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Red


RED STOOD AT the boundary between the Forest of Thorns and the black waste. Her scarlet cape swirled around her as the night wind shrieked in her ears, the desolate landscape streaked with shadows and whipping sands. Still, it all felt familiar—like home.


The monster wolves prowled through the forest behind her, their yellow eyes gleaming in the perpetual dark. Brittle thorns snapped beneath their massive jaws, and their claws dug deep gouges into the sand. The giant white wolf sat back on its haunches, staring up at the sliver of moon, and howled. Usually, the rest of the pack would have raised their voices to join him, but not this time. Tonight, Shadow cried alone.


There was a rustle in the forest. Slowly, another wolf crept out. In place of Shadow’s rotted body and hulking twisted bones, this one was very much alive, with shaggy brown-and-white fur covering its small, gaunt frame. It crawled on its belly past the monstrous wolves three times its size. Red bent down, and the wolf pushed its nose into her hand, whining at the sight of the traveling pack by her feet. He knew what the canvas bag meant.


“I know, Cinzel,” Red soothed, digging her hands into his ruff. “But we can’t stay. Our prey is out there, and it’s getting away.”


A shiver ran down Red’s spine like a phantom hand. Prince Briar Rose had woken from his hundred-year sleep and escaped with Filore Nenroa, and Red hadn’t been able to stop them. Fear gripped her like a vise at the thought. So many things had gone wrong that weren’t Red’s fault, but that wouldn’t matter to the Spindle Witch.


Red was no fighter. She was a spy, a relic hunter, sometimes an agent of death from the shadows, but she was going to have to find a way to capture Briar and take care of Fi. Her only other choice was to tell the Spindle Witch she had failed and beg for mercy. Red shuddered, burying her tan fingers into the soft undercoat of Cinzel’s shaggy fur.


Not that. Anything but that.


Briar Rose was restored, and all his magic with him. The Witch with the paper scraps was powerful enough for his magic to breach the Forest of Thorns. Even Fi had proven to be more than just an annoyance. And Shane …


An image of the huntsman flashed through Red’s mind—her hair wild, her eyes burning as she’d faced off against the transformed Briar Rose in the Forest of Thorns. Red’s hand lifted to her throat almost unconsciously, resting against the small scratch from the prince’s claws. Shane had saved her, even knowing who Red was—even after Red betrayed her and nearly killed them all.


An unfamiliar feeling crept over Red, a flutter in her stomach like anticipation … or dread. Red had gotten close to people before, but she’d always had a reason, and she’d never forgotten it. That made it easy to walk away.


Shane was the first person who made her want to forget. Red closed her eyes and held one fragment of a moment in her mind: spinning with Shane on the balcony in Bellicia, dizzy from the wine and the candlelight and the heat of Shane’s body only a breath away. Out here, among the beasts and thorns, it seemed more like a dream than a memory. She’d forgotten herself that night, let Shane get too close. That couldn’t happen again.


Dreams were nothing but fantasies, and this one was over. Red had a job to do.


Her thoughts were broken by a sudden screech as a giant black crow flapped through the tangle of thorns. Shadow leapt up, snapping at the bird. Its taunting caws sounded like laughter as it settled on a branch over Red’s head. Milky-white eyes fixed on her, glowing like the moon.


Red fell immediately to her knees.


“I’ll catch them,” she promised. “I have a plan. They won’t escape me again. Please …”


She didn’t get to finish. The crow’s wings beat angrily against the dark thorns. Its beak clicked like a disapproving tut. Shadow growled, his ears laid back against his ragged fur, and Cinzel slunk to his stomach with a helpless whine. Red shushed them both, focusing on the crow.


When it took flight again, she followed it, motioning the wolves back as she navigated through the twisting thorns. The crow landed every few feet, looking back at her with those sinister eyes. As though Red would dare defy it.


At last it perched in the branches of a calcified white tree, one of the corpses of the long-dead forest. It had been carved into something of a pedestal. Red swallowed hard. She hadn’t been called to this altar in many years. She’d hoped the thorns had swallowed it whole by now.


Nestled in the white branches outstretched like bone arms lay a polished black rod, wound round and round with rust-stained bandages. Red’s hand ached just looking at it. She could only make out the barest details under the bandages: the sharp thorns that snagged in the old gray cloth, the golden thread that trailed from the base like dangling spiderwebs.


The rod was a piece of the Forest of Thorns, and a piece of the Spindle Witch, and the blood that crusted it like a second skin belonged to Red. It was a magic relic of sorts. But unlike the ancient relics Red usually sought out, this one was crude, crafted by the Spindle Witch herself. One that Red hadn’t been forced to use in a long time.


The crow stared expectantly at Red. She shivered again, numb all the way through as she inched forward. If the Spindle Witch wanted her to take this, Red couldn’t refuse.


As soon as she had the rod, the crow took off, its wings silhouetted against the sky as it disappeared. Red tucked the rod into her belt and made her way back to the wolves. Shadow was pacing restlessly, and Red held his massive head to her chest, whispering in his ragged ear.


“Don’t worry, I won’t be gone long. I’ve just got a little something to take care of.”


She pressed her fingers to her lips and whistled, calling Cinzel to her side. Red shouldered her pack, feeling the weight of the rod at her hip. The black waste almost seemed to part before her.


She would catch up to her prey in no time.
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Fi


FI SLIPPED THROUGH a narrow gap in the rock, sucking in a breath to squeeze between the towering russet slabs. High sandstone walls rose around her on both sides of the thin gully, which cut a tight, zigzagging path between sheer canyon walls.


She cursed as her sleeve snagged in a spiny cactus. It wasn’t even really her sleeve—the creamy silk blouse had originally been Briar’s. A hundred-year-old blouse wasn’t Fi’s idea of good traveling gear, but her own shirt was in shreds after the fight in the Forest of Thorns, so borrowing Briar’s had been her only option. He’d kept his velvet coat and his short-sleeved undershirt, while she took the impractical antique. It fit her more like a tunic, belted at the waist.


Her companions weren’t looking much better. Shane’s dusky-red coat was infested with burs, and there was a long black smudge up the center of Briar’s shirt like he’d been dragged on his stomach. Even the Paper Witch looked a little worse for wear after a week of hard traveling through the wilds of Andar.


Fi glanced at the quickly rising sun, already too warm on her tan skin. Her short brown ponytail clung to her neck. If it wasn’t so hot, she could have at least kept her coat on instead of tying it awkwardly around her hips. Without it, the bell-shaped sleeves were a menace.


