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            Dedication

         
         
            To my mom and my grandma—for your love, your patience, and everything else that you’ve given to me over the years.

         

         
            To readers who wanted more stories in my Crown of Shards world—this one is for you.

         

         
            And to my teenage self, who devoured every single epic fantasy book that she could get her hands on—for writing your very
               own epic fantasy books.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Andvarians and Mortans are like gargoyles and strixes—they invariably try to kill each other.

            —Armina Ripley, first queen of Andvari

         

         
            Trusting a Morricone is like trying to grab a lightning bolt. Even if you manage to latch onto it, you’re still going to get
               burned.
            

            —Dominic Ripley, current crown prince of Andvari

         

         
            Any fool can tear down a throne. Keeping a crown on your own head is far more difficult.

            —Maeven Morricone, current queen of Morta
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Worth the Risk

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Sometimes, I despise being a princess.

         
         Don’t get me wrong. I know how fortunate I am. As Gemma Armina Merilde Ripley, the crown princess of Andvari, I have everything
            I could ever want, from beautiful gowns to sparkling tiaras to scrumptious foods. And I do those fine things proud. I am an
            excellent dancer, a moderately talented jewelry maker, and an enthusiastic connoisseur of toasted cheese-and-jam sandwiches.
         

         
         I want for nothing, smile at everything, and can converse on a plethora of benign topics, from the mercurial Andvarian fall
            weather to the most famous Bellonan gladiator troupes to the unusual intricate patterns of Ungerian competitive ballroom dances.
         

         
         Oh, yes. I bloody excel at playing the part of a pampered princess. Most of the time, I even enjoy it.
         

         
         But this was not one of those occasions.

         
         “. . . don’t you think, Your Highness?”

         
         The deep, booming voice jarred me out of my snide reverie. Several lords and ladies were staring at me, as though I were a caladrius in a menagerie they had gathered around to gawk at. At times like these, being a princess was definitely its own sort of prison. 

         
         Today my gilded cage was a dining hall lined with white stone planters boasting evergreen shrubs. To my left, servants were
            clearing away plates from the table in the center of the room. To my right, musicians were performing beneath a white wicker
            arbor draped with green vines. Clusters of pink wisteria bobbed above the musicians’ heads, as if the flowers were dancing
            along to the low, soft tunes, including “The Bluest Crown,” my own cursed, unwanted personal anthem.
         

         
         A dark gray banner featuring a black snarling gargoyle face—the Ripley royal crest—hung on one of the walls next to a forest-green
            banner with a gold oak tree with gold acorns dripping from its branches. The crest of Lord Eichen, the luncheon host.
         

         
         “Don’t you think, Your Highness?” Eichen repeated, his trumpet of a voice much louder than before, as though I hadn’t heard
            him.
         

         
         With his silver-rimmed glasses, dark brown eyes, wrinkled dark brown skin, and cropped iron-gray hair and mustache, Eichen
            looked like a kindly grandfather, and he was a longtime friend of my own grandfather, King Heinrich Ripley. The sixty-something
            Eichen was also a wealthy plant magier whose estate was within spitting distance of the Mortan border.
         

         
         His booming voice drowned out all the other conversations, and this time, everyone in the dining hall looked at me. The musicians
            paused their playing, and even the pink wisteria seemed to peer in my direction.
         

         
         The weight of everyone’s stares pressed against my chest like an anvil, but I smiled as though my ears weren’t still ringing
            from Eichen’s sonorous voice. With that ability to bellow, he should have been a gladiator ringmaster.
         

         
         “You’re right,” I replied. “The Black Swan troupe will be the main rivals to our Andvarian gladiators heading into the winter season. Why, it wouldn’t surprise me if the Black Swan troupe once again won a championship or two.” 

         
         “They’ve won almost every bloody championship for the last sixteen years. Ever since Serilda Swanson returned to Svalin.”
            Eichen spat out the famed warrior’s name like it was the vilest curse. Several of his grandchildren competed for the Andvarian
            troupes, so he took the gladiator rankings, victories, and defeats much more seriously than most folks did.
         

         
         “Serilda is a fine warrior,” I murmured, not wanting to further incite Eichen.

         
         “That she is.” A smile split his face, and his mustache bristled with a happier mood. “Did I ever tell you that I once saw
            Serilda herself compete? I did! It was against a Mortan troupe, and she wiped the floor with every gladiator they set against
            her . . .”
         

