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PROLOGUE
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			IN A FARAWAY time, in a great kingdom of magic, a baby was born to the last king and queen of Andar.

			Their ﬁrst child had been blessed with extraordinary magic; their second, with great wisdom and intellect. But the third child was sickly, hovering on the edge of death. His mother named him Briar Rose after the wildﬂowers that thrived in the forest hollows, which bloomed even in the darkest shadow.

			At this time, the royal court was guided by four women of incredible power known as the Four Great Witches. The ﬁrst was the Snake Witch, who tamed beasts and performed masterful transformations. Second, the Dream Witch, who walked effortlessly into sleeping minds. And third, the Rose Witch, a descendant of the ﬁrst Witch Queen, Aurora.

			The fourth Witch was ancient, said to be older than the kingdom itself. She carried a drop spindle of gleaming bone through which she worked a darker magic, manipulating the ﬂow of life with her golden threads. It was she who approached the queen in her hour of need, offering a bargain. She would save Briar Rose, for a price: the secret spells hidden by the ﬁrst Witch Queen, forbidden to all and safeguarded by the royal line for generations.

			Desperate, the queen agreed. The Spindle Witch spun her wicked golden threads and saved the child, but the magic exacted a heavy toll, trading the queen’s life for her son’s.

			The king, heartbroken by his wife’s death and furious at the Spindle Witch’s treachery, refused to honor the bargain. Swearing she would never have what she sought, he banished her from Andar and ordered every image of her stricken from the land.

			The Spindle Witch vowed revenge, for she had waited lifetimes to obtain the secret spells. The magic that had saved Briar Rose now bound him to her. Before the court and the Great Witches, she swore that by the prince’s sixteenth birthday, he would fall to darkness and belong to her forever. Once he was under her power, she would use him to ﬁnd the forbidden spells—and to destroy the kingdom she loathed so deeply.

			The Great Witches tried any and every means to break her hold on Briar Rose, but the dark magic was too powerful. Cursed and ill-fated, the prince was locked away in the castle, until at last, on his sixteenth birthday, he reached for a rose in his garden, only to prick his ﬁnger on the bone spindle hidden among the thorns. Before the Spindle Witch could claim him, the Dream Witch cast him into a deathless sleep, hiding him away in a white tower wreathed in protective roses.

			The Spindle Witch’s fury at being denied was great. Summoning all her power, she raised an army to crush the Witches of Andar—an army conjured of hatred and malice, great storms of crows and ﬁendish creatures of malformed bone animated by her golden threads. The people of the kingdom ﬂed as she advanced, leaving nothing but devastation in her wake.

			At last, only the castle remained, besieged by an impenetrable Forest of Thorns. The Spindle Witch was on the cusp of victory. But the Great Witches stood against her one last time, giving their lives with three ﬁnal acts. The Snake Witch became a great ivory serpent and wound through the Forest of Thorns to preserve a path to the castle. The Dream Witch spelled everyone inside to sleep, to protect them until they could be awakened alongside the prince. And the Rose Witch left behind all that she loved and ﬂed with the broken pieces of the bone spindle, taking refuge in the neighboring kingdom of Darfell to sow the seeds for Andar’s rebirth.

			Among the survivors, a legend was passed down, one generation to another: One day, a girl would be drawn to the spindle—a girl who could wake Briar Rose and, in doing so, set in motion the Spindle Witch’s ultimate demise.

			A drop of blood, a drop of hope. The sleep of death broken with a single kiss.
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			Fi

			FI PUSHED OPEN the door and stepped into the dingy tavern known as the Silver Baron. The bang of the door closing behind her raised a ﬂock of crows pecking the dry dust outside, and the shadows of their wings against the window drew the attention of the crowded room. Suspicious faces peered at her over pewter cups of dark wine and the scraps of ﬁnished meals. Fi pulled her hat down over her eyes. She made her way through the tables and took a seat at the counter, where she could watch everyone in the room without looking like she was watching them. She had business here today, the kind that might attract unwanted attention.

			“Lemon tea, if you have it,” she said, catching a barmaid by the elbow. The dark-haired woman sashayed away with a clipped milord.

			Fi was actually Lady Filore Nenroa, the title official since she’d turned seventeen a few months back, but that was probably not immediately obvious between her dusty brown jacket and her low-brimmed hat. It kept the sun off her face when she was traveling and also, apparently, was not terrible for keeping a low proﬁle. So far no one in Darfell had recognized Fi, but it was only a matter of time.

			She slid a creased map out of her pocket and onto the bar—then snatched it up again as the serving girl clanked down her cup so hard tea sloshed into the saucer. Carefully, she unfolded the map to reveal the torn scrap of parchment hidden inside—the real reason she had come to this tavern.

			The Silver Baron hadn’t changed much in the year Fi had been gone. The patrons seemed as disreputable as ever. A hard-faced woman played chicken with a quicksilver dagger, stabbing it into the scarred tabletop between her spread ﬁngers, and a raucous game of dice was punctuated by harsh barks of laughter and the clink of money changing hands. A sallow, balding man deep into his cups eyed her from the end of the bar. Toward the back were private enclaves hidden behind thick wine-red curtains, for small gatherings of nobles and those who didn’t want their faces known. No one stood out, but then, Fi didn’t know who she was looking for. She slid the scrap of parchment into the cup of her palm, frowning at the messy scrawl.

			Meet me at the Silver Baron at sundown. I have an offer you can’t refuse. No signature.

			The note had been slipped under her door at the Iron Lantern Inn, where she’d been staying the last two days. Her ﬁrst instinct—probably her best instinct—had been to pack up and leave town. But every time she reached for her travel bags, she found herself lifting the note instead, studying the puzzle it presented. Who knew she was back in Darfell? And what did they mean, an offer you can’t refuse?

			Fi drummed her ﬁngers against the counter, staring at the black ﬁngerless glove on her left hand. The crumpled map was scratched with harsh Xs, drawn in her own frustrated hand, as search after search failed to turn up what she was looking for. Following a mysterious note to a place like the Silver Baron was an act of desperation.

			She pulled off her hat and set it on the bar. Her skin was tan, her cheeks dusted with freckles from hours in the sun. She ran her hand through her dark brown hair, which was just long enough to trap in a small ponytail at the nape of her neck. She wasn’t keeping a low proﬁle because she was a fugitive, nor was she up to anything shady enough to take place in the back rooms of the Silver Baron. She was just avoiding her ex.

			He had been her ﬁrst horrible guess as to the author of the message, but cryptic notes weren’t his style. And she’d never known him to sign off without a telltale ﬂourish from his silver-tipped quill. That didn’t leave her with a lot of suspects.

			Fi lifted the cup of tea, tipping it to study the yellowish liquid before taking a sip. Only years of practice at being polite kept her from spitting it out. It was supposed to be lemon tea. It tasted more like an old lemon rind steeped in a bucket of rinse water.

			“Master,” Fi said, signaling the tall man with the neatly trimmed beard who was wiping glasses behind the bar. “This isn’t tea. I think you may have poured water in a dirty cup.”

