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For all the howlers, ah-ooo






PROCLAMATION


From Your New Ruler, Otto the Torch

Leader of the Firebrands

Regent of the Kingdom of Rin

It is hereby announced that the two girls sketched below are members of the accursed Blackhearts bandit gang and are both

WANTED ALIVE

for the crimes of petty theft, highway robbery, and destruction of Firebrand property.

The girls are urchins, twelve summers of age, who travel between villages on the Royal Road, stealing from Firebrand caravans and committing highway robbery.

The angry raven-haired maiden goes by the name Ruthless Rose and wields two throwing axes. The tall girl is known as Wildcat and travels with a large forest feline.

Beware: though maidens they be, they are not fair, and should be considered dangerous—possibly even using spells and hexcraft. Look around you! They could be taking refuge in your neighbor’s cottage. Do you want to be arrested for helping a magic-user? Of course you don’t! Take no chances: report them to your local Firebrand guard immediately.

A rich reward is offered for the capture of either girl, unharmed if possible.

(Feel free to kill the big cat.)






CHAPTER 1 NO CHEATING


Rosebud marched through the twisting alley, looking for the dirty liar who’d called her a cheater. He was around here somewhere. Josef, the blacksmith’s son, always played dice in the mornings after his father started work. Rosebud knew that because she beat him three days ago, fair and square.

No one would accuse her of cheating and get away with it.

Two black braids bounced on her back as she passed rows of half-timbered buildings, their pointed roofs like jagged teeth glistening in the morning sun. A few villagers were out and about. The scent of autumn rye rolls filled her nostrils when she marched past the baker’s doorway. Nearby, a three-legged dog slept on mossy cobblestones.

Yet no dice game in sight.

I’ll find you.

She shrugged her patchwork wool cloak behind her shoulders so that she could pump her arms and walk faster. The faster she could walk, the faster she could restore her good name. She knew every corner of the village, and every path around it. There was no place he could hide.

“Slow down, Rosy!” said a taller, broad-shouldered girl, lagging behind while clutching her stomach. “My breakfast doesn’t like all this running around right after eating—ugh, that was really excellent cheese. I don’t want it coming back up all over the stones. Definitely would taste worse the second time. What a waste that would be. I think I feel sick.… Rosy! Why do you always have to be so hotheaded?”

The queasy girl was Wilda. Her freckled skin was the warm shade of turning leaves, and her brown hair was coiled into two neat buns at the base of her neck. Being twelve, Wilda was the same age as Rosebud, and was her best friend in the entire kingdom of Rin.

“I’m sorry,” Rosebud said, “but if we don’t catch him around here, the next dice game on Tuesdays is where? Butcher’s Stump?” Rosebud said. “Your breakfast won’t like hiking all the way out there.”

Wilda groaned. “We left our fishing poles by the river with Wryclaw. I’m not hiking across town then all-l-l the way back to the river. Josef isn’t worth it.”

“But my honor is!” Rosebud said over her shoulder without looking back. “And he’s not going to take away the one thing in the village I love doing.”

Fishing was a lazy pleasure. Chores were chores. But Rinboozle Dice was Rosebud’s obsession. Everyone in the village played it—in the alleys, at tavern tables, in front of hearths.

“Okay, I get it,” Wilda said, “but it’s not just Josef. It’s his father, too. He talks to other villagers, and a few agree with him. They say if we steal from Otto, we’ll steal from anyone.”

“Ridiculous.”

“Maybe they’re right. We’re bandits, Rosy. How much honor do we have anymore?”

Rosebud swung around to face her friend, skirts and cloak whirling. “You know we’re only taking back what rightfully belongs to our village. We’re helping our own people.”

“Of course I know that,” Wilda said. “But tell it to Elder Walter. He says we’re just gonna get the village burned a second time.”

Rosebud snorted a short laugh. “There isn’t enough left of it to burn.”

Two years ago, the village of Bramble stood proudly at the edge of the Nowhere Wood, population 223 souls. There were prettier villages in Rin, and ones that weren’t sitting next to the entrance of an enchanted forest that the entire kingdom feared—that definitely brought property values down. But Bramble had one thing in its favor: it had been admired across the kingdom for its prized mothberry bushes. The pale white berries would glow at night on thorny silver bushes that attracted translucent moths at night. The bushes grew exclusively around their small settlement—and the fruit was so delicious, the queen would request buckets be brought to Rin Castle. The village of Bramble would hold mothberry pie contests and festivals. They made mothberry wine, vinegar, jam, and cake.

The mothberry was their pride and joy.

But an evil man named Otto the Torch burned their berry bushes down when he swept through the kingdom with his army of Firebrands. The fire raids changed everything.

Overnight, Bramble went from 223 souls to seventy-eight.

One of the souls who died in the fires was Rosebud’s father.

“Shh! Listen,” Rosebud said as she cocked her head. They both heard a dog barking and someone arguing. Then, in the opposite direction, the sounds of boyish laughter echoed off the wattle-and-daub buildings that lined the narrow backstreets.

Rosebud grinned at her friend. “Slugs always leave a trail—found him! Let’s go!”

The girls took off running and rounded a dingy alley corner into a patch of sunlight, where they stumbled upon three skinny boys hunched over a game of carved wooden dice near the back door of the village tavern, the Silver Thorn.