Fi eyed the cactus. It didn’t look like it was going to budge. With a horrible ripping sound, she tore the sleeve free.


A few rocks slid out from beneath her, skittering and popping down the sloping path and almost clobbering Shane in the head.


Shane shot her a glare. “That time, it was definitely on purpose.” The huntsman’s ash-brown hair was looking more than a little unkempt in its braided bun, and her fair cheeks were definitely sunburned.


Fi winced. “Still just an accident.” Just like the last time, and the time before that.


“Well, why don’t we switch places, and we’ll see how many rocks I accidentally kick down on you,” Shane grumbled. She lost interest in Fi as her wedge heel stuck in a fissure between the stones, almost bowling her over when she yanked it free.


Fi rolled her eyes. “Even you would not be able to squeeze past me right now.”


Three days ago, when they had finally left the wastes behind for the high bluffs rising out of the desert, Fi had felt nothing but relief. The Paper Witch had called this place the Sunset Narrows. She thought she could see why. Battered sandstone slabs rose around them like a labyrinth, some of them spear-point sharp, others smeared with black dust like scorch marks. By day, they were a dull rust color, but the sinking sun set them on fire, the scarlet light blazing in every craggy rock face until they glowed.


She had underestimated the narrows part, though. The maze of stone passages didn’t make for easy traveling—even Shane could barely wriggle through the tightest gaps, and Fi’s knees and elbows were purple with bruises. It was a good thing the Witches of Aurora’s line were tall and willowy, or she had a feeling they would have lost Briar and the Paper Witch a few forks back.


“Need a hand?”


Fi looked up. Briar was just beyond the next bulging rock, reaching down to help her up. His pale skin had a slight rosy color, and his golden hair was messy from the climb.


“It’s better to go over, trust me.” He jerked his chin at the gap along the wall, which barely looked wide enough to stick a leg through.


Fi hesitated, then kicked herself for hesitating. “Thanks.”


His hand was warm around hers, the once-smooth skin rough with new blisters already turning into calluses. Briar shot her one of his dazzling smiles, holding on tight as she scrambled up the rock.


“I’m just glad you didn’t see the part where I tried to squeeze through and almost got stuck for good. Luckily, we’ve been eating light.”


“Don’t let Shane hear you say that,” Fi warned. Her partner had spent all morning ranting after she nearly broke a tooth on the thin rye loaves from the Paper Witch’s pack. It was called traveler’s bread because it kept forever, but it was also hard as a rock and tasted about the same. Unfortunately, they didn’t have much choice. The Paper Witch was a vegetarian, and even if he wasn’t, the only signs of life in the canyon were a few cockeyed lizards and the nesting swallows darting in and out of holes in the bluff. Neither looked very appetizing to Fi.


She slid down the far side of the rock, and Briar reached up to steady her, catching her by the arms. Fi’s stomach lurched. She had landed too close to him, almost toe-to-toe, with nowhere to look except up into those twinkling blue eyes. She could feel her face heating up, and not from the sun.


Briar brushed something off her cheek—red dust, she realized, as his fingers came away stained with it. Then he stepped back, letting go abruptly and leaving Fi off-balance. She pretended to retie her bootlace just to keep her head down until the blush faded.


Things with Briar had been different. Fi wasn’t sure where they stood now, barely a week since she’d rejected him in the tower. When she’d woken him with a kiss from his hundred-year sleep, she’d meant it to be goodbye. A clean break so that they could both walk away.


In the end, nothing in the castle had gone the way it was supposed to.


Now they were just partners, with a promise to save Andar together. But together was harder than she’d expected. There was a distance between them—a certain look Briar got staring into the fire at night, like he was a thousand miles away, where Fi couldn’t hope to reach him. She wasn’t sure she should even try. She was the one who’d rejected him, after all. And none of her reasons had changed.


Her gloved hand curled over the Butterfly Curse seared into her palm. She was no closer to removing the mark and ending the devastation it could bring. As long as they kept moving like this, she was safe, but if they ever stopped for longer than three days …


Misfortune. Destruction. Calamity. Fi felt cold grip her heart, like a cage of icy fingers. Briar had enough on his shoulders without bearing her burdens as well.


Fi finished fiddling with her boot and straightened, squashing those pesky feelings down. For good this time, she promised herself. They had much bigger problems, starting with the Spindle Witch who still held Andar’s castle in a stranglehold and extending to the Witch Hunters who were after their heads. The lawless wilds of Andar were Witch Hunter territory, and they roamed freely in the red hills and canyon-lands. One of the many reasons they were squeezing through this impossible path.


Besides, from the way Briar acted, Fi doubted he was even thinking about what had happened between them anymore. She was probably flattering herself, assuming his feelings for her were even a drop in the ocean compared to how badly he wanted to save his kingdom.


“Haste, Filore.” The Paper Witch stood in the mouth of the gully ahead. He pushed a strand of blond hair from his pale face, motioning them forward. “The longer it takes to reach the Ironworks, the more danger we are in.”


So far they’d avoided any run-ins with Witch Hunter patrols, but they’d had more than a few close calls. It felt like Witch Hunters lay in wait down every passageway, treacherous as the dust-colored vipers that lurked in the dry sagebrush, invisible until they struck. The night before, they’d almost stumbled right into a Witch Hunter camp, and only Shane’s quick application of her fist to the sentry’s nose had stopped him from raising the alarm. After that, the Paper Witch had turned them toward a different path—an ancient forge, made by the Witches of Aurora’s time, which he said ran right through the heart of the hills. But his face had been tight with worry ever since, and Fi had serious doubts about a shortcut the Paper Witch was reluctant to take.


With a great cursing and clatter of rocks, Shane burst through the narrow gap, looking positively livid. “I put my hand in a hole crawling with centipedes!” she growled, flicking one of the wriggling insects at the Paper Witch before it could crawl up her sleeve. It fell miserably short. “There’s no way this is the best route to your legendary Witch city!”


The Paper Witch looked annoyed, though it was hard to tell under all the dust. “It is not the best route to the hidden city of Everlynd,” he said, emphasizing every word. “But with the Witch Hunters out in force, it is the only route that remains open to us.”


Everlynd. Even just the name sent a thrill down Fi’s spine.


