showed how unhappy he was with the idea. “If you act all young and sweet, they won’t get mad at you, at least not to the point where they’d arrest you. Asha and I don’t have that privilege.”

Before them, the market parted to reveal a big, rectangular building that had clearly been renovated recently — the façade’s white stucco glowed in the sunlight while the trim of the door and windows had been painted a deep blue that hadn’t had time to fade yet. Iron bars encased the windows all around, which made it difficult to look inside. 

They strolled to the edge of the market, to the left of the guard station, huddling together as if they were waiting for someone. They kept one eye on the station to observe it, the other on the market crowd, but nothing much seemed out of the ordinary. Guards and civilians walked in and out with varying degrees of urgency, sometimes together, more often alone.

Logan started to get impatient, unable to stand still to the point that Rena feared he might burst into the station on his own. She took a deep breath, collected all her courage and calmly walked in, clutching her hands tightly together so they wouldn’t tremble.

The station wasn’t much different from the one in Halvint. A handful of tables were strewn across the rather small front room with people sitting or standing around them. The wall to her left was covered in wanted posters showing the faces of supposed criminals. Her eyes flew over them, scared she might recognise any of the faces, that she might find herself on one, but luck seemed to be on her side. 

Rena steel herself and walked further, pulling her scarf over her face as much as possible without it looking strange. She told herself over and over that the guards who had attacked them were, in all likelihood, out looking for them and therefore no one in the room would be able to recognise her. But no matter how often she repeated the words in her mind, she couldn’t make herself believe them. 

She slowly approached the left wall, feigning interest in the posters. She hoped that if she didn’t look at any of the guards, they wouldn’t notice her presence, but deep down she was deathly afraid she might recognise one of them and they in turn would recognise her. She kept her eyes fixed on the wall until she stood right in front of it; only then did she dare glance towards the back of the room. Behind the desks, to the very left, was a door, as Logan had mentioned. Rena angled herself with her back facing most of the room so that she could see whenever someone walked through the door. Soon, the door opened as a guard entered the front room, slow enough for Rena to see the metal bars that made up the holding cells but too fast for her to recognise any of the prisoners inside.

She grew increasingly nervous with every passing second. She slowly paced the length of the wall, letting her eyes trail the posters. She couldn’t keep her mind from imagining what her own face would look like on one of these posters, what Logan’s or Asha’s or Rodrick’s would look like. What would their charges be? What might their punishments be?

A cold shiver ran down her back. She knelt down and untied the bow holding up her canvas shoes. She couldn’t look at these posters anymore. They filled her with too much dread, reminding her of everything she had gone through. Her throat tightened, making it hard to breathe. She couldn’t let herself get caught, not if there was no one else left to save her sister. She had to be the one to get Maya back, to free her from whatever the Crow had planned for her. 

She retied her shoes, taking her time to flatten the ribbon perfectly to her ankle. She glanced towards the door, but no matter how often it opened, she could never get a good look into the other room.

“Can I help you, miss?”

Rena shot up and found herself face to face with an older, heavyset woman, maybe in her late forties, with a weathered guard’s uniform and a bored expression.

“Excuse me, yes, I need help,” Rena stammered, forcing her eyes to stay on the woman. “I’m lost, actually. I was trying to get to the harbour, but I couldn’t find it.”

She winced. She’d wanted to sound more confident, but the guard had taken her by surprise. She inspected the guard’s face in case she’d run into her before but nothing clicked. The guard clearly didn’t recognise Rena either as her expression stayed confused and annoyed instead of turning to realisation.

“I’m truly sorry,” Rena continued with a nervous giggle, hoping to somehow remedy the situation, the words tumbling out of her before she could think better of it. “I suppose seeing all of these ‘hoodlums’ has shaken me more than I thought it would. I’ve never been to Hollowtooth before. My father asked me to meet him at the harbour to help him with his stock, but the city is so much bigger than my hometown and I’m not used to streets that are so full of people and I suppose it confused and scared me a bit too much. I’m so sorry, I know you have more important things to do, but I didn’t know where else to go, and my father always said if I were in any trouble I should ask the guards for help, so here I am! Would you mind telling me how to get there? I would very much appreciate your help, and I promise I won’t bother you any further if you could just point me in the right direction.”

Rena wasn’t proud that this was the character she’d chosen to play. She could see on the woman’s face that she was judging Rena for being so ignorant and uncultured, but if the performance was convincing enough to keep the guard from being suspicious of her, then that was all Rena needed.