There crouched Manny and Luj… and the boy who was spreading lies about her, the blacksmith’s son Josef, with his mean, blue eyes that spied everything around town.

Those eyes flicked to hers and narrowed.

“Heard you were talking dung about me again,” Rosebud said, hands on hips as the other boys looked up from the cobbled stones and cowered at the sight of her.

But not Josef.

He pushed a lock of fair hair out of his sharp eyes and gave Rosebud a cool look. “You cheated at Rinboozle Dice. That’s truth, not dung.”

“Woof!” Wilda said from Rosebud’s side, waving the air in front of her nose. “Have you been eating dung? Your breath smells ripe, JoJo. I’m really going to lose my breakfast if you keep flapping your lips.”

For a moment, Josef looked rattled. But he soon turned his attention back to Rosebud and whispered, “Cheat.”

Hot anger spiked in the center of Rosebud’s chest.

“You take that back!” she demanded. “I’ve never cheated at dice in my life. Not once!”

The boy shook his head and pointed an accusing finger at both girls. “The two of youse are crooks. My papa says everyone who stands against the Firebrands will end up in the Pits.”

The Pits were not a not a nice place. Years ago, they were just ugly craters in the ground a few miles outside the village, but when Otto the Torch swept through the kingdom with his Firebrand army, the Pits started burning and hadn’t stopped. People said he still threw his enemies in there. No one wanted to find out if that was really true.

Wilda crossed her arms. “The Firebrands are evil. Everyone knows your father is building weapons for their army. Which makes him a traitor to the queen.”

“ ‘The hand that holds the clock-tower key rules the kingdom,’ ” he said, quoting a common phrase among the people of Rin. Starfall Astronomical Clock and its crystal tower stood outside Rin Castle, but everyone across the land knew its beauty. Before the fire raids, its shimmering light could be seen for miles, even in Bramble.

The Firebrands took the clock-tower key by force, and they shut it down. Took away its beautiful, magical light.

Like they took everything away from the people of Rin.

“Otto is our leader now,” Josef said matter-of-factly. “The queen might as well be dead, rotting in the castle dungeons. That’s what happens to cheaters.”

He never would’ve said that before the fire raids, when Queen Gisela was on the throne. But Rosebud knew as well as she knew her own name that Otto the Torch was a bad man, that standing up to him was the right thing to do.

She also knew that she Had. Not. Cheated. At. Dice.

Fine. Time to get serious. Rosebud rested the heels of her palms on two throwing axes that were sheathed on a belt around the waist of her skirts. “You know who these belonged to?”

A hush fell over the alley.

“My father died, standing up to Firebrands,” Rosebud continued. “You gonna call one of the queen’s noble knights a crook too? Go on. I dare you.”

Josef’s face became rigid with resentment while his friends cautioned him in whispers. “Don’t do this. You know what happened to Luj’s nose.…”

Luj had tripped over his own boots and fallen face-forward into a rock. But Rosebud didn’t mind that all the kids around the village assumed she had been the one who had clobbered him.

Josef shook his blond head. “Tell me, Rosebud. How does the daughter of a noble knight end up a common criminal? Do you think Sir Herman would be ashamed of you?”

Well, that wasn’t a good thing to say to someone who was ready to beat you to a pulp.

“RIP, JoJo,” Wilda murmured, wincing.

Rosebud had nothing left in this world but her honor—which was by extension her father’s honor, handed down to her like a sacred right. She would not give it up for anything.

And she would not let mean, lying Josef take it away without a fight.

Voices rose inside the tavern, drawing their attention. It was too early for many customers—definitely too early for anything rowdy. So when shutters on a back window flung open and the dishwasher Fye leaned over the alleyway, blond curls disheveled and apron askew, they were all a little surprised.

Fye’s urgent gaze jumped around until it landed on Rosebud’s. “There you are! Firebrand tax collectors are hasslin’ Dame Hette. They’re taking our coin. We need your help.”

Rosebud’s heart thudded against her ribs. All she wanted to do was pummel Josef’s face. But she knew in her heart that Dame Hette was the priority.

“We’ve got you, Fye,” Wilda said confidently.

“Out front,” the dishwasher said, motioning before she closed the shutters.

This was serious. When the villagers asked for help, Rosebud and Wilda always came to their aid. Josef would have to wait. But Rosebud couldn’t just let him go without a warning. She faked a lunge in his direction, causing the other two boys to flinch. When Josef didn’t move, Rosebud kicked his dice as a parting shot.

“You’ll pay for that, thieving swine!” Josef said, scrambling to get to her while his friends held him down. “You Blackhearts are nothing but a gang of criminals.”

Rosebud pounced. One well-placed boot on his chest put him flat on the grimy cobblestones. She stood over him and gave him her best menacing stare. “I’ll pay for nothing, because I did nothing wrong. The next time I see you, you’ll be apologizing to me. Now get out of here before I ask Wilda to whistle for our third gang member!”

Josef angrily shoved her boot away, nearly tripping her up as he got to his feet, and gave Rosebud a startling look. He wanted her dead—that much she understood. But he wasn’t sticking around to do anything about it now.

“Go on, then, chicken butts! Get out of here!” Wilda shouted.

The three boys scurried, not even bothering to toss a look over their shoulders as they sloppily gathered up their scattered dice and raced away.