When the Paper Witch had met them at the edge of the Forest of Thorns, he hadn’t just come to light their path. He’d come to fulfill one final duty passed down from his great-grandmother, the Rose Witch: to lead Briar to the hidden city of Everlynd, the last bastion of old Andar. Concealed in the fallen kingdom, powerful Witches had kept the magic of Andar alive in secret for a hundred years, waiting for their prince to rejoin them and lead them to victory over the Spindle Witch. Ideally, it wouldn’t have just been Briar, but King Sage and all the Witches from the castle, too, but …


Fi shook herself. Just a place like Everlynd existing was more than she’d ever dreamed possible. A place of magic and learning, where the most precious of spell books and relics had been secreted away after the kingdom’s fall. A tiny piece of the old Andar preserved like a ship in a bottle all these years. Fi couldn’t wait to see it.


Shane was less impressed. “If these Witches are so powerful, I don’t see why they can’t at least come out and meet us halfway.”


The Paper Witch shook his head, either in fondness or defeat. “The city is almost impossible to enter, and only a select few ever leave. It’s how the Witches have remained hidden all this time. I am one of a handful of people who knows the way, and even then, the path is—”


“Full of danger, and traps, and killer tests. I remember,” Shane groused, waving him off. “Fine. But I want it known that when we get to Everlynd, I expect a royal welcome. You have to be good for something.” The last part she aimed at Briar, who laughed.


“I keep telling myself the same thing,” he said as they set off again, catching Fi’s eye and throwing her a wink. Fi tried very hard not to smile.


It took another hour of climbing and sliding before the Paper Witch led them down a crooked gully that dead-ended at a towering slab of rugged stone. Fi craned her head, shading her eyes and staring up and up and up. A glittering vein of smoky quartz wound through the granite, the uncut crystals glittering like dark stars against the rock. It was beautiful, in a way, but …


“I don’t see anything that looks like a door,” Fi said, wiping her sleeve across her sweaty brow.


“The entrance to the forge is hidden in the rock, and it will remain sealed until we find the keyhole and unlock it.” The Paper Witch pressed his lips into a thin line. “Unfortunately, I don’t know how to do that.”


Shane gaped at him from where she’d leaned back against the rock. “Wait—you dragged us all the way up here to a door you can’t even open?”


The Paper Witch chuckled. “Contrary to your frequent accusations, Shane, I don’t actually know everything. Certainly not everything about ancient Andar. I’ve never traversed the Ironworks myself. But Witches who have passed through the forge describe the silver vein of quartz near the entrance, so it must be close.” He offered them a smile. “Fortunately, I travel with two enterprising young treasure hunters whom I’m sure can figure out the rest.”


“Treasure hunters usually get some treasure for their trouble,” Shane muttered, but she pushed to her feet, banging her knuckles against Briar’s shoulder. “Come on. We’ll start by looking for the basics—pressure panels, trick rocks. There ought to be some of those magic squiggles Fi likes so much. Just don’t stick your hand down a hole without checking it first or something will probably bite it off.”


Briar looked a little pale. Fi rolled her eyes. “She’s exaggerating. Between the vipers and the centipedes, you’re much more likely to end up poisoned.”


“That’s not as reassuring as you think,” Briar told her. Still, he followed Shane over to the rock wall, scouring the crags and fissures.


Fi hung back, staring at the glittering quartz and trying to remember everything the Paper Witch had told her about this place. As much as Shane liked to complain about it, context and history were everything when it came to ruins.


The Ironworks had been built in Andar’s earliest age by fire Witches and earth Witches—Witches who could manipulate metal and rock and feel the veins of crystal deep beneath the ground. Together, they carved out a great forge and bellows under the hills that burned all through the night. Early storytellers of Darfell had imagined the mountain to be the lair of a Witch who could transform into a great fire-beast, so massive that when it raged the entire northern sky turned red with the smoke of its fetid breath.


But those were just old stories. Fi tugged on her earlobe, thinking. Real people had worked here—Witches who would have been coming and going all the time to gather raw materials for their creations, everything from the iron gates of Andar’s fortresses to the spears of its soldiers. So what had they done?


Her eyes followed Shane, picking her way along the slope while Briar cautiously peered into the rainwater divots. A spark of light magic glowed in his palm.


Could it be a magic lock? Fi wondered. For Witches powerful enough to build the forge, using earth magic to reveal a keyhole would be effortless. But immediately she dismissed the idea. Fire Witches had worked here, too, and iron Witches. A door that required a specific magic affinity would be too inconvenient.


The Paper Witch had moved away from her, crouching beside a boulder slick with lichen and filling their precious waterskins from a small stream dribbling through the rocks. Wildflowers bloomed out of the crevices around his feet, bright purple scorpionweed and white snowberries following the dark stream of water until it vanished at the base of the wall. Fi bent and pressed her ear against the rock. She could hear the water trickling inside, loud like it was moving through a vast hollow space—like a hidden passage.


Anticipation tingled in Fi’s stomach. The door was right in front of her. She just had to figure out how it worked.


“Filore?”


The Paper Witch was watching her, curious.


“There’s something here.” Fi flattened her hand against the sun-warm stone. She could almost imagine that heat was bleeding out of the rock, the ancient fires still burning in the heart of the mountain. The smoky crystals winked between her fingers.


Smoke. And fire.


Fi’s eyes widened.


“Shane, Briar!” she called excitedly. “Come back. I think I’ve got it.” Her eyes roved over the sandy basin until she spotted a spiny clump of sagebrush. She fastened her gloved hand around it and tugged hard. The shrub came out of the dry soil surprisingly fast, sending her stumbling back into Shane.


Shane caught her shoulder. “Please tell me that bush isn’t the key to an ancient Witch ruin.”


“Not by itself.” Fi kicked the last clumps of dirt out of the brittle roots. Then she dug out her old flint and tinder. The shrub was half-dead already, and it caught the first spark, the dry branches withering so fast she worried she wouldn’t have enough of it. Before she lost the flame, she lifted the burning sage and thrust it against the quartz.


The change was immediate. The smoke inside the crystals began to billow, as if it was being blown away by a soft wind. Fi moved the flame along the rock. A swirl of smoke rushed away from her, all the stormy colors bleeding out of a crystal the size of her fist and leaving something in their place: a long, narrow slit in the rock, half as long as her thumb.


“The keyhole,” the Paper Witch murmured in approval. Hidden among the dark crystals, it had been completely invisible. “So the stone itself is the lock. Well done, Filore.”


“We’re not in yet,” Fi warned, coughing as the sage’s pungent smoke got in her lungs. She studied the sharp, narrow keyhole, so tight it was hard to imagine wedging any key in there. But it was the perfect size for a thin steel blade … “Shane, your dagger. Quick, before we lose the fire.”