The door in the back opened once more and this time it stayed open just a fraction longer. Rena didn’t want to look at the opening for too long, worried the guard would notice her inattention, but something caught her eye. Her heart leapt into her throat as she noticed one of the people pacing inside the cells. A tall woman with long braids, black skin and lighter spots peppered over her face and hands. She couldn’t see the woman’s face before the door closed again, but the glimpse was enough to make Rena’s breath hitch. 

“You just have to follow the main road south and you’ll stumble upon it,” the guard said with a deadpan expression, the tone of her voice indicating just how little she cared about Rena’s explanation.

Rena forced her eyes back to the guard and smiled, her heart beating loudly in her ears. She was sure the guard would soon become suspicious of her and keep her from leaving the station. Her excitement had to be written plainly across her face, no matter how much Rena tried to hide it. 

“Head south through the market and follow the smell of the ocean,” the woman continued. “It’s a giant body of water; you can’t miss it. I really don’t know how you couldn’t find it on your own.”

“Thank you so much!” Rena replied and bowed deeply, enunciating each word with overdramatic gratitude. “You’re right, I should have been able to find it on my own.” She chuckled nervously. “I just got so overwhelmed with this big city. I’ve never really left my town before, but you’re right. I’m not a child anymore. I should not be so scared by silly things like this.”

“Just ask someone at the market next time. We aren’t map vendors, you know.”

“Yes, I know, I cannot apologise enough!” Rena slowly stepped back, her eyes darting once more to the now closed door. “Thank you so much. I won’t bother you any further!”

Rena turned around and hurried out of the station. She wanted to get out of that building as quickly as possible, even if she couldn’t be certain that the person she’d seen was truly Kalani. She tried to reassure herself that the likelihood of it being a different person who looked so similar to Kalani had to be minuscule, but deep down she knew that it wasn’t zero. She’d seen into the room for such a short instant, she couldn’t be certain that her brain hadn’t been playing tricks on her out of hope.

But what stood before them now was the difficult part — finding a way to get Rodrick and Kalani out. They couldn’t storm the guard station, so they’d need to infiltrate it somehow. Maybe with the help of one of Cass’ contacts, they could convince the guards to release Rodrick and Kalani or sneak them out at night, but either option felt like an impossible task to Rena. 

As Rena reached the station’s door, she had to step aside for a larger group, which pulled her out of her deep thoughts. Her eyes landed on a very familiar face — piercing blue eyes above sharp cheekbones. Finn only glanced at her for an instant, looking away as if he hadn’t recognised her. His eyes were bloodshot and his skin looked paler than usual, almost translucent, with a bruise underneath his right eye. What astonished her more was that he wasn’t being escorted like a prisoner. He walked in, surrounded by guards, as if he belonged there and they were under his authority.

Rena stood frozen for a moment, staring at the empty spot Finn had just walked through, her blood pulsing in her ears. Mechanically, she opened the door and stepped out, heading south like the guard had told her to.

Had Asha been right about him all along? Had Finn been the one to help Inkra and betray them? Asha had said from the start that they couldn’t trust someone who was part of the guard corps, but he had guaranteed their escape from the archives, even jeopardizing his own life by running away with them. Didn’t that mean he was on their side? And if he truly worked with the Crow, why had he just walked past her? He could have easily signalled for her to be arrested and thrown into the cell with Rodrick and Kalani. Maybe that would have made her arrest too public? What if he was waiting for a better time with fewer eyes on them? Had Rena just endangered Asha and Logan by indicating to Finn that they were in the city?

A million questions swirled through her mind as she left the station and aimlessly drifted through the market, not paying attention to anything happening in front of her.








  
  

Chapter three
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Finn





He had just passed Rena, he was sure of it. Even if she’d had her scarf partway over her face, even if there was no reason for her to be in Hollowtooth, he had recognised her right away. Finn hadn’t known how to react, so he hadn’t. He let her leave the building and continued on his path as if she’d simply been any random person. The guards accompanying him guided him through the station’s front room and up the stairs, leading him to the office of the captain of the guard. 