			The man’s expression said that’s what she got for ordering tea in a place like the Silver Baron. “I can throw it out for you free of charge.”

			Fi snorted. She’d spent the last year in the coastal nation of Pisarre, where exotic teas and spices had come in from the ports every day. She let herself get lost in the memory of salt air and long afternoons in the giant library with a wall of windows that overlooked the sea, lush green lemon trees swaying in the breeze. Then she wiped the dirt from her brow and shook it away.

			This wasn’t Pisarre—this wasn’t even the same kingdom. This was the town of Raven’s Roost on the eastern edge of Darfell, nestled up in the Cragspires a stone’s throw from the fallen kingdom of Andar. She was going to have to get used to border living again: harsh terrain; roughing it; and other, less pleasant things.

			Her eyes slid to the posting board beside the bar. Among the Border Master’s bounties on wanted criminals and merchants’ calls for muscle for hire hung a scatter of notices and hand-drawn sketches of suspected Witches in the area. This time it wasn’t the tea that pinched her face. The Witch Hunters were getting bolder if they’d started to hang their notices out in the open, even in a place like the Silver Baron.

			The Witch Hunters were a vicious cult who believed all magic was corrupt and vowed to stop Andar from ever being restored—probably the only ones left, after a hundred years, who still believed the great kingdom of magic could be saved. They operated mostly in the scorched, lawless wastes of Andar, looting magic relics and chasing Witches out of the fallen kingdom. Raids over the border into Darfell used to be rare, but recently they’d started coming after Witches in the border towns, where the Guard was always stretched too thin. Fi’s eyes lingered on the rough sketch of a man with wispy hair and a large crystal earring.

			She ﬁsted her gloved hand under the counter. There wasn’t anything she could do. Witch Hunters were outlawed in Darfell, but they still operated in secret, vanishing into the hills whenever the Border Guard was dispatched. Worse, it seemed like the harder life got in Darfell, the more people were willing to look the other way. The cities on the border had once been the most prosperous in Darfell, bustling with merchants coming and going from Andar. But ever since the great kingdom of magic collapsed, the whole area had been in steady decline, leaving a lot of hard, hungry, desperate people.

			The door swung open with a bang, and a ﬁgure swaggered into the tavern. A short, stocky girl headed toward her, wearing a rust-red coat that fell to her knees over a gray tunic and a scuffed pair of dark pants. Her ash-brown hair was braided and wound into a knot, and a battle-ax was slung across her back, its dull head gleaming between her shoulder blades. But what really caught Fi’s attention were the heavy boots with thick soles and wedge heels. Those she would recognize anywhere. They were a custom design that gave a few extra inches of height to the young woman who went with them.

			Shane—the huntsman for hire.

			Fi set her teacup in its saucer and tucked the map back into her pocket as Shane elbowed her way through the tables instead of going politely around. She slung herself onto the high stool next to Fi. Her heavy canvas pack hit the ﬂoor with a thud.

			Fi waved the note. “You,” she said ﬂatly. “You sent me this?”

			“Yep.” Shane grinned. The girl hailed from the Steelwight Islands of the north, but she’d been in the borderlands long enough to dress like all the other rugged scouts and explorers—namely, in well-worn travel clothes with a thick layer of dirt, her fair skin sunburned in the cheeks. Her sea-gray eyes studied Fi. “You’re a hard one to track down.”

			“Clearly not hard enough,” Fi muttered, pushing her tea away. It certainly wasn’t ﬁt for drinking. “How’d you ﬁnd me?”

			“A mutual friend told me you were back in town,” Shane said, shrugging her eyebrows.

			Fi’s gaze darted to the wall of posters, seeking out the man with the crystal earring. Shane leaned forward over the bar, craning to see. Her face twisted into a scowl when she realized what Fi was looking at.

			“Oh, no they don’t!” Shane pushed up from her seat and stalked over to the Witch notices. 

			Conversation at a few of the tables trailed off. Shane crossed her arms, staring up at the wall before raising a hand and ripping down through the overlapping posters. She was short enough, even in the boots, that she had to jump to get the highest ones. She landed heavily and turned to glare at the room. Fi wasn’t sure whether Shane was so mad because the mutual friend they’d been discussing featured prominently on the board, or whether she just hated Witch Hunters in general. Shane was well-known for her aggressive brand of justice—the tavern was probably lucky she hadn’t buried her ax in the wall.

			Shane crumpled the last scrap of paper into a ball, spinning to face the bar master. “You,” she warned. “Don’t let those scum post their garbage here!”

			“It’s a public board,” the master said, not looking all that concerned—either by the notices themselves or the fact that they were now in shreds on the ﬂoor. Shane huffed.

			Satisfying as it might be to make a scene, the kind of patrons who frequented the Silver Baron weren’t likely to be shamed by one angry huntsman. Fi didn’t tell Shane that, though. She wasn’t in the mood for a ﬁght. They’d only worked together a couple of times before, and never closely, but she hadn’t forgotten the girl’s temper.

			Shane thumped into her seat backward so she was facing out toward the silenced room with her elbows crooked up on the bar, daring anyone to have something to say. Nobody met her eyes. “Cowards,” Shane hissed.

			Fi shook her head. “Isn’t this a little out of your way for a social call?”

			“Actually, I have a proposition for you,” Shane said.

			Fi rolled her eyes. A proposition for her and everyone else in the place, since every ear was turned toward them.

			“You sure you want to be propositioning so publicly?”

			Shane snorted out a laugh and threw up her shoulder in a shrug that said she didn’t particularly care. Then again, she wasn’t the one trying not to attract attention. Fi fought down a wave of irritation.

			“Master, we’ll take one of the back rooms.” She pulled two copper coins from the pouch at her waist and slid them across the bar.

			The man put down his cleaning rag to retrieve his money, then raked a disapproving gaze over Shane’s ax. “No weapons in the back.”

			“I don’t carry any.” Fi lifted the edges of her jacket and spun in a circle to show her belt. Aside from her money pouch, all she carried was a rope tied off with a blunt ring, fastened in a tight curl.

			“And I’m not disarming for this,” Shane added.

			The master was unmoved. “Ax stays out front, or you do.”

			“You’re not going to part me from my stuff!” Shane warned hotly, clearly winding up for precisely the kind of public display Fi was trying to avoid.

			“I’ll do it, then.” Fi ducked behind Shane, deftly sliding the ax from its straps. It was heavier than she’d expected, and the metal head lurched toward the ﬂoor before she heaved it onto the bar. Now that she was looking closer, she could see how ﬁne the weapon was, the wooden handle worn but polished, and the single curved blade inlaid with a design of interlacing knots. She kicked Shane’s overstuffed pack under a stool. “There, problem solved,” she said, pushing Shane toward the back.

			“I have everything in that pack memorized, down to the balls of lint!” Shane yelled over her shoulder. “And I’ll know if you’ve so much as polished the spots off that ax!”