Guess they respect one of us, she thought to herself. Rosebud just wished it was her. At least she didn’t have to look at Josef’s anger-filled face for one more second that morning.

Putting it out of her mind for the moment, Rosebud joined Wilda to help Fye the dishwasher, heading around the side of the tavern through a knife-narrow passageway. Before the fire raids, the Silver Thorn tavern was a meeting spot for people traveling from all across the three kingdoms of the continent: Rin, and the two smaller kingdoms on the other side of the Nowhere Wood, Ruña and Bova. It still was, but like the rest of the village, its scorched walls had seen better days. Flapping laundry hung from high lines overhead. Broken wine bottles and fish bones littered the stones beneath their feet. When she neared the end of the passage, Rosebud paused in a beam of sunlight.

She listened to male voices, then peeked around the corner. Two Firebrand soldiers stood under the carved sign that hung above the front door of the tavern. They each wore full plate armor with bones embossed into the cuirasses, and single red feathers poked out of the tops of their silver helmets to mimic flames.

The two soldiers were talking roughly to the tavern owner, a plump white-haired woman named Dame Hette, and they all stood near the single remaining mothberry bush that had survived the fire raids—now circled by a wrought-iron fence to protect it from harm.

“Think they already collected the tax?” Wilda whispered behind Rosebud.

Careful to stay out of sight, Rosebud edged around the corner farther and scanned the taller of the two soldiers, who held a fat purple pouch of coins in his palm, gently weighing it as if he were testing to ensure it was enough.

“I don’t know,” he was saying. “It feels a bit lighter than last month. But the protection we provide isn’t lighter, is it?”

Dame Hette made an anguished cry. “I swear on the bard, there’s nothing more—not even in my personal stash. Sirs, please. I don’t have enough to pay my employees.”

“Suppose you’ll have to earn more,” the soldier said, tying the pouch behind his sword, near a dangling flint and striker that all Firebrands wore in case they needed to start a fire.

No one loved setting things aflame like Otto and his Firebrands.

And though these two hadn’t started any fires around their village lately, they had frequented the roads from the Firebrand camp outside town. Rosebud knew their faces. Which meant they might know Rosebud’s. Josef might have been wrong about Rosebud cheating at dice, but he wasn’t wrong about her being a bandit. A very wanted bandit. Wanted by these very men, in fact—or their army, anyway. But she’d learned that men like this didn’t look all that closely at children like her, if she put in a little work to disguise herself.…

Backing up into the alley, she found a mud puddle and slathered her face in a fine layer of filth, helping Wilda to do the same. “This is so gross,” her friend muttered. “So glad my breakfast is finally settled now. I really hope nobody peed in this mud.”

“I really hope this is mud,” Rosebud said, sniffing. “What do you think we should try? ‘Mister, Mister’? These two guards don’t look all that bright.”

Wilda pointed both fingers at her. “Yeah, let’s do it. Plunder and thunder, baby!”

Rosebud grinned. “For the village.”

The girls put up their hoods, and Rosebud made sure her father’s throwing axes were covered. Then they emerged from the alley and approached the soldiers.

Rosebud tapped the soldier with the coin purse on the back of his armor, ding-ding-ding. “Pardon me, mister?”

The soldier swung around, hand on the pommel of his sword, ready to unsheathe it.

For a moment, just a moment, he looked like a knight—a real one. And Rosebud was briefly transported in her head back to the time before the fire raids, when her father was still alive, and he’d come home from a long day’s work, patrolling the Royal Road. He’d dismount his beautiful white steed, Grace, and he’d smile down at Rosebud, reaching with his big hand to clasp hers while he told her about his noble adventures that day in service to the queen.

Speak truth and safeguard the helpless. That was his mission as a knight of the kingdom.

Rosebud missed her father terribly.

But not enough to be fooled into thinking that the armored man in front of her was anything but her enemy. She erased the thought and concentrated on the task at hand, pretending to be frightened as she clasped her cloak tightly.

“Please, kind misters, I’m starving,” Rosebud said. “Can you spare any food?” She dramatically dropped to her knees in front of the soldier with the coin purse and wrapped her arms around his boots. “Mister, please!”

The soldier was irritated and disgusted. “What is this? You’ve got beggars in Bramble Village now? I should arrest you—get off of me, foul leech!” He shook his leg to get rid of Rosebud as his partner reached down to pull her off. She tried to hold on, but he was too strong.

As he pulled her away, she squinted between closed eyes and spied Wilda behind him, cutting the strings of the coin purse.

One, two, and the purple pouch fell away, into her waiting hand.

“Ahhh!” Rosebud cried out loudly to disguise the sound of clinking coin. The soldier kicked her aside and gave her a strange look. “H-how ever will I live without nourishment?” she asked from the ground while flicking a glance at Wilda, silently encouraging her friend to run.

But the soldier had seen the look too. Suspicious, he swung around and spotted Wilda backing away from them. It took about two seconds before his hand patted for the coin purse at his hip that was no longer there.

“Little brats robbed me!” he sputtered out in disbelief.

“We’re just poor beggars, mister!” Wilda said, jumping out of his reach.

His partner’s head swiveled toward Rosebud. Recognition widened his eyes. “Those are no brats. That’s them wee highway bandits who been robbin’ all our caravans!”

Oops.

Perhaps she should’ve used more mud on her face.

“You’re dreamin’,” the first soldier said in disbelief.