         
         Eichen launched into a long-winded tale about Serilda’s tournament. I kept smiling, although I once again tuned out his words.

         
         As Princess Gemma, I was a traveling ambassador for the Ripley royal family, responsible for maintaining good relationships
            with wealthy nobles, especially those like Eichen with strategic holdings near the Mortan border. For the last three days,
            I had been visiting with Eichen and his family at Oakton Manor, oohing and aahing over his impressive gardens, and charming
            and ingratiating myself with everyone, from the wealthiest lady to the newest servant.
         

         
         Today was the grand finale of my visit and included a luncheon with dozens of nobles, merchants, and guilders from the nearby
            city of Haverton. The actual luncheon had ended thirty minutes ago, and now the guests were indulging in some more wine before
            taking their leave to get ready for the ball tonight.
         

         
         A few weeks ago, I would have enjoyed whiling away the afternoon with idle gossip, picking up information, and seeing who I could convince to keep me abreast of the goings-on in Haverton so I could expand my network of unofficial spies into this corner of Andvari. 

         
         Not anymore. Now every hour that passed increased the threat to my kingdom—

         
         I still can’t believe she defeated a group of Mortan soldiers.

         
         The stories must be lies. She’s a princess, not a warrior.

         
         She can’t possibly be a mind magier. Otherwise, she would know exactly how ugly I think her dress is . . .

         
         I kept my smile fixed on my face, as though nothing were wrong and I couldn’t hear what everyone truly thought about me.

         
         The nobles were right—and wrong. I might be a princess, but a few weeks ago, I had defeated a group of Mortan soldiers. As
            for my being a warrior, well, that was debatable, but I was most definitely a mind magier who could hear each and every one
            of their deepest, darkest secrets.
         

         
         Unfortunately.

         
         People thought all the bloody time, and their mental musings constantly buzzed around me, like bees droning on and on in my ears.
         

         
         Not only could I hear the nobles’ not-so-kind thoughts, but I could also feel their emotions, from the slightest bit of dull
            boredom to the sharp pricks of curiosity to the petty jealousy that scraped against my skin like sandpaper. Lady Kendra really
            did not like my dress, and the disgust rolling off her was strong enough to make my own stomach churn.
         

         
         I drew in a deep breath and focused on myself, on my tiny internal ship that constantly sailed around on the sea of other
            people’s emotions. Slowly, that choppy sea smoothed out, Lady Kendra’s disgust faded away, and my ship righted itself.
         

         
         Normally, I would have ignored people’s thoughts and feelings as best I could. But given the danger I planned on putting myself in later, I actually needed to hear people’s silent musings to make sure I could pull off my scheme—and that no one was spying on me the way I planned to spy on my enemies. 

         
         So I waited until Eichen launched into another story, then reached out with my magic. In an instant, I was leaning over the
            deck of my internal ship, dipping my fingers into that sea of emotions, and skimming the thoughts of everyone in the dining
            hall, from the nobles clustered around Eichen to the servants still clearing the table to the guards stationed in the corners.
         

         
         This wine is awful . . .

         
         Wish I could get closer to the princess . . .

         
         Glitzma’s hands are ruined now . . .

         
         That last snide, mocking thought, also by the dress-hating Lady Kendra, made my hands clench into fists. Glitzma was my unofficial nickname, and one I had thoroughly embraced for years, since the pampered princess persona had been the
            perfect cover for my secret missions. But as more time had passed, the nickname had started to annoy me, and now I utterly
            despised it, especially given the brutal torture I had suffered a few weeks ago.
         

         
         Rage bubbled up inside me, and dull aches rippled through my clenched fists, while my fingertips tingled with hot sparks of
            remembered pain. Despite several rounds of healing, bright red scars still adorned my hands, front and back, as though someone
            had painted scarlet starbursts on my skin.
         

         
         The sight of the ugly marks made more rage bubble up inside me, along with my magic, both of them burning even hotter and fiercer than the phantom sparks of pain still twinging my fingertips. I blinked, and from one instant to the next, the dining hall vanished, and I was staring down at my own body chained to a table. Ribbons of fire rippled through my back, while white-hot agony throbbed in my hands and blood dripped out of the gruesome wounds in my palms— 

         
         “What do you say, Your Highness?” Eichen’s voice blasted over me yet again, shattering my memory and snapping me back to the
            here and now.
         

         
         All eyes turned toward me. I loosened my fists, flexed my fingers, and picked an imaginary piece of lint off my skirt, even
            as I rewound Eichen’s words in my mind. Princesses learned at an early age to always listen with half an ear.
         