			Fi shook her head, giving the girl an extra push into the curtains of one of the enclaves. “Stop making a scene.” With the way she acted, it was hard to believe Shane was a year older than Fi.

			The small enclave was thick with shadows, lit only by the ﬂicker of tall candles in cast-iron candlesticks. A round table and chairs hunched against the wall. The heavy velvet curtain mufﬂed the sound from the bar as it swirled closed behind them.

			“You know, that guy only took my ax,” Shane said, throwing herself into one of the high-backed chairs. “I could easily be killing you back here with a hidden dagger.”

			“But it would be much harder to destroy the furniture while you did it,” Fi pointed out, sitting carefully on the edge of her seat, “which I think was his bigger concern.”

			Shane chuckled, tipping back in her chair. “I forgot how sharp you can be.”

			“Feel free to leave anytime,” Fi offered blandly.

			“I meant it as a compliment!” Shane protested. “And anyway, we’d both regret that. Didn’t you read my note? I have an opportunity you can’t refuse.” Fi threw her a look, but Shane leaned over the table, suddenly serious. “I found something when I was exploring a ruin down by Haverfall. It’s a map—one you’re going to want a look at.”

			Fi clicked her tongue, refusing to be baited. “There are a lot of maps ﬂoating around, most of them for ruins long discovered. What’s so special about this one?”

			Shane grinned like a ﬁend. “It’s in the Witches’ Jewelry Box,” she said, pulling a piece of paper out of her tunic and laying it down with a ﬂourish.

			The map looked ancient. Through the splotches and creases, Fi recognized the range of high mountains that reared up just beyond Raven’s Roost. Within them lay a deep valley riddled with alpine lakes and high waterfalls, all clustered around the river that cut the gorge like a vein.

			Up until a hundred years ago, the area had been part of Andar. Treasure hunters called it the Witches’ Jewelry Box because, for a thousand years before the fall, Witches had congregated there, building secret manors and hideaways, strongholds and stargazing towers tucked into switchbacks or teetering on cliffs—now a string of lost ruins studding the river canyon like jewels on a chain. They’d been abandoned when Andar fell and the Witches ﬂed. Technically it was within Darfell’s border these days. The whole valley was a crisscross of traps and counter traps, with entire buildings designed to safeguard relics and treasures of long-dead Orders of Magic.

			Fi’s eyes scoured the map. She frowned, peering closer. “I think someone played you for a fool. There’s nothing here.” Besides the geographical features, there were no marks at all—there weren’t even any roads.

			“Watch.”

			Shane held the map up to the candle, so close Fi worried there wouldn’t be a map in a second. Then she saw it. Something was starting to appear—dark lines of ink revealed by the heat, bleeding across the parchment like water soaking into the page. Invisible ink. When the lines stopped spreading, the river in the center of the Witches’ Jewelry Box was overlaid with thick curls of vines, each one hung with blossoming ochre roses.

			Fi pressed her ﬁnger to the page, tracing the complex whorls and loops in astonishment. “These aren’t just vines. They’re words in one of the magic languages.” There had been countless Orders of Magic throughout Andar’s long history. Many of them crafted their own languages to keep their spells secret. “It’s the Order of the Divine Rose.”

			“I ﬁgured that much,” Shane said. “The roses were a dead giveaway.”

			Was it possible? The Order of the Divine Rose was the oldest and most powerful of all of them, and every Witch in the royal line had been a member. Shane was right. This wasn’t just any treasure map.

			“Now you can see why I brought this to you. What’s it say?” Shane asked.

			Fi leaned close, breathing in the scent of old paper as she studied the intricate letters. “It says, among the roses.”

			“Well, that’s not much of a hint,” Shane grumbled. “There are a dozen roses on that vine. You mean the map could be pointing to any one of them?”

			“No. It’s none of them.” Fi couldn’t keep her excitement out of her voice anymore. “At the top of the vines—see how there’s one rosebud that hasn’t blossomed yet?” She pointed to a spot northwest of the gorge, perched on the edge of a cliff. “Sometimes the Witches of the Divine Rose used a rosebud to indicate something hidden in their scrolls—things too important to write down, in case they fell into the wrong hands.”

			Shane squinted at the paper. “But that cliff’s less than a day’s hike from here—it’s not even in the canyon! How has nobody found it after all this time?”

			Fi shook her head. “I guess I’ll ﬁnd out when I get there.” A curl of anticipation teased her stomach, but she tried not to seem too eager. “How much are you selling the map for?” she asked, thinking about her slightly thin purse.

			“Selling?” Shane snorted. “I’m not selling it. I’m looking for a partner. You used to be a treasure hunter—used to be pretty good at it, too. I can’t imagine all your skills have dulled during your grand travels.”

			“None of my skills have dulled,” Fi snapped back.

			“Great.” Shane smacked the table. “Then you’re hired. Standard agreement: All treasure goes to me, all books and boring historical stuff to you, and nobody touches any magic relics.”

			That breakdown worked ﬁne for Fi, unless they found only treasure—though she supposed it would be equally unfortunate for Shane if they found only books.

			“Wait,” Fi protested. “I haven’t agreed yet.”

			“You will,” Shane said, smug. “Your eyes haven’t left this map since I pulled it out.”

			Fi felt her cheeks getting hot. She prided herself on having a good poker face, but Shane had seen right through her. Way to keep your cards close to the vest, she thought, annoyed.

			“Fine.” Fi reached her hand out over the table. “We do this one job, then go our separate ways.”

			“One job,” Shane agreed, seizing her hand. It was a rough handshake, like everything else about Shane.

			“Meet me at the crossroads past the old watchtower two hours before dawn,” Fi said, already calculating what she’d want to bring on an expedition like this.

			Shane gave a pained groan. “Two hours before dawn? No wonder you can’t keep a partner.”

			Fi’s chest gave an unpleasant squeeze. It was only a gibe, like the other insults they’d been trading, but it hit a little too close to home. She’d only ever had one partner, after all, and now—well, now she didn’t.

			Something must have shown on her face, because Shane was suddenly backpedaling.

			“Sorry. Forget it, I’m just hungry. Oh, and in case you were wondering about that note—I’m actually in the room next to yours at the Iron Lantern. That’s how I found you so easily.” Shane snatched the priceless map, bunching it up and shoving it back into her shirt. “I’m going to go scare up some grub.” She nearly got into a ﬁght with the curtain as she made a hasty exit.

			“I’d recommend a different tavern,” Fi called. The aftertaste of the sour tea still curdled on her tongue. She wouldn’t risk a meal here.

			The curtain whispered closed, leaving Fi alone with her thoughts. She was about to have another partner, even though she’d sworn never to go down that road again. At least Shane was nothing like her former partner—now her ex in every sense of the word.

			Slowly, Fi worked the ﬁngerless glove off and set it aside. She held up her hand beside the guttering candle, looking for the thousandth time at the butterﬂy mark burned into her palm—a stylized swallowtail, dark as ink, with long tails that trailed over her wrist before curling in toward the sharp, angular wings. It was a curse mark, and it had been her old partner’s parting gift to her a year ago, before she ﬂed Darfell.