“Oh, I heard those bandits are from another village, aren’t they?” Dame Hette said, pretending to be muddled about the matter.

But the other guard shook his head rapidly. “There’s a reward being offered.… It’s them, I tell ya—I swear it on my father’s grave! What do they call ’em on the handbills that are posted all over the camps? Rosepetal Ruth and Kitty?”

“Rosewater Ronda and Kathy, I think it was,” the first soldier said.

Rosebud couldn’t take it anymore. “It’s Ruthless Rose and Wildcat! If you’re gonna nab us, at least get our names right!”

Dame Hette dropped to the ground and protectively covered her head.

The guard’s eyes sparkled with bloodlust. “Get ’em!”

Metal whistled as he unsheathed his sword from its scabbard. It was a big sword. But Rosebud was lightning on her feet. She jumped back, ducking as he swung and missed her.

“Ho-ho! They train you to hit marks in the Firebrand camps?” she taunted, drawing his attention. “No wonder you had to burn all the villages down—you can’t swing a sword to save your lives!”

The soldier growled. “I’ll cut out that wicked tongue of yours.”

But when he started to charge Rosebud a second time, his partner pointed at Wilda, who was escaping through the narrow passageway around the side of the tavern. “Wait! That’s the lass who robbed us—she’s getting away with the coin!”

Rosebud mirthfully took off running in the opposite direction, away from the tavern, away from the soldiers. They’d never catch her. She was the best tracker in the village, the best wayfinder, and the best at evading soldiers.

And yet they followed. Their angry roars sailed over her head and echoed off buildings as she raced past wide-eyed villagers sweeping their steps, and the village cooper, making barrels in his shop. A flurry of pigeon wings exploded above her as the birds flew from their roost when she rounded a sharp corner and leapt over a cart of cabbages—

And landed poorly.

Cabbages tumbled across the cobbles, along with Rosebud. She tried to roll into her fall gracefully, but two people who observed it both cringed at the catastrophic fumble.

“I just picked those cabbages!” Elder Ritter complained sourly, throwing up his arms.

“Sorry! I’ll make it up to you later, I promise!” she told Elder Ritter desperately as she scrambled to her feet and threw a cabbage at her approaching enemies, which was a bit like tossing a pinecone at a hurricane to stop it. Absolutely useless.

No matter. Rosebud raced away. She knew these streets better, having grown up here; these soldiers just traveled from village to village, collecting illegal taxes. So she took them on a twisting chase around the buildings, snaking in and out of dark alleys, until she came to the western gate, the smallest of three that led outside the village walls, and she raced through.

Her pursuers followed.

And they weren’t quiet about it. Rosebud could hear them behind her—the clanging and banging of the fire-setting tools that dangled from their hips as they bumped against steel.

How can they run in all that armor?

She knew it was heavy. She’d helped to oil her father’s knight armor since she’d been old enough to pick up a polishing cloth. He’d been as tall and wide as an oak tree, with the same black hair as Rosebud’s—Sir Herman the Loyal was a mountain of man who commanded the attention of all who looked up to him, and even he couldn’t run for miles covered in all that plated steel.

Yet still the Firebrands chased her, all the way toward the Rin River, a swiftly flowing waterway between the village and the wall of dark pine just beyond it.

Rosebud’s patchwork cloak flew behind her as she dashed through thickets of young trees and zipped around a rotting farmhouse, half burned two years ago in the fire raid. The high banks of the river were just a short run from here. There was only the sound of the Firebrands and her own worn leather boots crashing through the underbrush. Once she made it past some dried reeds, the riverbanks revealed themselves. And below them, after a short but steep drop, golden sun glinted off the rapidly moving water’s surface, bubbling and foaming.

“Rosy!”

Wilda’s smiling face appeared from behind a clump of reeds near the steep bank. But her friend’s smile faded when she saw the racing soldiers coming from the village.

Rosebud joined Wilda and swung around to face them as they slowed to a walk and approached. “Looks like you’re out of luck,” the first soldier called out, chest heaving with gasped breaths. He gestured with his sword toward the steep riverbank behind the girls. “Silly mistake, wasn’t it? I guess that makes you bad bandits, after all. Now your parents are going to cry buckets of tears when you’re both thrown into the dungeon at the castle with the rest of the dumb criminals who’ve stood against the Firebrands and lost.”

“Meanwhile, we get to collect a fat reward from Otto the Torch,” the other soldier said.

“So much for the Blackhearts,” his partner said. “Maybe if you’d had a bigger gang, you’d have been more successful.”

Rosebud cocked her head to one side. “But we do have a bigger gang. Would you like to meet our third member? Wilda, won’t you please call Wryclaw?”

“Happily,” Wilda said, and then she put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. Loudly.

The soldiers looked at each other. Then they looked from side to side with mounting dread. Most people have a natural instinct that tells them when something just isn’t quite right. Some folks call this a “gut feeling” because they often sense danger in their stomach first.

The Firebrand soldiers’ guts must have sensed that something bad was coming, because the two men both turned around at the same time to see what Wilda had summoned.

“Sweet Tigerkins,” Wilda cooed in a baby voice to the third Blackheart, who stepped out of the reedy riverbank and greeted the soldiers.

Rosebud could almost feel their fear from where she stood.