He felt out of his depth. The environment certainly wasn’t an unfamiliar one, but it wasn’t where he wanted to be and he couldn’t quite figure out how to get back to Rena’s group without drawing the ire of those who had apprehended him. He had been biding his time, trying to convince the guards that he wasn’t a threat and they didn’t need to keep a constant eye on him. Finn didn’t want to rush anything; he needed to analyse the situation from every angle, but he hadn’t anticipated that he’d run into any of his companions in Hollowtooth. If he wanted them to all reunite, he needed to act. 

His face hurt, the bruise around his eye throbbing, and he hadn’t slept since the guards had found him outside of Oceansthrow. He couldn’t let himself sleep, not while he didn’t know the people around him. They had first tried to capture him as a prisoner until Captain Silac had recognised him. For some reason, Silac was elated to have found Finn alone stumbling out of a forest far away from the Plains. He hadn’t asked Finn any questions about how he’d gotten there, hadn’t asked him why he was on his own, hadn’t said anything about Finn having no business so far away from the archives. There was something in Silac’s eyes that was just waiting to figure out how he could hold it over Finn’s head and the waiting crushed all the air out of Finn’s lungs.

He didn’t know much about Captain Silac. Rumours about the man had floated through the province for decades but Finn had never bothered memorising any of them, especially if no two people repeated the same thing twice. He vaguely remembered that Captain Silac came from an old family who used to have influence in the region but had somehow fallen from grace. That also made him distant family with other influential people in the province, but the distance was great enough that the connection didn’t really matter. 

Finn had never had the opportunity to interact with the man face-to-face and that made Finn extremely nervous. He didn’t know what to think of Captain Silac, couldn’t quite tell what lay behind his façade. There was something unnerving about him, something that bothered Finn more than usual.

“Ah, Captain Liberic, welcome!” 

Silac stood up from behind his desk as the guards led Finn into his office. It was an opulent room, decorated in various rich shades of red and orange, with satins and jewels and painted mirrors. It was like an attack on Finn’s senses, the sheer quantity of decorative objects tearing at Finn’s already frayed patience. Even the cupboards had mother-of-pearl detailing as if they’d been imported from the royal palace.

“I hope you had enough time to rest,” Silac said as he gestured Finn towards a chair. “I do so apologise about your eye — the guards in question have been thoroughly reprimanded.”

Captain Silac was a tall man, with black hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He had an aquiline nose and sharp, green eyes, and his clothing reflected the room around them. He smiled at Finn expectantly, but Finn had never been good at reading others’ faces and knowing how they wanted him to react, especially not when he was sleep-deprived.

Finn sat down on a red-cushioned chair on the other side of Silac’s desk. Even the armrests were made of intricately carved wood, as if every centimetre of the room had to reflect Silac’s status. 

“Thank you for welcoming me into your city,” Finn said, his eyes drifting over the furniture around him. 

He cringed at the mess on the desk. Documents that should have been stored with great care were lying open, with objects placed on top of them and cutting folds into them. A cold shudder ran down Finn’s back as he realised what kind of documents were lying in front of him for all the world to see — arrest records, communications with other guard stations and the military academy, files about the guards working in Hollowtooth. Any of these should have been stored in cupboards that could be locked and only taken out when needed, but by the dates on some of these, Finn doubted that Silac ever bothered to put them away. He dared not think about the documents that did make their way into a cupboard. A man who cared so little about his desk surely did not bother with categorising his cupboard correctly.

“Fetch us some tea,” Silac ordered one of the guards as he sat back down, a hint of green flashing over his eyes for just a second.

Finn paused, unsure of what he had just seen. His mind told him that rationally, it had just been the reflection of one of the thousand objects in the room that reflected light, but he couldn’t be sure, and it triggered a strange tension in his body that didn’t want to leave. He hated trusting a feeling more than his mind, but the last few days had been exhausting and his mind wasn’t as sharp as he was used to. His hands balled into tight fists, and he felt like he should tread ever so carefully in Captain Silac’s presence.

“Have you ever been to Hollowtooth before?” Silac asked him, leaning back in his chair and interlocking his fingers. 

He stared at Finn with such intensity that Finn didn’t dare look away. He knew what people thought of him when he averted his gaze, had been told often enough in his childhood that it made him look weak, and he could tell that Silac was only waiting to find his weakness. 

“I’ve visited the city before, yes,” Finn replied, choosing every word carefully. “But I sadly haven’t had much opportunity to travel in recent years.”