			Fi curled her ﬁngers into a ﬁst. She had come back for one reason: to ﬁnd a way to break the Butterﬂy Curse. She’d searched so many ruins, buried herself in old libraries of forgotten books, and none of them had held the answer she was seeking. Shane’s map could be just another dead end. But the Witches of the Divine Rose had been masters of warding and protection magic. Maybe they’d left something behind, something that could help her. Maybe this was ﬁnally her chance to wipe the slate clean and get rid of the ugly mark.

			She wasn’t the same person she had been a year ago, and she wasn’t going to make the same mistakes.

			No more partners. It was safer that way—especially for the heart.
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			Shane

			SHANE SURGED UP in bed, all her senses on high alert. She blinked away the haze of sleep. She was in her small room at the Iron Lantern. From the darkness that pressed in at the window, it was either really late or really, really early.

			A noise had jerked her awake. She couldn’t place it, but it set her teeth on edge. Shane listened hard. The kinds of places she usually stayed, she could hear every rat and cockroach scuttling through the rafters, but the Iron Lantern was more upscale, with stone walls and thick oak doors. The silence prickled in her ears. Then she heard it—the creak of a foot on a loose board, like someone sneaking around deep in the building. It could be nothing, but . . . Shane swore, kicking her blankets away.

			She crammed her feet into socks and boots and hurried to the door, cursing when her own pack nearly took her out. Her shin throbbed from a rude collision with her ax’s wooden handle. Limping, she snagged the weapon and plunged into the corridor.

			The windowless hall was pitch-black. Shane hugged the wall, the metal ax head cold against her thigh. Fi’s door was shut tight. Shane considered shaking her awake, but if it turned out she was stalking some terriﬁed raccoon through the halls, her new partner didn’t need to know about it.

			The Iron Lantern was a sprawling inn right at the edge of Raven’s Roost. It took its name from two giant lanterns that stood to either side of the main doors and burned all through the night. She was close enough now to see the sputtering red light pouring through the front windows.

			Another footstep. The crackle of broken glass. Shane hefted her ax. Whoever or whatever was awake, it was in the foyer.

			A shadow detached from the wall ahead, darting forward to crouch in the doorway to the foyer. Shane stiffened. Then the ﬁgure tipped her head, and Shane caught a glimpse of her new partner silhouetted in the dim glow. Fi’s brown hair feathered over her shoulders, and her white nightgown was sleep-rumpled.

			So Fi had beaten her there. At least Shane had thought to come armed.

			She inched up until she could lay a hand on Fi’s elbow. The girl nearly jumped out of her skin. Her wild eyes darted to Shane. Fi sagged in relief, then lifted a ﬁnger to her lips, scowling—as if Shane was going to do all that work sneaking down the hall and then blow it by braying out a fancy meeting you here. She ducked low and took up position beside Fi, peering around the doorframe.

			The lantern light gave the room an eerie glow. Amid the shadows stood a ﬁgure dressed all in black, his cloak thrown over his shoulder. A shorter, balding man lurked at his elbow, wringing his hands. Glass glittered on the ﬂoor. They had broken one of the windowpanes to reach the lock. That was the sound that had startled Shane awake. She strained to make out their harsh whispering.

			“You’re sure she’s here? The girl with the ax?”

			Shane’s guts lurched.

			The shorter man nodded, the light sickly on his sallow skin. “Shane. I don’t know who the other one was, the girl in the hat, but I heard them talking about some big score.”

			Now Shane recognized the snitch. He had been in the tavern, hunched over the bar when she tore the Witch notices from the wall. Fi scowled, and though she didn’t say a word, Shane could just feel her partner chewing her out for propositioning so publicly.

			“Find them.” The cloaked man turned, and Shane caught a ﬂash of grim eyes above a sharp, beaky nose, an amulet of yellow topaz glinting at his pale neck. Her blood ran cold as her gaze cut down to the saw-toothed longsword tucked into his belt, the iron cut with nasty-looking spines. Shane cursed. Only one type of lowlife carried a blade like that.

			Witch Hunter, she mouthed to Fi.

			Fi went still. For the ﬁrst time, she looked worried. Shane didn’t blame her. She hadn’t cared much about Witch Hunters one way or the other when she’d ﬁrst found herself kicking around Darfell. Now, three years later, just the thought of them turned her stomach.

			There was an unspoken code among treasure hunters: Whoever made it through a ruin ﬁrst got to claim the prize. But the Witch Hunters had other ideas. Roaming the borderlands in mangy packs, they swore a claim on all magic relics and other treasures in the Witches’ Jewelry Box, and they weren’t above taking them by force. In their ﬂapping black cloaks, they reminded Shane of vultures, stripping the old ruins down to the bones, looting what they wanted and often burning the rest.

			She didn’t know what they used the relics for, whether they sold them, or destroyed them, or locked them away somewhere for safekeeping. But she knew why they carried those ugly swords. To make people too afraid to get in their way.

			Shane was wide awake now, her blood thrumming as every muscle geared up for a ﬁght. “What do we do?” Fi whispered, so close Shane felt the words on the back of her neck.

			Her hand tightened around the ax. The snitch had found the inn’s ledger, where the guests and their room numbers were recorded, his ﬁngers sliding greedily down the columns. In a second, he would have them.

			She grabbed Fi’s shoulder, pulling her from the doorway. “Get our packs. Then go out the back window and wait for me there.”

			“Why?” Fi asked. Her eyes darted to the foyer. “What are you going to do?”

			“Slow them down.”

			Fi looked like she wanted to argue. She bit her tongue at the expression on Shane’s face. “Don’t get yourself killed,” she murmured as she slipped away, silent on her bare feet.

			Shane gave her partner a ten-second head start. Then she drew herself up from the shadows and stepped into the doorway. The blade of her ax shone molten red in the guttering light.

			“Looking for me?”

			The intruders whirled.

			“That’s her! The huntsman,” the snitch from the tavern hissed. He backed toward the door, his eyes locked on her ax.

			Shane had a better view of the Witch Hunter from here. Brutal and broad-shouldered, he was at least a foot taller than she was, his heavy boots jangling as he stalked toward her. He drew his sword, beating the ﬂat against his palm.

			“I heard you found something valuable in a Witch ruin, little girl. Hand it over.”

			“Or what?” Shane chambered her ax on her shoulder, staring him down.

			The Witch Hunter’s face twisted into a sneer. His eyes slid to her weapon. “Can you even use that?”

			Shane smirked. She could feel him sizing her up, underestimating her. Everyone always did—ever since she’d ﬁrst wrapped her ﬁngers around this ax handle, when she was too small to lift it. She never got tired of proving them wrong.

			“I can use it,” she said. “But for someone like you, I won’t even bother.”