“Sweet Tigerkins” was Wilda’s spotted pet lynx, better known as Wryclaw. He had pointy, tufted ears and beautiful tawny eyes.

He could also rip your heart out with his bare teeth. Literally.

Cats are ferocious. Especially wild ones like Wryclaw, who was no house cat but a predator, and only fell in with the two girls because Wilda had an unusually kind way with animals as well as people. Some say that cats choose their people and not the other way around, which might’ve been the case with Wryclaw. He was mostly tame now. Well… tame enough that the locals knew not to scream when they saw him slinking around the village.

“LAVENDER!” Wilda shouted, pointing Wryclaw toward the soldiers.

Wryclaw hated the scent of lavender. Positively loathed it.

The big cat’s yellow eyes narrowed to slits as he readied to pounce.

The soldiers took one look and ran. Problem was, they had nowhere to go. And when a scary wildcat is leaping in your direction, people tend to do silly things.

One soldier ran straight for the riverbank and slipped off the side, tumbling into the water with a splash. His head bobbed above the surface as he floated downstream, shouting and careening.

The second soldier ran a little farther, until the bank dipped down. If he tried to jump into the water there, he’d be more successful than his partner. Rosebud knew this to be true because it was their favorite trout-fishing spot—and where they’d been before coming into town to look for Josef. Two homemade poles were stuck in the sandy ground next to a small, moored boat.

Rosebud could tell what this soldier was thinking. He wasn’t going to be like his buddy, who was almost out of sight now, swept up in the river’s rapids. Oh no, not this fellow. This soldier was going to jump in the boat—that was his escape.

He raced toward the moored boat with Wryclaw nipping at his heels.

As the soldier dove over the riverbank, Rosebud flipped open the leather sheath on her right hip, slid out of her throwing axes, and aimed for the mooring rope on the boat below.

Zoop!

Her silver ax sailed through the air and sliced the rope. The boat lurched into the rapids.

The soldier dove into the water behind it.

And Wryclaw skidded to a halt at the top of the riverbank cliffs, where the three Blackhearts looked down at the thrashing Firebrand as he was carried away in the foaming water. A job well done. They had the purple coin bag and could return it to Dame Hette. She’d give them a free meal for what they’d done for her. A satisfying end to a lousy morning.

And Rosebud might have continued believing that too.

If she hadn’t noticed the familiar blond boy near the burned-out farmhouse, spying on them from a distance.






CHAPTER 2 A GOOD LEAD


A quiet week passed. Rosebud had no further run-ins with either Josef or any Firebrand soldiers, though that was mainly due to the fact that she and Wilda kept themselves tucked out of sight. Well, perhaps Josef kept himself out of their path, too, which was wise. But they didn’t go out seeking him, mainly because they didn’t want to run into Otto’s henchmen again. It wasn’t until someone reported that the tax-collecting soldiers were seen in another village that they finally relaxed and got back to their normal routines.

And ever since the fire raids, “normal” for Rosebud and Wilda was a little different from the other children in the village.

This particular evening, it was getting close to dinnertime, and Rosebud was cleaning her throwing axes when a herald dove flew into the window of a broken windmill outside of town.

The bird might be carrying something useful. She and Wilda had been waiting.

“What word do you bring, little dove?” she murmured as her pulse sped up.

She swung one of her dark braids over her shoulder and squinted at the windmill. It would take only a few moments for the bird’s trainer, a boy named Jaro, to unroll a tiny scroll tied to its leg. The scroll would appear blank to someone who wasn’t looking closely, but Jaro would rub a special powder over the clear ink that would reveal its secret message, and for that, Rosebud could wait.…

In the Kingdom of Rin, herald doves were special messengers, and the small notes wrapped around their legs often contained secret codes, or leads on enemy caravans. Rosebud desperately needed one of those leads, because all she’d done this gray afternoon was kill some mangy rodents that had infested Elder Ritter’s barn.

She’d done it to pay him back for the damage to his cabbages that she’d inflicted while being chased by the soldiers. However, it was a chore that was beneath her, and frankly, she was insulted to have been asked to do it.

Did the notorious hedge robber Dolf the Devil milk his neighbor’s cows? Did Wicked Werner pick up roadkill as community service? No, and no. She was Ruthless Rose, wanted leader of the notorious Blackhearts bandits… not Ruthless Rose, twelve-year-old barn maid and part-time vermin exterminator.

If her father were still alive, everyone would treat her with more respect. People had forgotten all the sacrifices he made for this village, all the good work he did. All the souls he rescued in the fire raids before he died.

They’d forgotten what Sir Herman the Loyal meant to this village, and for Rosebud, this made mourning him even worse. He’d been an honorable, good man—an important man. The only man to have been knighted from this village in twenty years. He’d saved gentle ladies from marauders. Stopped a gang of cutthroats from invading the Webbers’ farm. Rescued Old Man Toosey from a bear trap.

But most of all, people slept easier knowing he was out there on the Royal Road, keeping Bramble safe from anything that might come out of the Nowhere Wood. He’d been a hero, through and through. How could someone so big just disappear from people’s thoughts and conversations, as if he’d never existed?

It wasn’t right. And she had to figure out a way to honor him. To make the village remember what it was like before the fire raids, when they had a noble warrior on their side.

She just wasn’t sure how to do that. But she hoped whatever message this herald dove carried on its leg might somehow lead her there.