“Of course. You must be very busy.” Silac smiled at him and Finn stopped breathing. “I do hope you’ll find the time to see the changes this city has gone through over the last few years. Not that I would take sole credit for it. My predecessors did a fine job and, of course, the city council are responsible for some of it. We’ve had quite the increased influx of visitors from all corners of the kingdom, which can only be attributed to how well this city is run and how little danger can be found on its streets.”

Finn wasn’t sure what the point of this conversation was. Silac didn’t seem like someone who conversed simply to be pleasant, so what did he want? He was already the captain of the guard; there wasn’t much else Finn could help him achieve. Did he need a favour from the archive’s administrator in Mellahen? Finn had lived there for many years, had climbed the ranks in the archive’s own guard corps, but that didn’t mean he held much sway when it came to the administrator’s decisions. She was a strict woman, only bending to the will of those above her, and she’d certainly never developed a soft spot for Finn.

He felt restless. This conversation was just a waste of time, taking up too much of his attention. He needed to find a way to escape, to find out why Rena was in town. He considered the possibility that she’d come to the city on her own. She might have changed her mind and decided to let the guards deal with the problem of the Crow after all, but he doubted that was the case. But then where were the others? Had they sent her into the guard station alone as she was the least likely to be recognised? That was a possibility but it didn’t explain what they were doing in Hollowtooth.

Finn wondered if they were looking for him, but he didn’t dare linger on the thought. He was sure Rena had recognised him but just like him, she hadn’t reacted. She might have simply been surprised, as he had, unsure how to react surrounded by so many guards. Or maybe she simply didn’t care. 

He steeled himself from those thoughts, taking himself out of the equation. It didn’t matter why Rena and the others were in Hollowtooth if Finn couldn’t find a way to slip away from Silac. 

“It is a wonderful city,” Finn replied after noticing that Silac was waiting for a response. “Quite charming.”

“Yes, indeed, a true asset to our kingdom.”

The guard came back in with the tea, placing it on the desk between Finn and Silac and poured them both a cup. The smell of anise and chamomile spread through the room. 

“Leave us,” Silac said, waving the guard away, the hint of green flashing over his eyes again.

Finn stopped breathing, his gaze fixed on Silac’s eyes, waiting for the shimmer to reappear. He was certain he hadn’t imagined it, not the second time. It couldn’t have just been a reflection. The room was decorated mostly in reds, there wasn’t anything bright green that could have caught in the man’s eyes. 

“Of course, Hollowtooth could be even greater,” Silac continued, as if nothing was amiss. “With how many visitors we get each summer, we’re rapidly reaching our capacities.”

“I can imagine.” 

Finn pressed his nails into the palms of his hands. He wanted to crawl out of his skin, wanted to escape Silac and this conversation. He’d never understood why humans spent so much time talking around a subject, why every word had to be a mystery. 

“But, of course, that is not a problem that can be easily solved,” Silac continued. “As prosperous as the city has been over the last decade, our funds are, sadly, still not expansive enough to develop Hollowtooth into the city it deserves to be. However, if the province saw the potential, I’m sure we could create something wonderful that would benefit us all. And, of course, I’m sure such an expansion would benefit more than our small province. It would benefit the entire kingdom.”

Finn stayed silent, hoping Silac would give up and switch subjects on his own — the strategy had worked before. Finn just needed to withstand Silac’s gaze. 

“You have family in the capital, if I’m not mistaken,” Silac pushed forth.

“I have,” Finn reluctantly forced out.

“Family who could recognise the benefit this development could have for our kingdom, if only they knew of it.”

“Potentially.”

They stared at each other, in a stalemate as long as Silac didn’t want to admit why he had invited Finn to his office. Silac’s smile grew sour, his anger showing in the small twitch of an eye, in the flare of his nostrils, but it wasn’t the first time Finn brought forth such a reaction from people trying to talk to him. He was well aware of the way others discussed politics. So much of it was discussed through implications, through words never said out loud, and Finn had no interest in participating in it.

“Maybe a visit is in order,” Silac said and got up in one swift motion. “To show you the renovations we underwent recently. Sadly, the space we have to keep prisoners is quite limited, but the expansion of the city would of course also involve a new guard station, someplace we could keep our prisoners longer instead of having to send them west. I think that would also greatly benefit the province as a whole.”