“If this snaps off in there, I’m going to be pissed,” Shane grumbled. But Fi could tell her partner was smiling as she leaned around Fi and drove the dagger into the rock, all the way to the hilt.


Fi held her breath as Shane twisted—but to her surprise, the lock turned easily, the clump of pale crystals rotating like tumblers in any other door. The earth rumbled beneath her feet. Briar pulled her back as a fissure creaked open in the rock face, the seam of quartz and granite separating to reveal a long black tunnel. Rivulets of water snaked down the rough sloping passage and disappeared into the dark.


Shane yanked her dagger out, looking satisfied. “That’s more like it.”


Fi dropped the sage and stomped out the last tendrils of fire, mesmerized. The lock had been relatively simple, but the power to build a doorway right into the stone … that was incredible. Fi felt like it was finally hitting her. These weren’t just ruins like the ones on the edge of Darfell; they were in the heart of the kingdom of magic now.


A tarnished iron archway engraved with runes was set into the rock just inside the passage. The marks were old, some melted so deeply into the stone they were barely visible. Fi laid a hand over a series of interlocking triangles. The giant script was twice the size of her palm.


“These look familiar, but I can’t place them.” She craned her head back. “Is this Riven Earth script?”


“In its infancy,” the Paper Witch said. “The Order of the Riven Earth grew from the magic practiced here.”


Fi traced a finger along the curve of the metal. When she thought of magic, she always thought of the spells recorded in her parents’ library, ancient tomes filled with rituals and recipes and sketches of lost relics—the secret knowledge of generations of Witches. But this magic was even older, from the Witches who came before them, the ones who had tested the limits of their raw power and built something brand new. Before spell books. Before the Orders of Magic.


The Paper Witch’s hand settled on her shoulder.


“We should hurry,” he said. “The door won’t stand open long.”


“I guess I’m leading,” Briar said, stepping around her into the mouth of the passage. Crackles of light magic leapt to his palm. He shot Fi a teasing smile. “Hopefully, there aren’t any giant spiders this time.”


Fi shuddered. Now that she was thinking about it, an old forge seemed like perfect cave spider habitat.


“Just for saying that, I hope they eat you first,” Shane told him. Then she set off down the passage, the rest of them following her into the dark.
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Shane


SHANE WALKED SIDE by side with Fi, listening to the watery echoes of their footsteps bouncing down the smooth cavern walls as they moved deeper in. The musty air of the tunnels was cold and stale. Fi slipped her jacket back on with a shiver.


The forge was a warren of passages, with dozens of openings cutting away into the dark. The Paper Witch said most of them let out somewhere in the Narrows, and as long as they kept traveling in a straight line, they should come out in the right spot. That was one more should than Shane was comfortable with, wandering through a creaky ruin held together by thousand-year-old magic. Trickles of dust rained down on their heads, and she could hear the distant rumble of rocks shifting deeper in. She had a feeling this ruin was just itching to bury somebody alive.


Briar walked at the head of the line, his light magic blazing in his hand like white fire. Grudgingly, Shane had to admit her partner was right—the prince could be useful from time to time. Of course, he’d be a lot more useful if they were walking right behind him, but Fi kept stopping to inspect the iron archways that carved a path through the mountain like a massive metal spine. As far as Shane could tell, every arch was identical to the one ten feet in front of it. But try telling a historian that.


“Be careful,” the Paper Witch called back. “The floor drops out quite suddenly here.”


Shane nudged Fi forward with her elbow, not as gently as she had the first three times. Where Briar and the Paper Witch had stopped, the stone walls suddenly peeled back and the tunnel opened out into a vast hollow cavern.


Now Shane could see the Ironworks. Smelting furnaces and crumbling chimneys black with scorch marks towered over them in the gloom, the long trenches for carrying water and molten metal cut right into the stone. At her feet, a deep pit plunged into the floor, revealing a spiderweb of underground tunnels glinting with carts and pulleys on rusted chains.


It reminded Shane of the great smelting mine in Rock-rimmon. The mine was somewhere her father had forbidden her to go as a child—so naturally she’d gone there all the time, dragging Shayden with her down one of the old coal chutes and coming back soot-streaked from head to toe. Grandmother always threatened to grab her by her ankles and dunk her in the pond headfirst. But Shane liked the way it felt to stand deep inside the earth, surrounded by the noise and the heat. The forge felt alive: the bellows like lungs, the bubbling liquid iron running like thick blood in molded veins, the clang of the metalsmith’s hammer pounding like a heartbeat.


This place was long dead. A burned-out smell lingered in Shane’s throat, and the pits had been picked clean, nothing left but a boneyard of creaky gears and rusted mechanisms. The crystals bristling along the walls glowed with otherworldly light—just one of those little reminders that she was standing in a Witch ruin. Huge iron archways stretched across the ceiling like a cage of massive ribs.


“It’s magnificent,” Fi breathed, taking a careless step forward. Shane grabbed the back of her jacket before she could step right into the mine shaft. Magnificent was definitely going to be her partner’s last word one day.


“Only you would say that.” Shane felt more like she was standing in a hollowed-out corpse. She touched the battered handle of an old crank, and the whole thing crumpled into a rusty pile at her feet, the springs squealing. Fi shot her a look like she’d done it on purpose. “You sure this is a shortcut, not a death trap?” Shane asked.


The Paper Witch gestured to the ceiling. “The magic engraved into the iron archways is very strong. As long as the runes are intact, the cavern will hold.”


“You hope.” Shane was starting to think they should have taken their chances with the Witch Hunters. She’d known a lot of Witches, and they all put too much stock in magic—especially crusty old magic nobody had been upkeeping.


“I think my sister told me about this place once.” Briar craned his head back in awe. “It’s where the ruby in Aurora’s crown came from, right?”


The Paper Witch nodded. “According to legend, it was discovered by a great scholar of magic who lived in Aurora’s time. He came here looking for secret veins of magic deep within the earth itself. In the core of the mountain, he found a ruby of matchless quality. Before it was carved into a rose and set into the queen’s crown, it was known as the Hollow Heart of the Hills.”


That was downright creepy—to Shane, anyway. Fi just looked more fascinated.


“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of this scholar,” she said excitedly. Shane could practically see her flipping pages in her mental library. “What was his name?”


The Paper Witch shook his head. “Unfortunately, that information is lost to time. The scholar disappeared, along with all of his research.”


Fi looked disappointed. But Shane wasn’t surprised. The kind of person who crawled around in the bowels of Witch mines prying out rubies with ominous names was just asking to go missing.