To most folks passing by the quiet windmill, the gray dove might appear to be just a common bird. But Rosebud knew it was called Smokewing. The messages it carried were ones that folks wanted to keep private, and it was very reliable—unlike the official village messenger doves that nested in the town’s fortification wall. Those doves couldn’t be trusted. Mainly because they were constantly being shot down by Firebrand guards with bow and arrow.

It was a bad time for messenger birds in the Kingdom of Rin.

And yet, Smokewing had managed to stay alive. Rosebud admired it because the gray bird was a lot like her: small and tough, a survivor. Every day, the battered bird came back to the windmill to do its duty, along with Rosebud.

“Hope there’s news from Smokewing,” Wilda said from Rosebud’s side. “Because if not, I’m ready to call it a day and head back into the village. I am starving. My stomach has grown a little mouth to remind me how hungry we are.” She growled in a deep voice and made an ogre-like face. “Feeeeed me, Wilda. Or I will eat you from the inside out.”

“You’re always either too full or not full enough,” Rosebud said.

“Or maybe my brain likes food more than my stomach does?” Wilda chuckled and elbowed her friend persistently. “Come on… aren’t you hungry?”

“Nope,” Rosebud said. Rat killing wasn’t the most appetizing of chores.

“But we haven’t eaten since breakfast,” Wilda reminded her. “Crusty bread and fresh butter would be nice.” Dreaming aloud about food was one of their favorite pastimes.

“Gingerbread would be better,” Rosebud admitted, wiping her throwing axes on the blue skirt of her kirtle.

“Oh, yes,” Wilda said with a happy sigh. “I can smell it now. Still warm from the oven.” She glanced down and made kissy sounds at the furry shape sitting in front of them and said in a baby voice, “You would love that too, wouldn’t you, sweet Tigerkins?”

Wryclaw was the only one of the three Blackhearts who wasn’t hungry at the moment. That’s because the spotted cat had eaten all the rats they’d killed in the barn… and a few the girls had missed. His lazy, tawny eyes seemed to say I enjoyed the bones most of all.

“Whoa-ho! Look there. Jaro’s signaling,” Wilda said excitedly, pointing toward the silent windmill. “Maybe the stars are with us today after all. Let’s hope for a good lead.”

“And a hot dinner afterward,” Rosebud added with a grin.

They each held up a fist with their thumbs tucked inside—a “pressing thumbs” sign was a local custom to signal good luck. Then Rosebud sheathed her throwing axes under a patchwork wool cloak, and with Wryclaw prowling behind them, the girls jogged down a path of fallen leaves that crunched under their boots.

Before the Firebrand army raided their quiet village two years ago, the windmill had ground grain into flour. But the Firebrands had lobbed a giant boulder at it, which had both killed the miller and cracked the mill beyond repair.

So much for that.

Now, Rosebud’s friends used the ruined building to keep an eye out on the comings and goings of the Firebrand caravans as they traveled through the forest to trade with the main continent.

“Got you something, but you’ll need to be quick,” Jaro shouted through a hole in the windmill’s wall, calling down to the girls from above. The teenage dove trainer rarely came all the way down due to his wounded leg, but he dropped a tiny rolled bit of paper that fell nicely into Rosebud’s waiting hands. “Carriage from the castle flying on the Royal Road,” he reported. “Two horses, one passenger, and the coachman. Peter from the parsonage says they were passing by him about fifteen minutes ago—he jotted the time.”

“What’s it carrying?” Rosebud asked. “Silver from the mines? Medicine? Food stores? Can’t be much if they aren’t protecting it with soldiers.”

“He didn’t note the cargo,” Jaro called back from above the girls. “Could be upon us any minute now. If you’re going to hit it, you’d better take the shortcut and get to the bridge.…”

That the girls could do. Better than catching rats.

“Oh, we’ll get there, all right,” Rosebud told the boy.

Jaro leaned out of the hole in the wall to peer into the distance. He didn’t seem all that convinced about their chances. “You’ll never make it.”

“We’ll make it!” Wilda shouted back at him.

Fleet of foot, the two best friends and the big cat left the windmill and raced across a field to the Rin River, about half a mile downstream from the spot they’d dispatched the two Firebrands. This part of the river was notable because it was where the Royal Road passed by their village and crossed the water into the distant dark pines.

Into the Nowhere Wood.

A place few in their kingdom had ever ventured, much less their village. Rosebud’s knowledge of the mountain forest had come primarily from her father and the stories he’d picked up while helping people who dared to travel along the Royal Road that cut through the center of the woods, once in a blue moon. Common folk only passed through when they absolutely, positively had to get to the other two kingdoms on the continent. Firebrand soldiers traveled through the Nowhere Wood—but only straight through, on the Royal Road. Never, ever off the road.

The ancient woods were dangerous. Strange things lurked in the trees, stranger than Wilda and her pet, if that could be believed. Legends said there were deadly creatures wielding old magic in the forest that frightened even the Firebrands.

The only way into the woods was across Last Hope Bridge—a long, covered overpass that spanned the river and was the very last thing travelers crossed before they entered the forest.

The bridge was one of the places in the kingdom that Firebrands didn’t patrol. Mostly because they were wary of the enchanted forest, like everyone else. The girls, however, were not. Maybe it was because they were young and naive. Maybe it was because they were bandits. Maybe it was because they traveled with a giant cat that could tear off their enemies’ limbs. Honestly, it’s hard to overstate just how confident having a big attack cat at one’s side can make a person.