         
         “Oh, yes,” I replied. “The Haverton troupe does have a good chance of advancing to the championships, especially given the
            impressive performance your grandchildren treated us to earlier.”
         

         
         Several gladiators had sparred in an outdoor fighting ring before the luncheon. The warriors had been skilled enough, but
            I had seen far better. Serilda Swanson, Paloma, and of course Queen Everleigh Blair. Still, it would be rude to insult my
            host.
         

         
         Eichen’s chest puffed up with pride. “Thank you, Your Highness! I appreciate the vote of confidence. Perhaps King Heinrich
            will allow some of our more accomplished gladiators to serve as your guards and escort you to the upcoming Summit. After all,
            we wouldn’t want the Morricones to get their hands on you again.”
         

         
         All around us, the other nobles froze, and Lady Adora, Eichen’s gladiator granddaughter, sucked in a strangled breath. I kept
            my smile fixed on my face through years of practice and sheer force of will.
         

         
         A few weeks ago, I had been undercover, trying to figure out who was stealing tearstone from a mine in the Andvarian city of Blauberg, when I had encountered Prince Leonidas Morricone. Even though Leonidas was a childhood enemy, I had still saved him from being murdered by Wexel, a Mortan captain. Later on, Leonidas had saved my life when Conley, the Blauberg mine foreman, had shoved me into a chasm and left me for dead. 

         
         Leonidas had taken me to Myrkvior, the Mortan royal palace, to be healed, and I’d stayed there under an assumed name in hopes
            of figuring out who had stolen the Andvarian tearstone—and what they planned to do with it. While at the palace, I’d had a
            series of dangerous, disastrous encounters with both Queen Maeven Morricone and her firstborn son, Crown Prince Milo Morricone.
         

         
         Maeven had assassinated Emperia Dumond, one of her bitter rivals for the throne, and blamed me for the noble lady’s murder.
            After I’d discovered Milo was making barbed arrows out of the stolen tearstone, he had taken great pleasure in torturing me.
            First, he had lashed my back with a whip made of coral-viper skin. Then, he’d driven his cursed arrows through my hands.
         

         
         And Leonidas . . . Well, his betrayal had been the cruelest, most calculated one of all.

         
         He had made me believe he actually cared about me.

         
         Eventually, I had escaped from Myrkvior and returned to Blauberg, where I had faced off against Milo, along with Captain Wexel
            and numerous guards. Using my mind magier magic, I had driven the Mortans out of the city and warned Milo that I would kill
            him if he set foot on Andvarian soil ever again.
         

         
         Tales of my supposed heroism during the Battle of Blauberg, as it had been dubbed, had quickly spread through Andvari. Rumors abounded about exactly what had happened, but my family and I had taken control of the story as best we could and had (mostly) told the truth. Officially, I had tracked some stolen tearstone to Myrkvior, where I had been held as a political prisoner by the Morricones, before escaping, returning to Blauberg, and driving some rogue Mortan soldiers out of the city. Despite my obvious scars, we’d downplayed my suffering and the conflict with the Morricones, so as not to appear weak to our nobles or worry our citizens. 

         
         The curiosity of Eichen and his friends didn’t surprise me, as I’d heard more than one silent speculation about my part in
            the battle, but so far, no one had been brave, bold, or stupid enough to mention the Morricones—and my ordeal at their hands—out
            loud to me.
         

         
         Adora rammed her elbow into Eichen’s side. His eyes bulged, and his mouth gaped as he realized his mistake.

         
         “Your—Your Highness!” Eichen sputtered. “Please forgive me! I meant no offense!”

         
         His apology blasted through the dining hall, drawing even more unwanted attention. Everyone stared at me again, and their
            thoughts slapped up against my mind, threatening to capsize my internal ship and render me frozen and useless.
         

         
         I gritted my teeth, glanced down, and focused on the pendant that lay against my blue dress. The silver base featured small
            pieces of black jet that formed the Ripley snarling gargoyle crest. Tiny, midnight-blue tearstone shards made up the gargoyle’s
            horns, eyes, nose, and teeth, turning the crest into the face of Grimley, my own beloved gargoyle. Alvis, the Andvarian royal
            jeweler, had made the necklace for me when I was younger and first learning how to control my power.
         