The footing got more treacherous as they traversed the forge. Shanks of rusted metal cracked like brittle bone under Shane’s boots. They were only about halfway across when Fi stopped so abruptly Shane nearly crashed right into her and sent them both tumbling to their death. A chasm the length of the entire cave stretched in front of them, at least ten feet across at the narrowest point. Shane kicked a small rock into it and watched it fall, banging against the side on the way down. She never heard it hit the bottom.


“Is there another way?” Briar asked, glancing around.


“I don’t think we’ll need one. Look.” Fi pointed at the far ledge.


Shane squinted through the dim. Her partner had spotted an old, rusted drawbridge, so narrow it was more like a long iron plank, that looked as though it was meant to be lowered over the gap. Too bad they were on the wrong side to use it.


Briar considered the chains holding up the bridge. A little curl of magic swirled in his hand. “I could try to knock it loose—”


“No!” Shane and Fi said at the same time. Shane made a face. “Don’t start throwing magic in here—who knows what you’d hit.” The last thing they needed was Briar bringing the ceiling down.


Fi peered up at the tangle of ancient pulleys hung from a long crossbar. “If I could get my rope around the windlass, I might be able to swing across.”


“I think you mean we can swing across,” Shane corrected. “Unless you figure you can pull that thing down yourself.” The winch at the base of the bridge looked decidedly rusty. “You’re the brains and I’m the muscle, remember?”


Fi rolled her eyes. “Suit yourself.” She was already grabbing for the rope at her belt, sizing up the distance across the gap. The Paper Witch pulled Briar back to make room. Fi swung in a tight circle and released. The rope sailed out toward the bridge, the dull ring clanging as it bounced off the windlass. Fi yanked it back.


“Second time’s the charm?” Shane suggested.


“I thought it was third time,” Fi muttered as she wound up again. She spun the rope even faster, and Shane’s guts clenched a little as her partner’s boot slid dangerously close to the edge.


This time the metal ring wound all the way around the iron bar, crossing over itself as the rope snagged tight in the chains. Fi tugged gently, and then harder, turning to Shane with her eyebrow raised.


“Ready?” she asked as Shane got a good grip on her waist.


“Be careful,” Briar said. Shane had a feeling she wasn’t the one he was worried about, but she wasn’t taking it personally.


“Ready,” Shane told her partner, sucking in a breath in anticipation. Then they leapt over the edge together. Shane’s stomach did a backflip in the second they sailed across the drop, suspended over nothing. Then the far ledge was under her, and she let go, her boots crunching over loose gravel as she stumbled a few steps to absorb the momentum. Fi landed awkwardly, twisting to keep hold of her rope and yank it down after them. The ring nearly clocked Shane in the face.


“Are you guys okay?” Briar called.


Shane waved him off, following Fi as she bent to inspect the winch. The mechanism was smeared with dark grease, and there was a healthy supply of rust crawling up the chains.


Fi gestured with a thumb. “All yours.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Shane muttered, grabbing the grimy handle. Her back muscles protested as the winch screeched, the old gears turning painfully slowly. “So far, those Witches really aren’t pulling their weight.”


Fi chuckled. The chains rattled and the bridge shuddered, creaking down inch by tortured inch.


Shane glanced across the chasm to find the prince still staring at them. Well, at Fi. There had been a lot of that—the staring—since they came down from the tower, and not all of it from Briar. She shot her partner a look, coaxing the winch another handspan. Fi’s account of how she broke Briar’s sleeping curse had been suspiciously light on details, but Shane had noticed the new distance between them. Then again, considering the monstrous thing Briar Rose had become in the Forest of Thorns, maybe a little distance wasn’t such a bad thing.


Not that Fi knew about that, as far as she could tell. It wasn’t really her place to blab, but she hated keeping secrets from her partner. It made her itchy all over.


Shane cleared her throat. “So, uh … has Briar talked to you about, you know … anything?”


She cringed at how awful that came out. Luckily, Fi was too busy being defensive to notice.


“What would we have to talk about?” she asked, her voice clipped.


Well, that was ridiculous. Even from Fi keep-your-nose-out-of-my-business Nenroa. “Gee, I don’t know. Dark curses, evil Witches … whatever happened between you in that tower. I assume you kissed him, since he’s awake.”


“Is any of this helping you pull the bridge down faster?” Fi bit out, her arms crossed and her cheeks a little pink.


That wasn’t a no. Shane cranked the handle, gritting her teeth against the strain as the bridge dropped another few feet. “So you kissed him. And then …”


“And then we mutually agreed to work together, for the good of Andar,” Fi finished blandly.


Shane snorted. “Yeah, that’s pretty much how I remember that fairy tale.”


Fi sighed so heavily, Shane was surprised she didn’t bring the cave down. “It’s complicated,” she muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose.


Shane shook her head. “It always is with you.” With a final heave, the bridge dropped into place, smashing the crust of crystals clinging to the opposite ledge. The chains shuddered. As Briar and the Paper Witch started across, Shane wiped the ancient grease off on her pants, fixing her partner with a serious look. “Just … be careful around him, okay?”


Fi shot an incredulous look toward Briar. Shane admitted he didn’t really look much like the monster from the Forest of Thorns, all scraggly and sunburned in his ragged coat. He didn’t even look much like a prince anymore. “I think I can handle it,” Fi said drily. “Besides—like I told you, there’s nothing between us.”


“Right. Obviously.” That’s why Fi was blushing red enough to light up the whole cavern. But Shane let it go. She wasn’t really the person to be spouting off romantic advice anyway, since she was in love with a girl who’d probably kill her the next time they crossed paths.


They walked on for hours, traversing the twisting maze of passages in the eerie half-light. Shane was thoroughly sick of the place by the time the tunnel began to slope upward and then opened out into another cavern.


It reminded her of the forge, but in worse shape. Hulking boulders had fallen out of the ceiling, and heaps of discarded coal and scrap iron littered the floor, disguising long trenches cut into the rock. In some places, the floor cut away completely, exposing steep chutes that plunged into the dark levels below. Maybe they’d once been channels for water runoff, but now they just looked like a really good way to lose somebody in the lowest levels of the mine, probably forever.


A passageway in the wall to Shane’s left was completely blocked, a broken iron archway just visible through the rock-fall and rubble. “What do you think happened here?” she asked.


Fi had already crouched down, examining the splintered metal. “The runes on the archway are broken. I guess that’s all that was holding it up.” She gave the iron ribs on the ceiling a wary glance. “It won’t be long until this whole place comes down.”