But it’s a lot confident. A whole lot.

Whatever the reason, the girls weren’t too afraid of their own shadows, and they weren’t too afraid of being close to the Nowhere Wood. Rosebud’s father had always assured her that the bridge was safe, and if anyone knew, it was him. Besides, he’d never lied to her.

They pulled out something they’d stashed for occasions like these: a hollow log, buried under a pile of leaves. The girls worked together, racing both the dwindling light and the approaching coach, and managed to haul out the log until it neatly blocked the bridge’s exit.

Just in time, too.

Wilda peered through the covered tunnel while her big cat sniffed around near the edge of the riverbank. “Feel that?”

Rosebud did. It was like distant thunder rumbling the bridge boards beneath their boots. Not thunder from the sky, but the thunder of horses’ hooves.

A horse-pulled coach came into view, silhouetted in the purple mist of twilight as it rounded a bend in the river past the windmill. Golden light spilled from the passenger windows. Two lanterns hung from the coachman’s seat, high above a pair of black stallions. Behind them, the carriage’s narrow wheels rolled and bounced over the rocky lane.

The carriage itself was a thing of beauty, laden with ornamental silver embellishing the wheels and crowning the frame. This was no merchant’s wagon. No stagecoach carrying post. This was a private royal carriage from the castle; Peter’s message had been right. Odd that it wasn’t the usual military caravan that traveled through the woods; however, if it came from the castle, it was Firebrand. Had to be. They currently occupied Rin Castle, even if they didn’t belong there.

Rosebud’s heart pounded. She flipped up the wide hood of her cloak, tucking her dark braids inside while Wilda did the same. “Time for Ruthless Rose and Wildcat to clear the scum off the road.”

“Aw, yeah. Plunder and thunder! Let’s go, Blackhearts!” Wilda cheered quietly.

The coach entered the covered bridge. The draft horses were heavy on the creaking wood. Wait for it, Rosebud thought to herself. Until they can’t turn around…

“Now, Rosy!” Wilda whispered, her brown eyes big with excitement. “Do it, now!”

Rosebud pulled the stopper on a small bottle of blue liquid. The herbal scent of keru oil filled her nostrils as she poured the liquid in a long line on top of the tree log that they’d dragged to block the bridge’s exit. When it was done, Wilda quickly struck flint to steel, causing a spark.

The spark lit the keru oil.

The line of oil caught fire.

And a curtain of flames danced upward from the top of the log.

Wilda gritted her teeth and shut one eye while her lynx leerily slunk farther down the riverbank. If there were flames, fierce Wryclaw turned into… well, a big scaredy-cat. Rosebud didn’t blame him. Fire of any kind made them all uneasy. Ironically, the “Flaming Log” trick was an ambush they’d learned from the Firebrands; however, this tree oil was different than the special black tar that the Firebrand guard used to light and fling onto their roofs to torch their village. Keru oil burned fast, but it would not stay lit.

The flames were simply a trick for show—nothing more.

But a trick was all they needed.

The approaching horses reared and whinnied in surprise at the bright blue flames, causing the coach to rock and tilt upon its axles. For a moment, Rosebud worried it would turn over. But it all came to a sloppy, skidding halt as the trick line of fire on the log began to die down.

By then it didn’t matter.

Rosebud slipped around the edge of the log, and after three quick strides, grabbed the coachman’s seat to pull herself up. With her other hand, in a movement that had become as second nature to her as breathing, she flicked open the sheath on her right hip and brandished one of her throwing axes, arm high.

“Surrender, Firebrand filth!” she shouted. “I hereby take this coach in the name of the Blackhearts. Give up your valuables or forfeit your life.”

She glared at an elderly coachman who held up one hand in surrender; the other hand gripped his side beneath a black cape. His face was weathered and pale, a slash of angular lines capped with a shock of white hair. He squinted at her ax, and his shoulders relaxed.

He was… relieved? To be threatened with bodily harm? That was strange. Stranger still that he wasn’t wearing a Firebrand uniform—deep red surcoat armor, heavy iron fire strikers strapped next to their swords, and a special pouch that carried the nasty tar that they lobbed at roofs to set them aflame.

However, this man was dressed in a simple robe, like a cleric or scribe. And he looked very ill. Maybe he’d eaten bad stew. Or a mangey barn rat…

Perplexed, Rosebud hesitated. “Umm… not quite sure you caught all that, but in short, your money or your life!”

“Ooh, that’s catchy,” Wilda whispered. “ ‘Your money or your life’? Did you come up with that just now?”

“Shh!” Rosebud said. “Get to the back of the coach!”

The horses were agitated, pulling against the reins, which the coachman still held in the hand that was in the air. Rosebud feared the horses might yank him right out of his seat.

“I’m afraid you can’t take my life,” the coachman said in a bone-weary voice, “for it’s already been taken by the filth of which you speak.”

Rosebud steadied her grip on her ax’s handle but allowed her gaze to flick to the man’s torso, where he slowly lifted his cape with his elbow, allowing her to peek beneath it and get a look at his hand—the one that gripped his side. Dark blood blossomed below his fingers. He’d been shot like the village birds. Arrow, broken midshaft.

Awful wound. He wasn’t surviving that. She could see it in his eyes.