      [image: ]Captain Silac led Finn through every room of the guard station, introducing him to anyone they stumbled upon. Finn had developed a headache the moment they’d stepped out of the office and every further step had made it worse. Silac had not been able to bear the silence between them, telling Finn all about the renovations, his future plans for the city, and all that could be achieved with funds from the Royal Council. Finn had tried to explain that he had no influence over these things, that he had never met the people who allocated funds to the provinces, that the kingdom was busy with other projects in the North. There was, after all, the development of the train network to think about. Of course, the mention of the train only led Silac into another monologue about the benefits of building a train line from the capital to Hollowtooth to facilitate travel during the summer months for any visitors, especially from their neighbouring countries.

Finn eyed the door to the outside warily as they passed through the front room, weighing the benefits and downsides of simply running out. He knew that he didn’t have enough energy to get away from the guards, so he kept following Silac, politely nodding in greeting at the next people he was introduced to.

“And this way leads us to the most important part of the station,” Silac said, opening a door at the back of the room and beckoning Finn to enter. 

Finn stepped into the room. It was bigger than any other in the station but also much dimmer. It held no decorations and barely any furniture and the sun only filtered in through small windows high up on the outer walls. Four guards were stationed in the four corners of the room, following Silac and Finn with their eyes. The middle of the room held eight cells in two rows made of thick iron bars, each keeping a handful of prisoners.

“As you can tell,” Silac said, locking the door behind them, “we are in desperate need of a bigger facility.”

He waved for Finn to follow him, leading him along the passage around the cells. Finn barely dared to look at the people inside, even though he could feel their eyes on him. He wasn’t used to walking through such facilities, didn’t know how to behave in them. They only had a small holding cell in the archives. Any person caught stealing or damaging the documents was held at the archives for no more than a day before they were transferred either to the Plains’ guard station or directly to the military academy. 

“It would be a benefit to all if we could build a second facility outside of the city centre,” Silac continued, hands clasped behind his back as he looked at each prisoner. “Quite frankly, considering the size of Hollowtooth, a new facility should have been built years ago. I suppose that is one unfortunate oversight from my predecessors. You understand why I would appreciate any help from the province of the Royal Council.”

And then, Finn’s eyes fell on a person he recognised. Instantly it clicked why he had seen Rena. Rodrick looked back at him, his eyes growing wide with recognition. He opened his mouth to say something, but Finn quickly shook his head. There was a second person in the cell next to Rodrick, a dark-skinned woman with vitiligo and long braids, someone he had never seen before. By the way Rodrick and the woman stood close to each other, Finn supposed that they somehow knew each other. 

Silac’s chatter faded into the background, Finn’s thoughts racing with every possibility of what might have happened. Silac kept walking, not having noticed anything, and Finn had to keep following to not raise any suspicions. How had Rodrick ended up in a cell in Hollowtooth? It had barely been a day since they’d all parted ways, but their goal had been to investigate Oceansthrow and its surroundings. How had they ended up in Hollowtooth of all places? Did the Crow have a presence in the city that the others had tried to investigate? Finn hadn’t noticed anything that would point towards it. The only oddity he’d come across had been Silac and the strange green reflection in his eyes, and Finn wasn’t even sure it hadn’t simply been his exhausted mind making things up.

Silac kept talking and talking, repeating the same points with different words, hoping that some of them would entice Finn to help him, until he finally understood that Finn had no interest in doing so and the air between them soured. Silac brought them back up to his office and regarded Finn in silence, fingers tapping rhythmically on his desk. Finn met his gaze with unfocused eyes, his headache making his perception hazy. His breathing was laboured and he needed all his attention to keep his breakfast in his stomach.

“Liberic, you have a sister in the capital, if I’m not mistaken,” Silac finally said.

“I do, yes.” 

The bruise around his eye pulsed. Out of all the people Silac could have mentioned, this was the worst choice. Finn wasn’t of a mind to talk about his sister, not with someone like Silac.

“How often do you see her?”

“Not often.”

“And the rest of your family?” 

Finn stayed silent for a moment, partially to keep himself from vomiting and partially because he really didn’t like the direction this conversation had taken.

“I don’t see how that has anything to do with Hollowtooth.”

“You don’t,” Silac replied, more a statement than a question. “I think it is quite obvious. I help you, you help me. That’s how the world works. I could have asked you why you were stumbling through a forest alone so far away from your home, close to the place where a guard had recently been assaulted, but I didn’t. I could have reported it all to the administrator, asked if there was a reason for you to cross these lands on your own, but I didn’t. I sheltered and fed you, asking nothing in return except for you to hear me out.”