“And by not long, you mean …” Shane had been burned before.


Fi shook her head. “I’d be surprised if it lasts another ten years.”


Shane rolled her eyes at Fi’s back. Not long at all—if you were a rock, or some kind of ancient relic like Briar Rose. Still, she felt uneasy. She was starting to see why the Paper Witch had been squirrelly about coming this way. There was nothing natural about this place, the crushing weight of the earth held back by just a handful of old spells. The mountain was going to win that fight eventually. Shane didn’t want to be here when it did.


“We should be close to the exit.” The Paper Witch shook the dirt from his robes. “Look for a passageway with stone steps leading up to the surface.”


Shane’s boots crackled on layers of forgotten metal shavings as she moved between the boulders. She lost sight of her companions in seconds, all of them but Briar, the globe of white magic burning in his hand. The bitter smell of sulfur and coal tar burned in her nose. Some of the trenches in the floor were still greasy with pitch. She passed a few tunnels cut into the ash-streaked wall, but none that had stairs.


“Anything?” she called, mostly to break the suffocating silence.


“There’s another archway over here,” Briar called back. “But I can’t tell where it goes. I’ll get a closer look.”


When had Briar gotten so far from the rest of them? Shane’s guts clenched, some nasty prickle crawling up the back of her neck. The air in the room felt tense, like the cave was holding its breath, taut as a bowstring. Waiting. On instinct, Shane reached for her ax.


Something clanged off her boot. Shane bent down. Just a lump of scrap iron, but there was something else here, pressed into the ashes and dust. A faint set of footprints.


Shane’s mouth went dry. The footprints were small, not even as big as hers. But it was the mark next to them that twisted in her stomach like a knife, a different print smeared into the pitch and grease.


A wolf print.


Suddenly, she knew exactly what was waiting for them here.


Shane took off at a dead run. “Briar! Look out!”


Briar turned. But it was too late. Already, Shane could see a figure framed against the dark tunnel behind him. The dim underground light burned in her scarlet-lined cloak.


“Red,” Shane choked. The name ripped out of her like a vital organ.


Red smiled. Then she pulled something from beneath her cloak—a burning lantern, the glass shattering as she threw it down into the trench at her feet.


Flames roared to life in the ancient stone trench. Shane reeled back just in time, shielding her face as the wave of heat rushed over her. Her arms felt seared even under her coat. The red-orange flames raced up one trench and down the next, cutting the room into pieces—Red and Briar on one side, and the rest of them stuck uselessly on the other.


Through the haze, she watched Briar whirl around, light magic crackling in his raised fist.


“You!”


“None of that, now, Your Highness.” Red whipped something through the air—a twisted black rod studded with thorns. Briar gasped in pain as the thorns bit deep into his arm, his light magic snuffed out as he sagged against the wall.


“Briar!”


Fi’s scream echoed in Shane’s ears. She could hear her partner skidding through the rocks, trying to find a way around the flames.


Shane swore under her breath. She’d let her guard down. Nowhere else in the forge still smelled like tar and grease—just here, where Red had laid her trap. And they had walked right into it. She’d been so preoccupied with the Witch Hunters, she’d forgotten what they were really running from.


Her fingers clenched around her ax handle. “What did you do to him?”


“I just drained a little bit of his magic. Very temporary, I’m afraid,” Red lamented, seizing Briar’s coat. “But enough to take him with me. Sorry our reunion has to be cut so short.” Briar’s head lolled back against the wall, his eyes unfocused.


Shane gritted her teeth. This was not happening—not on her watch. She was the one who’d let Red go, and that made Red her problem. And Shane handled her own problems.


“Get the fire out somehow,” she shouted, not knowing or caring whether Fi and the Paper Witch could make that happen. Then she tucked her ax under her arm and pulled her jacket over her face, and threw herself into the flames.


Everything was smoke and searing heat. The flames stung her skin, licking greedily at her red coat. She hit the ground hard on the other side and rolled, just working from the assumption that some part of her was on fire. The ax handle jabbed into her ribs, and her lungs squeezed like they were clenched in a fist. But she came up where she meant to—right at Red’s feet, staring up into those astonished, unbearably beautiful brown eyes.


Shane kicked Red’s legs out from under her. The girl crumpled with a shriek, and then Shane was on her, the two of them rolling end over end through the rocks. Shane came up on top, pinning that deadly rod to the stone with her ax blade. From the corner of her eye, she could see Briar crawling away. Red struggled viciously, kicking at her shins.


“Red! Stop it!” Shane shouted, smashing her to the floor. “Stop it, I don’t want to hurt you!”


Red stared back at her, speechless.


She had forgotten the wolf. The beast burst out of the shadows and slammed into Shane like a battering ram. She felt the nauseating crack of her knees hitting the stone as the wolf wrestled her down, dragging her dangerously close to the plunging chute. Her boots licked the empty air. Those razor-sharp claws dug into her shoulders, its stinking breath hot on her neck.


Red was whistling frantically, and the wolf responded, sinking its teeth into the sleeve of Shane’s coat and shaking so hard, Shane thought her arm would pop out of the socket. The ax flew from her hands, spinning wildly across the floor.


“Shane!”


Shane forced her eyes open. Through the haze of teeth and fur, she could see the Paper Witch had stomped out a tiny gap in the trench. Fi had Briar’s arm looped over her shoulder, her frantic eyes locked on Shane as she hauled him up. But Red was already getting to her feet again, the thorn rod clenched in her white-knuckled grip.


They weren’t losing Briar Rose now. Not after everything they’d gone through to save him in the first place.


“Fi, get him out of here!” Shane shouted. Desperate, she threw all of her weight into rolling over, forcing the wolf off and jamming her boot into its ribs.


Nothing she’d done to the wolves in the Forest of Thorns had even left a mark. But this one yelped in pain, its grip on her sleeve loosening for just a second. It was all she needed. Shane scrambled to her feet and tackled Red, their bodies slamming hard into the wall.


A horrible shriek of splintering metal filled her ears. Shane jerked her head up. The wicked thorn rod in Red’s hand had screeched across one of the iron archways that held up the ceiling, cutting through the ancient runes like they were nothing but water. The arch glowed an angry, molten red. Shane watched in horror as the runes sank into the hot metal, the spell unraveling right in front of her. Suddenly, the whole cave was shaking.