			Inside a breath, she spun and slammed her foot into the innkeeper’s stool, sending it ﬂying into the Witch Hunter’s legs. He hit the ﬂoor in a heap. Before he could scramble for his sword, Shane seized the tall candelabra and threw it down onto him, the heavy brass clanging on the stone. Then she sprinted down the hall, her ax swinging and her face split with a ﬁerce grin.

			She could hear cursing and spitting, the Witch Hunter struggling to his feet. She threw herself into her room and slammed the door, twisting the lock.

			Heavy footsteps pounded after her. The Witch Hunter had given up on stealth. Just as she wrenched open the window, a body crashed into the door from the other side, determined to break it down. She leapt out into the dark and landed with a crunch in the overgrown weeds.

			Fi was crouched low with the packs. Shane almost laughed at the sight of her new partner, still in her nightgown but with her worn traveling hat jammed resolutely onto her head.

			Fi’s eyes ﬂashed over her. “Shane, are you—”

			“Go, go!” she whispered, pushing Fi ahead of her through the bushes.

			The last thing she heard was the door splintering open into the empty room as they raced into the night.

			“DO YOU THINK we lost them?”

			Shane leaned against the trunk of a knotty pine, watching the ﬁrst shafts of sunlight pierce the forest gloom. She crunched into an apple scavenged from her pack. Between their surprise guests and running for their lives, there hadn’t been time for breakfast.

			“Seems like it,” Shane said. “But I wouldn’t let my guard down.”

			After their close call at the inn, they hadn’t stopped running until they were well into the foothills, both of them panting and out of breath. Shane hadn’t seen any sign of their pursuers, but Witch Hunters never traveled alone. They were like cockroaches—if you saw one, you knew there were more scuttling around just out of sight.

			Shane glanced at the thicket where Fi had disappeared. “They might catch up if you take any longer changing, though.”

			“Trust me, I’ll be much faster without my nightgown snagging on every thistle from here to the Witches’ Jewelry Box.”

			Shane chuckled. “You know, if you slept in your clothes, you’d never have this problem.”

			“Spoken like someone with a lot of experience bailing out the window in the middle of the night,” Fi said. “Something I don’t plan to make a habit of.”

			Shane couldn’t deny that.

			Fi reappeared fully dressed, with a blue shirt under her brown jacket and her hair caught in a ponytail. Shane gave her partner an appraising look. Fi was attractive enough, she supposed, with sharp hazel eyes ﬂecked with green and warm tan skin, but she wasn’t Shane’s type. Shane went for girls, but not bookish know-it-alls—especially if they were taller than her.

			Fi had a reputation among treasure hunters as one of the best, mostly because she’d studied everything ever written about the fallen kingdom of Andar. But she also had some famous ex she was supposedly locked in eternal war with. Rumor had it they’d ﬂamed out so badly Fi quit treasure hunting entirely and left the country, and Shane knew better than to get in the middle of something like that.

			As Fi shouldered her pack, Shane pulled out the map. She scowled at the crumpled parchment, irritatingly empty of rose vines. “You hold this. I’ll get out the torch so we can see where we’re going. Trust a Witch to make this as compli-cated as possible . . .”

			“No need,” Fi said, digging a piece of parchment from her pocket. When she opened it, Shane could see Fi had sketched a rough version of the curling vines onto her own map and drawn a circle where the rosebud had been.

			“You copied my map!” Shane accused, impressed in spite of herself. Fi had only looked at the original for a minute or two at most.

			“I have a good memory,” Fi offered with a shrug.

			“Good enough to steal a score right out from under me,” Shane grumbled.

			Fi ignored her. She bent over the map and pulled out a compass, turning it a few times until she was satisﬁed. “This way,” she said, taking off without waiting for Shane.

			Though the ruin had seemed close, the hike still took most of the day. The low foothills gave way to high mountains as Shane followed her partner along narrow switchbacks cut right into the rock. The summer slopes rustled with cedar and silver-green sage. From what Shane had seen, the kingdom of Darfell was almost all mountains—it seemed like she was always trudging up a hill or tumbling down one. The hot sun glared out of a clear sky, and she could practically feel her fair skin burning.

			At times like this, Shane missed the foggy Steelwight Islands, rippling with waterfalls and emerald forests and storms lashing rocky coasts. Her native kingdom was a chain of islands in a misty archipelago, each home to one of the eight clans and ruled by a War King. It would be the rainy season now, the whole island of Rockrimmon glittering with silver droplets clinging to the leaves. She imagined her grandmother sitting on the ring of mossy rocks beside the meadow marsh, singing “O Wispy Waters” in her raspy voice, a folk-tale about the spirit of a drowned girl who became the guard-ian of the willow grove.

			It had been Shane’s and her brother’s favorite. When they were young, they would link hands and dare each other to look into the glassy water, hoping to see the ghost. All they ever saw were their own reﬂections staring back: nearly identical twins, distinguishable only by Shane’s long, unbrushed hair.

			My little wildling warrior. That’s what her grandmother had called her. So eager to take on the world, she beat her twin brother out by three and a half minutes.

			But along with those memories came all the things she’d rather forget. The bitter ﬁghts. The broken promises. The years of watching her twin’s face grow distant and cold, her position as ﬁrstborn driving a wedge between them. All the reasons she’d left Steelwight and her family forever.

			Shane wasn’t just some warrior from the north, as she let people believe. She was the daughter of a War King, the lord of Rockrimmon, and the heir to his throne. Her birthright by three and a half minutes—one she had never wanted.

			“I think we can take a shortcut through here.”

			Fi’s voice broke into Shane’s reverie. She shoved the old thoughts away, following her partner into a wall of spiny juniper.

			Shane liked the idea of the shortcut in theory. In practice, it meant scrambling through a tunnel of brambles that grabbed her like they had been lying in wait. By the time she tumbled out the other side, she’d made the acquaintance of everything that crawled or slithered in the whole kingdom.

			When she got to her feet, she found Fi staring at a craggy rock wall. The cliff towered over them, the shadows of the pine forest thick and deep. It looked alarmingly like a dead end.

			“This is it?” Shane asked.

			“This is the spot on the map,” Fi hedged.

			Shane glanced around. “I don’t see any roses.” Actually, she didn’t see anything. No crumbled fortress. No mysterious statues. These old maps weren’t always reliable, but if someone had gone to this much trouble to hide the royal Witches’ favorite picnic spot, Shane was going to be peeved.

			“Among the roses,” Fi murmured absently. She jerked her head up. “Roses grow in the sun. We have to get higher.”

			“That I can do.” Shane walked along the foot of the cliff, studying the outcroppings and ﬁssures for the best handholds. She squinted at a strange mark. “Hey! Look at this.” She scrubbed away a crust of yellow lichen to reveal the whorl of a rose carved into the rock—and another, and another, a chain of roses pointing a path to the clifftop.

			Excitement churned in Shane’s gut as they scrambled up the slope. Finally, she was starting to feel it—the rush of taking on a ruin, each one dangerous and unpredictable. It was why she’d become a treasure hunter in the ﬁrst place. She liked the payout—as someone who’d come to Darfell with nothing, she knew the value of having a big pile of money when you needed it. But she lived for the challenge, never knowing what to expect and trusting her skills to get her through one more time.