         
         Everyone in Andvari and beyond knew that Princess Gemma always wore her famed gargoyle pendant, but it was far more than just
            a pretty bauble. The pieces of black jet helped to block people’s mundane thoughts, while the blue tearstone shards would
            either store my own magic or deflect an enemy’s power.
         

         
         Dozens of thoughts crowded into my mind, causing the bits of black jet to heat up. I grabbed the pendant and rubbed it between
            my fingers, concentrating on the sharp pricks of the hot jewels against my skin instead of the snide, sympathetic, and speculative
            musings buzzing in my ears.
         

         
         I used to be almost totally reliant on my pendant to block other people’s musings and keep their feelings from overwhelming me. But ever since the Battle of Blauberg, I had been relying more on my own skill and willpower to control my mind magier magic, rather than shoving my power down as I had for so many years. Now I could usually keep my internal ship from capsizing in the sea of thoughts and emotions that constantly roiled around me. As for controlling and using the storm of my own thoughts, emotions, and magic that continuously churned inside me . . . Well, that was still a work in progress.
         

         
         But there was no hiding from the nobles still silently wondering how I would react to Eichen’s words, so I released my pendant
            and lifted my head. The lord’s face was pinched tight with worry, and I decided to put him out of his misery.
         

         
         “No offense taken,” I replied. “Your offer of gladiators is quite kind, but Grandfather Heinrich, Prince Dominic, and Captain
            Rhea have already seen to our security needs for the Summit.”
         

         
         Rhea had done most of the planning, since my stepmother was the leader of the royal guards, but I didn’t remind Eichen of
            that fact. It would be lost in the red-hot embarrassment pounding through his body and burning in my own cheeks.
         

         
         “I’m relieved to hear that,” Eichen replied, his voice softer and more subdued than before.

         
         Eichen cast a desperate glance at Adora, as if hoping she would introduce a new topic of conversation to break the awkward
            silence.
         

         
         “Princess Gemma! There you are!” a light, feminine voice sounded.

         
         Heels clattered on the flagstones, and a woman glided forward, her quick, purposeful strides easily cutting a swath through the nobles as she stepped up beside me. She was a couple of inches shorter than I was, with a lean, strong, muscled body. Her long black hair had been curled into fat ringlets that danced around her head, while gold shadow and liner brought out her vivid emerald-green eyes. Dark red berry balm stained her lips, further enhancing her golden skin and pretty features. 

         
         The woman was wearing a long formfitting green jacket covered with flying dragons done in gold thread. A gold pendant, also
            shaped like a dragon, dangled from the gold chain around her neck. Emeralds glittered as the dragon’s eyes, while jet and
            ruby shards spewed out of its mouth, as though it were exhaling jeweled fire.
         

         
         Lady Reiko Yamato, my friend and fellow spy, smoothly threaded her arm through mine. I glanced down at the dragon face with
            green scales and black eyes that adorned her right hand. The dragon gave me a mischievous wink, although Reiko’s features
            remained schooled in a polite mask. All morphs had some sort of tattoo-like mark on their bodies that indicated what larger,
            stronger creature they could shift into. My friend had transformed into her dragon during the Battle of Blauberg, and she
            had been a fearsome sight to behold.
         

         
         I just hoped she wouldn’t have to do it again before the end of our mission.

         
         “Are you ready to stroll through the gardens?” Reiko asked. “You’ve been spouting the benefits of long, contemplative walks
            for weeks now.”
         

         
         The same mischief that her inner dragon had shown me filled her green eyes. I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at
            both of them.
         

         
         Eichen frowned. “But I showed you both the gardens when you first arrived. Princess Gemma sneezed quite violently throughout
            the tour.”
         

         
         Reiko’s lips twitched, as if she was holding back a grin, and she arched an eyebrow, indicating that I would have to lie my way out of this. My friend had a very large competitive streak when it came to our spy games, and she was always giving me little tests just to see if I could keep up with her quick wits. 

         
         “Oh, yes,” I purred, rising to her challenge, since I too had a very large competitive streak. “I did promise Lady Reiko that
            we would stroll through the gardens.”
         

         
         I glanced around, as though making sure no one was listening, even though everyone was clearly straining to hear what I would
            say next. Then I leaned a little closer to Eichen and dropped my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Lady Reiko has a personal . . .
            affliction, and I thought some herbs in your gardens might prove useful. You don’t mind if we pick a few, do you?”
         

         
         Reiko stiffened. This time I was the one who had to hold back a grin.