“It’s collapsing!” Fi gasped. “Shane—”


Shane couldn’t hear her anymore over the groan of ancient rocks and the teeth rattling in her head. The arches were splintering one after another. The fiery glow ran up one arch and down the next one, the tarnished metal suddenly bowing under the weight of the mountain. This whole cave was coming down on them. But she had nowhere to go—nowhere except down the shaft of the dried-up waterway.


A crack split the ceiling, a shower of dust and crystal shards pelting her face. Red was right under the fissure. Shane knew she was going to kick herself for this later. But she was already moving, sliding madcap across the floor.


“Meet you on the other side, partner!” she shouted, hoping Fi could hear her over the cacophony. Then she hooked her arm around Red’s waist and jerked her back, straight into the chute. The wolf skidded after them with a whine.


Her last dizzy glimpse was of Fi, holding tight to Briar as they raced for the final archway. Then everything was vertigo and twisted limbs and pain—just her and Red sliding down the channel into the endless dark, and the total certainty that she was going to regret this when she hit the bottom.
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Fi


FI’S LUNGS BURNED with the last tendrils of smoke as she raced across the cavern. The fire was mostly out in the ancient trenches, but that was the least of her problems now. Cracks slithered across the ceiling, sending chunks of granite and crystal hurtling down over their heads. Any second, the entire cavern was going to collapse.


She kept her arm around Briar’s waist, holding on tight as the floor shook and his knees almost went out. Briar was keeping up with her now, but he still looked ashen from whatever Red had done to him before she and Shane—


No! Fi shoved the thought away before panic could rise up in her chest and overwhelm her. Shane’s last words were still ringing in her head—See you on the other side. Fi wasn’t going to let her down. She had to concentrate on getting Briar out of here alive.


Briar stumbled. She grabbed his elbow, desperately trying to keep them both from falling. Her eyes cut down to his feet, and her heart leapt all the way into her throat.


Shane’s ax. He’d tripped on Shane’s ax.


Emotions surged through Fi like a torrent. She couldn’t just leave it there. She ducked under Briar’s arm, stretching out her left hand. Shards of iron and broken rock scraped her knuckles as her fingers curled tight around the handle.


“Quickly!” the Paper Witch shouted. “You must make it to the archway where the runes are intact!” Her wild gaze locked on him, braced under the immovable iron arch of an open passageway with his hand outstretched toward her. The cracks had reached the wall around him, but the arch was holding above him.


They were so close!


Fi tried to run, but the floor was too unsteady. She could barely see, choking on dust and smoke and ash. Her eyes were watery, and Briar leaned heavily on her shoulder. Silt and gravel rained down from the fissure in the ceiling. Fi yelped as a sharp rock bounced off her shoulder.


“Fi, watch out!” Briar shouted.


There was a terrible groaning sound. Boulders crashed down just behind them, splintering against the floor. She caught half a glimpse of the giant slab falling directly above them. She would never make it—but Briar might. Fi surged forward and shoved Briar with all her strength, trying to get him clear.


Briar staggered. His head whipped back, his expression morphing from surprise to fear. He screamed out her name, an almost feral sound, as his hands burst to life with magic like Fi had never seen. Vicious red sparks crackled at his fingertips. The magic burned so hot it felt like a wave of fire against her skin.


Briar leapt forward, smashing his hand against the falling stone. Time seemed to stop—the slab hung frozen over their heads, the crumbling cave halted in its collapse as Briar’s magic flared out of him like a wave. The red light was so blinding his hand looked like a pale shadow against it. With a crack like thunder, the giant slab split, exploding into chunks. The Paper Witch shouted, and Fi threw a hand up to cover her face. She felt Briar’s arms close around her—then they both hit the ground, the ceiling thundering down on top of them.


Briar’s magic disappeared. Fi’s head smashed against the blunt edge of a rock, and a wall of darkness slammed over her. At first, she thought she’d lost consciousness, but if that were true, her head wouldn’t be pounding. So the dark meant they’d been buried in the rubble. Briar’s magic had blown the rocks back just enough to make this tiny hollow around them.


Briar! The thought made her shoot up from the ground, and then she almost did pass out. Her body rippled with pain, emanating from the fingers on her left hand, trapped under a fallen rock. She tried to pull it free and almost screamed as the agony spiraled up her arm, pinpricks of fire exploding inside her head. She could feel the handle of Shane’s ax still clenched in her fist, the carved wood crushing her fingertips against the floor.


“Fi?” Briar’s voice was close and worried. She heard him scrambling up, his breathing ragged as he knelt beside her. “Are you hurt? What happened?”


“My hand …” She couldn’t get the rest out. When Briar moved, a single shaft of light had pierced the darkness from a small chink in the fallen stones. Her eyes were riveted to the massive rock that had crunched down onto her fingers, squeezing all those tiny bones until she thought they’d pop. The sickle edge of the ax blade gleamed under the rubble.


Briar’s eyes went wide with horror. “Hang on, Fi—just hang on. I’ve got you.”


Fi shook her head. “Your arm …” she croaked. She could just make out the crimson stain on the sleeve of his velvet coat.


“It’s fine,” Briar promised, his voice tight. “You’re the one I’m worried about.”


Fi couldn’t answer. Every nerve was an ember, scorching her from the inside.


Briar gripped the stone and heaved it backward, struggling against the weight. Fi shoved her other hand into her mouth and bit down hard. She couldn’t scream—the pieces of the broken slab leaned precariously over their heads, and it would be all too easy to bring the unsteady pile down around them.


Briar wrestled the rock away, and the sharp pain became a dull ache as all the blood in her body rushed to her throbbing hand. But she still couldn’t move, her fingers pinned under the ax handle.


Briar looked at the buried ax, then at her. His eyes were dark and wary. “Fi … you have to let go,” he said softly. “I can’t get your hand free unless you let go of the ax.”


Fi knew he was right. That didn’t make it any easier. Her heartbeat pounded in her head as she forced her hand to uncurl, releasing the ax. Briar pried the handle up just enough to squeeze her fingers free.


His lips were pressed into a tight line. “You shouldn’t have pushed me out of the way like that.”


“I had to. I couldn’t stand to lose …” You. The word stuck in her throat. “Someone I care about.”


“Neither could I,” he said, the words so soft she felt them like a gentle hand on her face. Like Briar’s hand, hesitating just short of cupping her cheek before he pulled away. He wiped streaks of dirt from his forehead. “Sorry for this in advance.” Briar turned her hand over as gently as he could, but it still made her gasp.


“How bad is it?” Fi hissed.


Briar looked ghostly pale, and she didn’t think that was just the bad light. “I wouldn’t look at it,” he advised.