			She reached the top ﬁrst and turned back to watch her partner. Fi missed a step and her foot shot out from under her, but Shane caught her before she could slip, pulling her easily over the ledge.

			Fi gave her a sideways glance. “You’re stronger than you look,” she said grudgingly, probably the closest to a compliment she could manage.

			Shane tossed her head. “Looks like we made it.”

			Ahead of them was a tall manor, built right into the high cliff overlooking a glistening lake. The stone walls were so overgrown with ivy and wild roses that Shane could easily have walked right by it. From a distance, it would have been indistinguishable from the crags in the rock. That was the kind of thing a Witch would come up with. They were a secretive bunch in general—really, it was no surprise Fi got on so well with them. Shane thought she could make out the skeleton of a tower that had once risen above the hulking ruin, but it had long since collapsed into the body of the house. It looked like a good stiff breeze might knock the whole manor off the cliff.

			Fi was making for the entrance, and Shane hurried to catch up. She helped her partner brush away the roses and ivy to reveal a wooden door. It was badly warped and blackened with decay, sitting at odd angles in the frame. A dusty half-moon window glinted above it.

			Fi bent over her notebook, a stick of charcoal clutched in one hand as she copied down a line of intricate markings cut into the door. They looked a lot like the ones on the map. Squinting over her shoulder, Shane saw the notebook was full of similar notations, clusters of old symbols scrawled all the way to the margins. “More Divine Rose squiggles, huh? What’s this one say?”

			Fi was entranced, running her ﬁnger over the grooves in the wood. “Give me a minute—”

			“Or we could just try the door,” Shane suggested, grabbing the ornate metal handle and pushing. To her surprise, the door yawned inward, creaking on rusty hinges.

			Fi squawked indignantly. She stood up fast, brushing her-self off. “It said a drop of blood, a drop of hope,” she snapped, shoving her notebook into her pack.

			“And now, even better, it’s open.” That was a pretty ominous thing to be written on a Witch’s door, but far from the worst Shane had seen.

			Fi gave her one last look. “Ready?”

			“Born ready,” Shane replied. Then they ducked through the doorway and disappeared into the narrow space beyond.

			They’d gone only a few steps when Fi stopped dead. Shane forgot her grumble about rude partners blocking the way as the details of the house surged out of the gloom.

			The sunlight spilled in through the wrecked door behind them, throwing their shadows across the stone ﬂoor of a dingy entrance hall. A crystal chandelier spun slowly on a rusty chain. On a second look, Shane realized the crystals were carved into intricate roses and the metal ring was shaped like a snarl of thorns. It might have been beautiful if it hadn’t been shrouded in a thick layer of cobwebs pocked with dead ﬂies.

			“Real homey place,” Shane muttered.

			Fi stepped over hunks of rotted wood scattered across the ﬂoor like bones. She parted the curtain of spiderwebs stretched across the mouth of the hallway and then stopped to brush a hairy spider off her shoulder. Shane’s guts clenched, and she had to remind herself that using her ax on spiders would be overkill—that’s what boot heels were for. Still, she was happy to let Fi take the lead.

			“So, any idea what we’re dealing with here?” Shane asked.

			“I’m not sure.” Fi ran her hand along a rose design scratched deep into the wall. “This manor is centuries old, but there are signs someone’s been here more recently.”

			Shane went quiet, instantly on alert. Recent meant there could be danger lurking in the shadows. Could the Witch Hunters have found this place without the map? Or worse, beaten them here? She squinted down the murky hallway, shoulders tensed. The stone walls were slanted with the weight of the house, and she could smell something dank rising up from between the stones, probably mold festering in the cracks.

			“How recent are we talking?” she asked in a low whisper.

			Fi dusted her hands off on her pants. “The writing on the door is deﬁnitely less than a hundred years old,” she said, sounding almost excited. “Which means someone was here after the fall of Andar.”

			“Oh yeah, that’s what I call recent,” Shane muttered sarcastically. Nobody bothered lying in wait for close to a century. She resisted the urge to put her boot heel in the back of Fi’s head.

			It’s only one job, Shane reminded herself. Then they would go their separate ways, only much richer. She imagined herself spinning a jewel-studded crown around one ﬁnger, hip-deep in a pile of gold.

			A door set into the wall seemed to be the only way forward. Shane frowned. She hated being led through these ruins like a rat in a maze. As if taunting her, a wicked-looking spider slid along a thread, its jointed legs skittering before it vanished under the door.

			Fi dug out her bandana and knocked the webs off the knob. She pushed the door open, leading the way cautiously into the room beyond. This one was narrower, the walls tapering toward the ceiling so the whole room felt like it might collapse on them. It was also strangely dim. Six small half-moon windows were set deep into one wall, keeping the room in a perpetual twilight.

			If you were going to bother to put in windows, Shane wondered, why not make them big enough to light the place? The door clicked shut, making her shoulders jump up to her ears.

			The room contained only one thing: a small stone table, which held four statues, each about as long as Shane’s arm. An off-kilter door was tucked into the far wall.

			“I’ll check the door,” Fi said.

			“Great. I’ve got the creepy statues, then,” Shane muttered, shufﬂing over to the table. Up close, she could see that the statues depicted four identical ﬁgures in long robes and ﬂowing cloaks, hoods pulled close to their faces and obscuring their features. Each ﬁgure had its stone hands outstretched, offering a gleaming key.

			“The door’s locked,” Fi confirmed, twisting the handle.

			“Well, not for long. One of these has to be the key.” Shane frowned at the statues. If one of them was right, odds were the others were very, very wrong—she didn’t want to ﬁnd out what nasty traps the Divine Rose might have left behind. Shane ran a ﬁnger over one of the stone hands, brushing off a grimy layer of dust to get a better look at the ﬁrst key.

			The instant her ﬁnger touched the cool metal, the key popped out of the divot in the statue’s hand and clanged against the table. The noise was instantly lost in a much louder sound—the deafening groan of ancient mechanisms screaming to life behind the walls. Shane grabbed the table as the room shook. Iron bars rushed down from the ceiling with the screech of metal on stone.

			Fi had been braced against one wall, inspecting the door. She barely threw herself out of the way before the bars slammed into the ﬂoor, right where she’d been standing. Chips of stone ﬂew up at the impact.

			All the walls were now blocked off—everything except the locked door.

			“Fi!” Shane called, worried in spite of herself. The other girl was getting to her feet, breathing hard. She threw Shane a withering look.

			“Watch what you’re doing!” Fi snapped.

			Shane laughed nervously. “I guess that was the wrong key.”

			“Is that a joke?” Fi bent to snatch the runaway key that had fallen to the ﬂoor. She shook it at Shane. “Why would you yank one of the keys out?”

			Now, that was just unfair. “I did not yank one of the keys out. I barely touched it.”

			“Maybe don’t touch anything at all, then,” Fi advised, snippy. Shane was not sure she deserved that—she had a reputation for being a hothead, not a bonehead.