         
         Eichen eyed Reiko like she’d suddenly grown another head and not-so-subtly sidled away, lest he catch the dragon morph’s mysterious
            affliction just by standing next to her. “Of course not. Take whatever you need.”
         

         
         Reiko smiled at him, but magic swirled around her body, and long black talons sprouted on her fingertips. She curled her hand
            a little tighter around my arm, her talons digging into my skin, even as her inner dragon glared at me.
         

         
         What’s the matter? I sent the thought to her. Is your affliction flaring up again?

         
         Reiko winced, still not used to me mentally communicating with her, but she muttered in her mind. The only affliction I have is you and your bloody lame excuses.

         
         I winked at her before turning back to Eichen.

         
         “Thank you ever so much for the delicious luncheon,” I purred again. “But Lady Reiko’s condition needs immediate attention, so please excuse us.”
         

         
         Eichen’s eyebrows drew together in confusion, but he shot Reiko a wary look and scuttled back a few more steps, clearly not
            wanting to be exposed to whatever was wrong with her.
         

         
         Reiko’s talons dug a little deeper into my arm, but I was grinning as we left the dining hall.

         
         *  *  *

         Reiko and I strolled through the manor house. All the noise, commotion, and conversation in the dining hall quickly faded
            away, leaving us in both physical and mental silence.
         

         
         Reiko dropped my arm and slapped her hands on her hips. “Affliction? Condition? You made it sound like I had the clap!”

         
         “You’re the one who suddenly wanted to stroll through the gardens. Don’t blame me for arranging it the quickest and easiest
            way I could think of. Besides, Eichen won’t try to follow us now. Neither will any of the other nobles once word of your condition spreads.”
         

         
         Reiko harrumphed, spun around on her heel, and stalked away. I grinned again and fell in step behind her. Still, my merriment
            quickly faded away. As much as I enjoyed teasing my friend, we had come to Oakton to do a job, and it was time to get on with
            it.
         

         
         Reiko and I returned to my chambers. The servants were still cleaning up the dining hall, so no one saw us slip inside, strip
            off our luncheon garb, and don more practical clothes.
         

         
         “Did you find out anything new?” I asked, stuffing the bottoms of my black leggings into the sides of my matching boots.

         
         “Unfortunately not.” Reiko’s voice floated out of her room, which adjoined mine. “I talked to every noble at the luncheon,
            along with several servants and guards, but no one has heard anything about Mortans being in Haverton.”
         

         
         I ground my teeth in frustration. Ostensibly, I had come to Oakton Manor to visit Lord Eichen, but really, I was here because my network of spies had passed along some rumors that Mortan guards had been spotted near an abandoned tearstone mine in the area. 

         
         Over the past several weeks, Milo Morricone had engineered the murders of dozens of my countrymen and -women so he could steal
            thousands of pounds of tearstone from places all along the Andvari-Morta border. Then, more recently in Blauberg, I’d seen
            Captain Wexel buy tearstone ore from Conley, the treacherous mine foreman.
         

         
         Grandfather Heinrich had increased the guards and security on all the active tearstone mines, especially those near Morta,
            but dozens of abandoned, unguarded mines dotted the Spire Mountains—like the one close to Haverton. I still didn’t know exactly
            what Milo wanted to do with the magical ore, but I didn’t want to let him steal another bloody shard of it.
         

         
         Reiko strode into my room. She had donned dark gray leggings and boots, along with an emerald-green tunic and matching cloak.
            She leaned against the wall while I laced up my boots.
         

         
         “This could be another one of Milo’s schemes,” Reiko pointed out. “He could have ordered Wexel to spread those rumors just
            to lure you here, Gemma.”
         

         
         “I know, but I have to check them out anyway. Especially since Alvis still hasn’t figured out what Milo is planning to do
            with all the tearstone arrows he’s made. Seeing if the Mortans are lurking around the old mine and potentially picking up
            new information about Milo’s plans is worth the risk.”
         

         
         Reiko eyed me. “You’ve been saying that more and more. Risking more and more.”
         

         
         I sighed. “That’s because I keep getting more and more desperate, especially with the Summit coming up.”

         
         The Summit was a yearly meeting where royals, nobles, merchants, and guilders from the various kingdoms came together to hammer out trade agreements for goods, services, and the like. Everything from coal to lumber to wheat would be discussed, bartered for, and sold to whomever could pay the asking prices. 

         
         “You don’t have to attend,” Reiko replied. “Prince Dominic and Captain Rhea can handle things.”