“If you’re not Firebrand, then who are you?” she asked carefully. “And how have you stolen a royal coach from the castle?”

“Cannot steal what already belongs to you,” he said in a pained voice.

She frowned. That was her line. The thing she often said to Firebrands when she was stealing back the coin or food they took from the villagers.

He added, “Unless you are the one who has stolen a knight’s francisca ax.”

Now her frown turned into a scowl.

“My father breathed his last breath, defending our village with this ax,” she informed him icily. “And I have another one just like it that I can plant inside your skull.” This was not going well. Anxiety seeped into her bravado. “Wildcat?” she called out to her friend, because they never used their real names during bandit work. “What we got back there in the coach?”

“Please,” the coachman begged. “If what you say is true, then listen to me. I won’t last much longer, and he desperately needs your help. Do not be frightened of him.”

Frightened? Of whom?

“Wildcat…?” Rosebud called out again, demanding.

When she got no answer, she became quite worried about her friend and made a quick decision to leave the coachman. After all, what could he do, in his state? He was old and frail, mortally wounded. The carriage could not go forward or backward on the bridge.

She jumped down, heart racing, and cautiously approached the side of the carriage. Fancy curtains covered the windows, allowing golden torch light to shine through and reveal the dark shape of someone inside, so she gave the door a wide berth—ready to duck in case that person had a weapon. But no arrow flew. No spear lunged.

Her muscles tense, she sprung forward and rapidly threw open the carriage door.

Rosebud spied several things at once: Wilda’s anxious face, staring into the coach from the open door on the opposite side. A plush interior, with velvet cushions and polished silver, more luxurious than she’d ever seen in her short lifetime.

And sitting in the middle of all the lavishness was a boy about her age.…

A boy with the head of a gray wolf.

“Um, Ruthless?” Wilda said in a dazed voice from across the coach. “We got trouble.”






CHAPTER 3 THE OATH


It wasn’t every day that Rosebud saw a wolf-headed boy. In fact, this was the first. But because she wasn’t afraid of her own shadow, she didn’t immediately scream or run away, and she didn’t blindly lash out and attack him without thinking—which is a thing that a lot of people do when they are facing something that scares them.

And because she didn’t overreact, her eyes had time to take in details about the situation. For example, she was able to tell by the way he gripped the plush seat of the carriage that he was very frightened. Maybe it was that she was pointing a sharpened ax in his direction.

Most people don’t like that.

Rosebud looked him over and assessed the situation.

The boy wore a black padded gambeson jacket, belted at the waist, which fell to the tops of his leather boots, right below his knees. A ghostly white lily was pinned to his chest—a heraldic livery badge that she instantly recognized. The lily was in the royal coat of arms and was the symbol of the family that had ruled Rin for decades, House of Abend.

White lilies were said to represent water maidens of legend who were flowers by day and transformed into women at night. Before Otto’s raids, lilies were on every banner in the kingdom… on every shield. And because Rosebud’s father had been a royal knight of the kingdom, those very lilies were carved into Rosebud’s throwing axes.

But this boy’s livery badge? That was something that only people in the royal court wore.

He was someone very important.

But none of his fine clothes and heraldry mattered as much as what was above his shoulders. Which—hold on. Upon closer inspection, it wasn’t the head of wolf at all!

It was a wolf mask.

To be fair, a quite realistic and convincing mask.

It was made of gray fur, and it covered the boy’s entire head. The bottom edge of the mask was tucked into an embroidered hood that draped over his shoulders. And if not for that and the fact that there were holes cut into the fur—from which a human mouth quivered, and a pair of human hazel eyes peered at Rosebud—she might have been fooled into thinking he was some kind of werewolf. Were-boy?

Wolf boy.

Uh-oh.

It now dawned on Rosebud who this was, but her brain fought it, even as she knew it to be true.

When Otto the Torch stormed into the Kingdom of Rin two years ago, he burned down villages and took Rin Castle by force, murdering all the remaining knights and most of the royal guard. But too many Rin loyalists banded together and fought back. The war had been bloody and was dragging out. No one bowed down to Otto. Until Otto tried a different tactic earlier this year.

He finally was able to convince the kingdom to accept him as their new ruler when he accused good Queen Gisela of turning her own son into a werewolf.

Yes, a werewolf.

And he falsely imprisoned the queen for using witchcraft, something he promptly announced was illegal in his first act as the new regent of Rin.

Now Rosebud stood dazed in the middle of a royal coach, staring at boy in a wolf mask.

“Prince Timo?” She hadn’t meant to say it aloud. It just sort of popped out. But when she said it, a strangled cry broke from the mouth behind the mask.

Both girls jumped.

Surely this wasn’t the actual cursed Prince Timo, son of their imprisoned queen?

Prince Timo the Wolf, sitting right in front of her… How could that be? He was supposed to be locked up in the castle dungeon along with his mother. For his own safety. And for the safety of the kingdom—until they found a cure for his curse.

The curse that Queen Gisela supposedly inflicted upon him.

The Witch Queen. That’s what Otto and his Firebrands called her now. What kind of mother would hex her own son? None of the villagers actually believed it. Not in their hearts… at least they didn’t want to, and not at first. But it had been confusing, especially when they’d witnessed a Wolf Boy trotted out on the castle steps, bound in iron and howling at the top of his lungs like a monster.
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