			“Not a problem,” Shane said. “By all means—show me how to choose between four identical statues.”

			Her sarcasm was lost on Fi, who now had eyes only for the ornate bronze key. She twirled it in her ﬁngers and then turned to the table, clearly fascinated by the puzzle of the room. Shane had no idea what Fi was looking for as she examined the statues from different angles, peering into their hoods and even pulling out her spiderwebby bandana to polish the stone table. Or maybe this is some bizarre form of revenge, she thought, when Fi made Shane boost her up for a closer look at the small half-moon windows, her boot heel digging relentlessly into Shane’s spine.

			At last, Fi stood in the middle of the room, eyes closed and her ﬁngers tugging absently on one earlobe. It was a classic I’m-thinking look. Shane had been hoping for more of an I-got-it look.

			Shane tapped her foot. “Let’s just guess,” she suggested. “There’s a one-in-three chance of getting it right now. I’ve always been pretty lucky.”

			Fi huffed. “I will not be trusting my life to your luck.” Shane wanted to accuse her of exaggerating, but she probably wasn’t. There were a lot of ways for traps to kill you in places like this. Now that they were locked in, the room could be ﬂooded with sand or water, or sliding ﬂoor tiles could dump them into a pit of spikes, or worse. Then again, Shane could also die of boredom waiting for Fi to make a decision.

			“Well?” she pressed.

			“Shh! I’m thinking,” Fi said, eyes squeezed tight. “Andar was known for its powerful Witches. Those have to be the ﬁgures in the statues. Four statues, four Witches—”

			“Skip the history lesson,” Shane said. “Left, right, or center?”

			“The statues have to represent the Great Witches who served the last royal family of Andar,” Fi rushed out, clearly aware that Shane’s patience was growing thin. “They erected statues of the Witches in the courtyard of the castle,  giant statues that looked down on the main square . . . and the people looked up at them!” Her voice shot up at the end—the classic aha signal Shane had been waiting for. “Shane, pull out a torch,” Fi said excitedly, digging into her pocket.

			“Bossy,” Shane grumbled, but she was grinning all the same. There was no point in partnering with someone like Fi if you weren’t going to listen to her.

			By the time she found a torch in her overstuffed pack, Fi already had her ﬂint and tinder ready. Shane pulled back the heavy canvas wrapped around the torch to reveal a blunt metal stave, one end bound with tar and oil-soaked cloths so it would catch quickly. Her eyes watered at the pungent smell. Fi struck the ﬂint with practiced ease and the torch ﬂared to life.

			“What do you want me to do with this?” Before Shane had even ﬁnished the question, Fi snatched the torch, turning back to the statues. Too curious to be offended, Shane crowded behind Fi as she thrust the torch at the ﬁrst statue, the one missing its key. A face ﬂared out of the dark beneath the cowl.

			Shane hissed a breath in through her teeth. The statue’s grotesque features were twisted in a cruel scowl, and the hard stone eyes seemed to look right at her. Instinctively, she pinched the nerve between her thumb and foreﬁnger. It was a trick her grandmother had taught her in case she ever met one of the wandering mist spirits out of Steelwight legends, which were said to weave illusions to lure lost travelers toward the rocky cliffs. Shane was pretty sure mist spirits didn’t exist, but she’d picked up the habit anyway. Pain grounded you like nothing else.

			Fi looked pointedly at her. “It’s not magic,” she said. “It’s a trick of the design. The features can only be seen when lit from below.” She slid the torch under the second cloaked ﬁgure. Another hideous face leapt out in the ﬁrelight, wicked teeth bared. “These ﬁgures are meant to mimic the great statues in the courtyard of Andar’s castle. They can only really be seen from below.”

			“I hate traps that are all about knowing your history,” Shane mumbled, unsettled by the stone eyes that still seemed to be following her.

			Fi shook her head. “Hardly. Everything about this room is a clue.”

			“Now, I know that’s an exaggeration,” Shane said, looking around at lots and lots of nothing.

			Fi gave an exasperated sigh. “The windows are set high and deep so the room is dim enough to disguise the trick sculpture, but not so dark we’d naturally think to light a torch. And when you set off the ﬁrst trap, even though everything else in the room shook, the statues remained perfectly still. They’re afﬁxed so we can’t lift them up.” Fi shrugged. “And then there was the table.”

			Shane could hardly believe what she was hearing. “The table?” she repeated as Fi slid the torch under the third statue.

			“Yes,” Fi muttered, not paying attention anymore. This time the light revealed a woman’s face, smooth and serene, her eyelashes lowered as she stared at the key in her outstretched palms. “It’s made of a reﬂective stone to bounce the light up into the statues’ faces.”

			Shane whistled, impressed. She’d had a lot of ﬂeeting partnerships over the years, but this was the ﬁrst time she really felt matched.

			“I know. The detail in these old traps is amazing,” Fi said, completely misunderstanding what had impressed her.

			Shane shook her head. “So can I touch the key now?”

			Fi blinked, like she had totally forgotten what they were doing and why. She passed the torch under the ﬁnal statue just to be sure, revealing the curl of a demonic smirk.

			“I think we have a winner,” she agreed, nodding Shane toward the third statue.

			Fi’s reasoning was sound—ﬂawless, in Shane’s opinion. Still she held her breath as she took the key from the hand of the third statue. The metal teeth came free at the slightest touch, but this time, there was no crash of gears from another trap springing. Shane sighed in relief. Maybe they were through the worst of it.

			She had to wiggle the key into the rusted lock, but once she had it in, it turned easily in its grooves. When she heard the tumblers click, Shane gave the handle a tentative push—but the door was warped by time and damp, and the corners stuck in the frame. Shane shoved again. No luck.

			“Give me a hand here?” she called over her shoulder.

			Fi moved in beside Shane, both of them leaning hard against the door.

			With a loud crack, the door sagged inward, and suddenly they were both stumbling into the next room. The treacherous door swung shut behind Shane, plunging them into darkness. The torch sailed out of Fi’s hand and spun across the ﬂoor. Through the wild shadows, Shane saw a gleam of wire stretched taut across the room—just in time to watch it snap against Fi’s ankle as they went down in a pile of ﬂailing limbs.

			A trip wire, Shane realized. And her partner had set it off.
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			Fi

			FI GASPED AS she landed hard on the stone ﬂoor. She had to ﬁght to get her bearings. The darkness and the smell of mold and rot made her light-headed.

			“Trip wire! Trip wire!” Shane hollered right in her ear, having crushed Fi when they went down. She could already feel bruises forming in ﬁve or six places.

			Trip wire? Fi wiggled out of her cumbersome pack, sweeping her hand frantically across the ﬂoor. She couldn’t see anything in the torch’s red glow.

			In the chaotic moment after the door ﬂew open, Fi got one glimpse of the room: wooden chairs with chewed-up legs, a cluster of rotting baskets, a collapsed loom, and a spinning wheel set against the wall. A sewing room? It seemed like if someone was going to set a trap here, it would be in the doorway.