“And I thank you profusely for all those things,” Finn said automatically, knowing there was nothing he could say that would stop Silac.

“It isn’t easy to achieve one’s goals, no matter how convinced one is of their merits,” Silac continued, idly playing with the edge of a paper on his desk. “So much depends on the opinions of others, how they see you, how they see your family. It is all just luck. A fate predetermined by birth. I had no influence on my family’s downfall, just as you had no influence on your family’s rise.” 

He paused, looking out into nothingness past Finn’s shoulder. 

“I feel like we all used to have our own individual fate, before our kingdom changed so drastically, before the Royal Council became what it is today. People could still rise above what had come before them, could still determine their own lives through hard work and wit. So many people achieved greatness from nothing back then. Now it all depends on who you know, who you’ve had the luck to be introduced to at some dull feast, which lord or margrave or countess you happen to be related to who likes you well enough to still speak to you. No matter how great your idea is, you will get nowhere without shaking the right person’s hands.”

Finn kept his breathing slow and steady as his eyes drifted down to the papers lying across Silac’s desk. If he didn’t move, Silac would be too distracted to notice what he was trying to do. 

“We have lost our way, Liberic,” Silac continued, speaking more to the room than to Finn, “too concerned with the opinions of our neighbours. The Royal Council seems to think that we cannot be strong on our own, that our foundation is too weak to stand upon, but it seems to me that they know nothing of what made us who we are.”

Finn’s gaze glided over the documents as he tried to identify what each of them talked about. He blinked repeatedly, willing his eyes to focus again. His hope was that Silac hadn’t bothered putting away Rodrick’s arrest records — if he had ever written any. His headache didn’t make reading the documents easy, especially as they were upside down and covered with Silac’s overly intricate handwriting, but soon he noticed a document partially covered by another that looked like an arrest form. 

“They’re looking in the wrong places, I say. Imitating the Kano-Raeki Federation isn’t going to be what propels us into the future and kissing the Daishegian Empire’s ass will only lead to us losing our border territories again. We should have never given them half of the High-Foshe island! It used to be all ours, but no, the Council doesn’t care about what used to be.”

Every few seconds, Finn glanced up at Silac, but the captain was so enraptured by his own words that Finn could have melted off his chair and the other man wouldn’t have noticed. He strained his eyes to read the document sideways while forcing his head to stay straight. 

“There is so much we can learn from our own history, so much strength we can gain from it. Our nation turned its back on the old faith and, in my opinion, that was the worst mistake we ever made. So much pain, so much strife, so much agony has settled over our lands since we abandoned it.”

The form spoke of an arrest made outside of Halvint and how the subjects were to be transported to the military academy to be imprisoned. Finn frowned, unsure if he was reading it right. If the prisoners were to be transferred to the academy, Silac had used the wrong form. And anyway, that decision was not his to make. He scanned the table for correspondence between Silac and the academy that would confirm such a decision from the correct party but couldn’t find any. Then he noticed the date of the supposed transfer and winced before quickly looking up at Silac to make sure he hadn’t noticed, but Silac had started retelling a story about a god Finn couldn’t care less about.

Finn tuned the noise out and focused his attention on the document again. The transfer was supposedly planned for the next day, which was not only highly unorthodox but also impossible in the framework of their legal system. He tried to wrap his head around how Silac could have gotten the approval for the transfer in such a short timeframe, but the only valid reason would have been if Silac had caught a highly dangerous and high-profile individual, which Rodrick clearly was not. 

A strange feeling settled in Finn’s stomach as he started to think about why Silac would have chosen to forgo standard proceedings for Rodrick and the other woman’s arrest, and he very much didn’t like any of the possibilities.







OEBPS/images/f36b65d3-5d96-4fbf-add4-5a193c082c77.png
o






OEBPS/images/4946ea32-ba48-4804-b817-95af41e62db5.png
NORTHERN
JODAN






OEBPS/images/19ff3078-34ed-4ba2-be37-5c8069899833.png
ﬂ
(BIAZING
(BOND

Book two of ¢,

The Heart Pyre

kudrey Martin





OEBPS/images/6d9fcb35-0488-4f21-a041-8b0f70ef2e17.png





OEBPS/images/4f673995-33a8-4ebd-b3f9-90c3b103dcfd.png
L#,i

BOMEFmZQNOO