Fi knew he was right. But she couldn’t stop herself. She glanced down quickly and then away, instantly wishing she could erase that image from her brain. Her whole hand was swollen under the fingerless glove, her two littlest fingers crunched and bloated like sausages. She felt like she was going to be sick.


Something swooped into the hollow through the gap in the stones. It flashed in the shaft of sunlight like a tiny white bird—then Fi realized it was a scrap of paper, torn to give it wavering wings. It circled the hollow twice and fluttered to the ground. Fi got the sense the spell had been performed hastily, imbued with just enough magic to find them.


“The Paper Witch,” she breathed. Through the blood rushing in her head, she thought she could hear the distant sound of rocks moving, the Paper Witch digging to reach them.


“He’ll get us out,” Briar said.


Fi swallowed. Her mouth was dusty, and even though she was gasping, it felt like she couldn’t get a full breath. It was too dark to tell if her vision was going black. She tried to hold herself steady, but her fingers were shaking, numbness crawling up her hand from the fingertips.


Don’t think about it, she told herself. Don’t think about whether they’re broken. Don’t think about Shane and Red. Don’t think about the fact that the rocks could come down again any second …


Don’t think about it. She must have told herself that a hundred times since the Forest of Thorns. After what happened at the castle of Andar, she’d been forcing herself to take it one problem at a time, step by practical step, refusing to dwell on the enormity of what they were facing. But now, with everything literally in pieces around her, she couldn’t.


They were in the wilds of Andar, alone, with no host of powerful Witches from the castle or warriors from Everlynd at their backs. The Spindle Witch was still after them, and the Witch Hunters were all around them. Briar, the last hope of an entire kingdom, crouched next to her, bleeding, buried in a cave-in. She felt the weight of it all crushing down on her, her breathing too shallow.


“Fi,” Briar whispered. “Hey. Look at me.”


And then suddenly the hollow was filled with brilliant light as Briar lifted his hand, slowly uncurling his fingers. Soft pink light washed over her—not the harsh sting of daylight, but the faintest blush like the first light of a sunrise. Fi stared. A small white tree rose from the center of Briar’s palm, its bare branches twined and thronged with blossoming roses.


The pain was still there, but Fi was able to force it back until she could get a breath. She looked at Briar through the branches of the rose tree, taking in all the tiny details. The flowers shivered as though in a breeze, and the skin of his palm was dappled with shade. This was too intricate to be something Briar imagined—it had to be something he had seen. A real piece of Andar.


She knew Briar was trying to distract her, and honestly she was grateful. In the dark, with only the magic between them, she could pretend she was a thousand miles from here, sitting beside a campfire under the stars while Briar whispered to her about his kingdom.


The Paper Witch was getting closer. She could hear his labored breathing now, the thud of rocks being rolled away from the pile. The slab shifted over their heads, sprinkling them with another fine layer of dust. Fi kept her eyes on the tree. There was something about it—it was too smooth, too perfectly white to be wood. It looked like marble. There was a pattern carved into the trunk, too, but she couldn’t make it out even when she stared until her eyes burned. It seemed almost like the language of the Divine Rose, but as soon as she thought she recognized a letter, the image shifted and the words were unreadable again.


Fi frowned, leaning in until her nose almost touched the tree. On the other side of the branches, Briar smiled.


“What does it say?” she asked.


“You tell me,” Briar shot back, raising an eyebrow.


Fi didn’t know. But as soon as she could think through the pain, she was going to have a hundred questions. Suddenly, she was so grateful it was Briar with her—Briar who knew her well enough to create a mystery for her. Briar whose beautiful magic always lit up the darkest places. She blinked back the prickle of tears. She was supposed to let him go, for both their sakes. But after everything, Briar was still here, right beside her, not asking her for any promises or explanations. Maybe the Butterfly Curse meant that she would have to leave him one day. But not yet.


A sharp crack echoed through the rubble. Light flooded into the hollow. The little gap was wide enough now that Fi could make out the Paper Witch’s anxious face on the other side, and beyond him a set of stairs that led up toward daylight. The glowing tree in Briar’s hand disappeared in a rush of sparks as he shot her a weary smile.


Fi sagged against the rock in relief. They would get out of here. They would escape these caves. And Fi would unbury Shane’s ax no matter how long it took—because her partner was alive and would be waiting for them on the other side.


Fi wasn’t sure she understood everything that had happened between Shane and Red. But if it came down to a fight, Fi’s money was always on her partner.
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Red


RED LEANED HER head back against the rough stone wall, staring across the cave at the unconscious form of the huntsman. Shane lay slumped on her side, her feet almost dangling into the shallow underground stream that cut through the channel, just a trickle of water meandering into the dark.


A few glowing crystals had broken off and tumbled down the chute with them, and they cast a wan light across Shane’s face. Her ash-blond braid had come free from its bun and lay uncurled around her head. She looked deceptively peaceful. Red had already checked twice whether she was still breathing, laying her fingers featherlight against Shane’s neck. Her own heart thudded almost too loud to feel the steady pulse under her hand.


The urge to go over and check again was strong. Red held herself back. Mostly because she wasn’t sure what she was hoping to find. That the huntsman was still alive, or that she was dead.


Red closed her eyes. Cinzel whined, pressing close to her side, and she buried a hand in his shaggy ruff, scratching deep to soothe him. She huffed out a laugh as he raised his head and bunted his furry cheek against hers.


“I’m fine,” she whispered. But even to her own ears, her voice sounded shaky, some part of her still trembling from the near miss.


Watching the cracks spread through the cave ceiling, the molten runes splintering over her head, Red had felt something she hadn’t felt in years: fear. Not for herself—she’d always known her days were numbered. But for the girl now sprawled out on the rocks, bruised and bleeding and utterly determined to be a constant thorn in Red’s side.


Red had been so close. She had gambled that Briar Rose’s companions would know the old passageways, that they’d trade the exposure of the Narrows for the deceptive safety of ancient places. She’d planned her ambush so she could grab Briar Rose and disappear without a fight. Everything had gone perfectly—except she’d underestimated Shane. Again.


And Shane had saved her life. Again.


Red turned her face up to the light filtering down from the hole in the ceiling. She wasn’t sure how far they’d fallen or how deep they were. Her body throbbed from skidding down the chute, but she wasn’t hurt, not really—probably because Shane had been wrapped around her, taking the worst of it. When they finally landed, Red had been so dizzy, she’d mistaken the broken crystals for shattered glass. She’d shot up, ready to continue their fight, only to find it was over. But it didn’t feel like she’d won.
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