         
         I shook my head. “No, I have to go, just like I usually do. Andvari cannot afford to appear weak right now, especially not
            during something as important as the Summit. Rumors are still flying fast and furious about my trip to Myrkvior. I have to
            show everyone that I survived my time in the Morricone palace relatively unscathed.”
         

         
         Reiko’s gaze dropped to my scarred hands. Her face remained expressionless, but her inner dragon winced, as if it hurt them
            both just to look at the red marks.
         

         
         My hands clenched into fists, strangling my bootlaces and making the tight scars stand out that much more vividly, like volcanoes
            of blood about to erupt out of my pale skin. The sudden angry motions caused those dull aches to ripple through my hands again
            and reignited the hot sparks in my fingertips. People often experienced phantom pain from old injuries, but thanks to my magic,
            the sensations were as intense and as vivid as when my wounds were first inflicted. I had never particularly enjoyed being
            a mind magier, but at times like these, I cursed my magic and all the bloody misery it caused me.
         

         
         Reiko remained silent, although her dragon’s wince melted into a sympathetic look. I ground my teeth again and finished tying
            my bootlaces. Then I straightened up, spun away from her, and tied a dark gray cloak on over my matching tunic.
         

         
         Reiko had already cinched a sword and dagger around her waist, and I grabbed my own weapons belt, which also featured a dagger.
            My dagger was made of pale gray tearstone, which was surprisingly lightweight, and the hilt bore the same snarling gargoyle
            crest made of black jet and blue tearstone that my pendant did.
         

         
         I buckled the weapons belt around my waist, then picked up two other items from a nearby table—the tearstone arrows Milo had used to torture me. 

         
         The shorter-than-normal projectiles stretched only from my wrist up to my fingertips, but the pointed tips were razor-sharp,
            and the two arrowheads themselves were unusually large and lined with curved barbs that looked like fishing hooks. Milo had
            driven the arrows through my hands, then used them like lightning rods to conduct his hot, electric magic throughout my body.
            And then, for a final cruel touch, he had ripped the arrows out of my hands, causing the hooked barbs to tear through even
            more of my flesh.
         

         
         For the second time in the past hour, the room around me flickered and vanished, and I saw my own body stretched out on a
            table, blood pooling under my damaged hands. My muscles tensed with brutal remembered pain, even as my heart pounded and sweat
            pricked the back of my neck—
         

         
         “Gemma?” Reiko’s voice dragged me back into the present. “Are you okay?”

         
         “Fine,” I lied, struggling to make my voice light, although it still came out as a harsh rasp. “Just thinking.”

         
         “About what?”

         
         “Why the arrows changed color.”

         
         It was the first thing that popped into my mind and a question that had been nagging at me for weeks now. I held the two arrows
            up to the light streaming in through the glass doors. In addition to absorbing and deflecting magic, tearstone had another
            dual nature—it could change color, shifting from bright starry gray to dark midnight-blue and back again.
         

         
         Before Milo had used the arrows on me, they had been a light gray, just like the tearstone dagger on my belt. But after he’d punched the weapons through my hands, they had turned—and still remained—a dark blue, as though Milo’s lightning magic had somehow changed the innate properties of the tearstone itself. There had to be some clue in that about Milo’s ultimate plan for his wicked weapons, but so far, I hadn’t been able to puzzle it out. 

         
         Perhaps I would ask Milo—before I killed him.

         
         Back in Blauberg, I’d warned the crown prince that I would kill him if he ever set foot on Andvarian soil again, but that
            was a lie. I was going to murder the bastard anyway. Something else I needed to figure out how to do, along with sussing out
            his true plans for the stolen tearstone.
         

         
         But pondering the elusive, frustrating secrets of Milo’s arrows wasn’t helping anything, so I returned the weapons to the
            table, then strode over to the glass doors in the back of the room, opened them, and let out a soft, low whistle.
         

         
         Several seconds later, a shadow zipped through the air, briefly blotting out the afternoon sun, before landing on the stone
            balcony outside and taking on the familiar shape of a gargoyle.
         

         
         Gargoyles were as common in Andvari as wild horses were in Flores, and the creatures often roosted on the roofs of homes and
            shops, both in the cities and out in the countryside. Several gargoyles nested on the towers that topped Eichen’s manor house,
            but this creature had come with me all the way from Glitnir, the royal palace in the capital city of Glanzen.
         