			“I can’t find a trip wire,” Fi said.

			“You set it off already!” Shane barked, ditching her pack, too.

			Fi blinked. “Then why didn’t you say that? Yelling trip wire is just confusing.”

			“You want to argue about this now?” Shane demanded.

			Fi struggled to her feet. Now that she was listening for it, she could hear a strange clicking sound, followed by a hiss as something shot into the darkness. Suddenly Shane tackled her from behind, dragging her back to the ﬂoor.

			Clink! Something sharp pinged against the wall behind them.

			Fi ducked her head down. “What was that?”

			“It’s either arrows or bolts!” Shane warned, as another one hissed by overhead.

			Fi forced herself to concentrate, trying to guess their direction from the whistle in the air. She caught a glint of metal out of the corner of her eye—a short iron bolt streaking through the glow above the torch before it vanished in the dark. They had to be coming from the walls. “The trip wire must have set them off. If we’d been standing, we’d probably be full of holes by now. Lucky you bowled us over in the entryway.”

			“I didn’t— You know what, never mind.” Shane crawled forward on her elbows. “If we’re safe down here, should we wait it out?” Even as she said it, there was another whoosh, followed by the ping of a dart landing close enough to give Fi goose bumps.

			“Safe is relative,” Fi warned. “They’re coming from all over the place.”

			“We may have another problem,” Shane said. The metal torch had rolled into the remains of a woven basket, which had caught ﬁre. Fi felt the heat bloom as the ﬂames licked at an overturned chair.

			“Let me think,” she snapped. A bolt struck the ﬂoor next to her elbow. Shane swore, scuttling backward.

			“Anytime, partner!”

			Fi forced her mind clear. She could hear the crackle of the hungry ﬂames, the hissing of the bolts, Shane’s heavy breathing . . . and that strange clicking sound, disguised by the rest. It was too loud to be coming from inside the walls. Click, click, click, click, like the spinning of a wheel.

			Fi realized what had bothered her about this room even in that ﬁrst wild second. Though the furniture was all rotted away, the spinning wheel was completely intact. It couldn’t be made of wood. When the trip wire snapped, it must have started the wheel moving, and the wheel was connected to the bolts. Somehow. She’d have to ﬁgure that part out later.

			“When I say go, get ready to move.” Fi got to her knees and quickly unwound the rope from her belt. The cord was smooth beneath her ﬁngers, soft from years of handling. She wrapped her right hand around the blunt ring at one end. A bolt whizzed by her ear.

			In a second, she was on her feet, spinning the heavy ring. She released low, sending it ﬂying toward where the spinning wheel should be—if she remembered right. The rope sailed out with practiced ease, and Fi heard the telltale clang of metal on metal. Through the gloom, she could barely make out the end of her rope caught in the spokes of the wheel. It jerked to a halt.

			Fi’s heart soared with relief. She had been right—the wheel was connected to the mechanisms in the wall. It was already pulling on her, trying to break free. She wound the rope tight around her wrist. If she relaxed her hold for even a second, bolts would start ﬂying again. Worse, the smoke was starting to burn in her throat, threatening to choke her.

			“Shane, now! Get the window open!” She tugged the girl up by her coat and pushed her toward a faint line of light, the seam of a window set into the outside wall. If the shutters hadn’t been in such disrepair, it might not have been visible at all. Shane yelped as she stumbled through a broken loom.

			A sudden plume of smoke enveloped Fi, making her gag. The ﬂames were leaping between the rotted baskets, and it wouldn’t be long before the ﬁre surrounded her. Keeping the rope taut, she rushed to the growing ﬁre, kicking chunks of wood away from the torch. She tossed aside a spindly chair and then lurched forward as the spinning wheel tugged greedily at the rope. The wheel clicked. A dart whizzed past her, clipping her sleeve.

			“Shane!” she called desperately.

			“I know, I know,” an angry voice shot back. “But the cursed latch is stuck—”

			Fi struggled against the rope as the spinning wheel dragged her forward.

			“Forget it! I’m chopping it down!” Shane yelled.

			A rush of air. Fi ducked. The bolt sank into the burning basket, the metal rod gleaming in the angry ﬂames.

			Fi was torn. She could let go of the rope and try to take cover, but that would leave Shane wide open. She looped the rope tighter around her wrist, gritting her teeth and holding on with both hands. This time, when the rope pulled, she yanked back with all her might, using her full weight to stop the mechanism from moving.

			“Take that!”

			She heard Shane’s cry a second before the ax bashed into the wooden shutter, splitting it with a terriﬁc crack. Shafts of sunlight pierced the room. Shane’s determined face shone as she heaved the ax up again. Shutter slats crashed to the ﬂoor.

			Finally, Fi could see what she was up against. Her rope had indeed tangled in the spokes of the spinning wheel. A metal bar stretched from the center of the wheel into a hole in the stone wall, no doubt triggering the mechanism every time it turned. The walls were pocked with small holes, and the tips of metal bolts gleamed in the dark pits.

			The rope burned against Fi’s skin. She wasn’t going to be able to hold on much longer.

			Her eyes fell on the metal handle of the torch. Bracing her feet, she kept the rope looped around her right hand but let go with her left, reaching for the rod. Fi strained as far as she could, the muscles in her shoulders and back screaming. She could just brush the handle with her ﬁngertips.

			A sudden turn of the spinning wheel jerked her back. Two bolts shot toward Shane, embedding in the splintered wood over the huntsman’s head.

			Now she was even farther from the torch, and the ﬂames were only getting higher. Fi made a quick decision.

			“Shane, duck!” she warned, then let go of the rope. The spinning wheel whipped free, unleashing a ﬂurry of bolts. Fi dove forward. Yanking her jacket sleeve over her hand, she seized the metal torch. She could feel the heat through the heavy fabric as she scrambled up and raced for the spinning wheel. Fi surged the last few steps and shoved the metal torch into the space between the spokes and the wheel’s long arm, jamming it for good.

			One last bolt shot over her head. It sailed across the room and sank into her pack, which now looked like a pincushion. Fi sagged to the ﬂoor in relief. Shane was extracting herself from the broken loom, which had snagged around her foot. Without the oil-soaked torch to fuel it, the ﬁre spent itself fast, shriveling in the last chunks of wicker and musty wood.

			The stone ﬂoor felt good against her sore back. Fi stretched out as far as she could, blinking as her ﬁngers slid over a silver embroidery hoop. She lifted it curiously. It was tiny, smaller than her ﬁst.

			“You know,” she said absently, peering through the ring, “the Order of the Divine Rose was renowned for its embroidery as well as its magic. A lot of their relics are beautifully woven tapestries.”

			“Really?” Shane demanded, from where she’d been stomping out the last of the ﬂames. “We almost get killed by some moldy old spinning wheel and you want to talk handicrafts?”

			Fi sat up, embarrassed. “The spinning wheel’s not moldy. It’s actually made out of metal. That’s how I—”
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