         
         This gargoyle was roughly the size of a horse, although his body was much thicker and stronger, and his powerful, muscled
            legs were set much lower to the ground. His eyes burned a bright sapphire blue in his dark gray stone face, and tiny bits
            of blue also shimmered throughout the rest of his body, like pinprick stars embedded in his skin. Two curved horns jutted
            up from his head, while broad wings fanned out from his shoulders. Black talons protruded from his large wolflike paws, and
            an arrowlike point tipped his long tail.
         

         
         The gargoyle yawned, revealing his razor-sharp teeth, then blinked sleepily. “I don’t see why we have to do this in the middle of the afternoon,” Grimley grumbled, his voice sounding like bits of gravel crunching together. “I was just about to catch a whole warren of rabbits in my nap.” 

         
         “Because I want to be able to actually see what the Mortans are doing. Not trip over them in the woods in the middle of the night.”
         

         
         “Which we could have easily done this morning, without spoiling my afternoon nap,” he grumbled again.

         
         “You should know by now that my spy work is never done, and neither is yours.”

         
         Grimley shot me a sour look. I grinned and scratched his head right in between his horns, just where he liked.

         
         He sighed and leaned into my touch. “Very well. Let me summon Fern—”

         
         Thump.

         
         Another shadow swooped down from the sky and landed next to Grimley. The shadow popped up, also morphing into a gargoyle,
            although this creature’s face was more rounded, and her jade-green eyes matched the tiny veins of green running through her
            light gray skin. She too had come here all the way from Glitnir.
         

         
         “Hello!” Fern chirped in a much lighter, feminine voice than Grimley’s low, gravelly grumble. “Ready to fly, Princess Gemma?”

         
         I grinned again, then scratched Fern’s head as well. She also had two horns, although hers were a bit smaller, since she was
            younger than my Grims and not yet fully grown like he was.
         

         
         “Almost, Fern. And I’ve told you countless times to call me Gemma.”

         
         The female gargoyle reared back, a horrified look on her face. “But you are a princess—our beloved princess—and you should always be addressed as such.”
         

         
         Grimley rolled his eyes. Fern kept smiling at me, even as she lashed out with her tail and snapped the flat edge of the arrow
            on the end against Grimley’s shoulder. He glowered at her, but Fern merely sniffed in return and sat upright, perching on
            her paws as prettily as a cat.
         

         
         Reiko stepped out onto the balcony and closed the doors behind her. “This is a bad idea,” she muttered.

         
         I arched an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me that Reiko Yamato, skilled warrior, fierce dragon morph, and accomplished spymaster, is
            afraid of flying on a gargoyle?”
         

         
         She huffed. “Of course I’m not afraid of flying. I flew on a strix when I followed you and the Mortans back to Blauberg, remember?”

         
         “But?”

         
         “But the strix had a saddle and reins and harness straps.” Reiko eyed Fern with wariness. “This gargoyle has none of those
            things, which exponentially increases the odds of me falling to my death.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry. I’ve ridden on Fern plenty of times, and she is an excellent flier. Saddle or no saddle, she won’t let you fall
            off. Besides, this is the quickest, easiest way to reach the mine.”
         

         
         “Very well.” Reiko stabbed a finger at me. “But if I die, then I’m coming back to haunt you. Dragons are good at that.”

         
         I grinned again. “I would be delighted to be haunted by the great Reiko Yamato. Now, let’s go see if the rumors are true.
            If any Mortans are lurking around Haverton, then I want to thoroughly fuck up whatever they’re doing here.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Reiko grumbled some more, but she climbed onto Fern’s back. I did the same with Grimley. Then, with a whisper of wings, the
            gargoyles took off.
         

         
         I leaned over Grimley’s side, admiring the gardens below. White crushed-shell paths shimmered like opalescent ribbons twining
            around the lush green lawns, while gray stone arbors draped with pink, purple, and blue wisteria stood next to the enormous
            oaks that gave Oakton Manor its name. The wind whistled through my hair, bringing with it the delicate scents of the ice violets,
            frost pansies, and other blossoms, as well as that crisp earthy tang that was uniquely fall. The cerulean sky was clear of
            clouds, and the late October sun added some pleasant warmth to the brisk day.
         

         
         I was never happier than when I was on Grimley’s back, sailing through the sky, the landscape laid out before me like a carpet at a queen’s feet. And perhaps best of all, way up here, there was no dining hall full of condescending nobles, gossipy servants, and bored guards silently judging me in their minds, where they thought I couldn’t hear them. These days I appreciated the quiet more than ever, especially given all the unquiet in my own mind. So I tilted my face into the wind, breathed in deeply, and enjoyed every moment of our flight. 

         
         The gargoyles swiftly zoomed past the stone walls that bordered Eichen’s estate, along with the nearby city of Haverton. People
            were walking and shopping in the plazas below, and no one seemed to notice us pass by overhead. Then again, they had no real
            reason to, since gargoyles flew over the city all the time to hunt for rats, rabbits, and more in the countryside.
         

         
         We left the city behind, and Grimley and Fern flew for about thirty more minutes before I spotted an odd shape on the forest
            floor. The remains of a campfire stood in a stone pit in the middle of a clearing, like a black bull’s-eye on an archery target.
         

         
         I pointed out the spot to Grimley. Over there. That might be what we’re looking for.

         
         Grimley flexed his wings and veered in that direction. But instead of landing in the clearing, he flew past it. I might be
            taking a risk by investigating the rumors, but I wasn’t about to land right beside the fire pit. That was just asking for
            trouble, especially since I didn’t know how many Mortans might be nearby.
         

         
         Grimley spiraled down and landed in another, smaller clearing. Fern and Reiko glided to a stop beside us.

         
         I slid off Grimley’s back and pulled my dagger out of its scabbard. Beyond the clearing, the woods stretched out as far as
            I could see, and my breath steamed faintly in the chilly air. Given the high elevation of the Spire Mountains, fall was rapidly
            waning here. Many of the trees were already bare, although a few were still swathed in brilliant garnet and citrine leaves
            like ladies draped in colorful ball gowns.
         

         
         No one was moving through the trees, converging on our position, so I glanced over at Reiko, who was still sitting atop Fern.

         
         “You can let go now,” Fern chirped in a helpful voice.

         
         Reiko flinched at the gargoyle’s bright tone, but she released her white-knuckle grip on the bases of Fern’s wings and slid to the ground. 

         
         “Problems?” I drawled.

         
         Reiko shook her head, and some of the sickly green tinge faded from her face. “Nope.” She shook her head again, as if pushing
            away the rest of her nausea, then drew her sword. “Let’s go find the Mortans.”
         

         
         We left Grimley and Fern in the clearing to hunt and headed deeper into the woods.

         
         Reiko and I moved from one tree to another, careful to step on as few dried leaves and dead twigs as possible. We were still
            making far too much noise, but we didn’t encounter anyone, and we quickly reached the clearing I’d glimpsed earlier.
         

         
         The fire pit was much larger than it had appeared from above, and the scent of charred wood hung in the air like an invisible
            smoky cloud. I reached out with my magic, searching for whispers of thoughts and flickers of feelings, but the surrounding
            area was silent and still. I nodded at Reiko. Together, we moved into the clearing.
         

         
         I strode over, crouched down, and studied the blackened detritus of the fire. The gray ash was still wet, indicating that
            someone had been here recently. I glanced around, looking for crusts of bread, stray buttons, loose coins, or anything else
            someone might have accidentally dropped, but nothing had been left behind—except bootprints.
         

         
         Several bootprints grooved into the soft, muddy ground around the fire pit. At least half a dozen people, maybe more, had
            recently tromped through here. My heart picked up speed. This had to be a Mortan campsite. No one in Haverton would have any reason to be this far out in the woods, especially not this many
            people at once.
         

         
         Reiko also eyed the bootprints. “Whoever was here cleaned up after themselves. The next hard rain would have washed away all traces of them.” 

         
         I got to my feet. “Let’s track them and see if the rats lead us back to their nest.”

         
         Together, weapons in hand, we headed out the far side of the clearing and even deeper into the woods.

         
         The Mortans might have doused their campfire and picked up their trash, but they hadn’t bothered to hide their trail, and
            Reiko and I easily followed the bootprints, broken branches, and scuffed leaves over the hilly, rocky terrain.
         

         
         I was about to crest yet another ridge when Reiko lifted her hand, stopping me. She held her finger up to her lips, then pointed
            at her ear. Most morphs had heightened senses, including hearing.
         

         
         I reached out with my magic, and a couple of presences sputtered to life in my mind, like matches flaring in a dark room.

         
         “We’ve caught up to them,” I whispered.

         
         Reiko nodded. We stepped off the trail we’d been following, then crept forward and climbed to the top of the ridge.

         
         This ridge made a wide, sweeping curve to the left before sloping down into another, much larger clearing. At the base of
            the ridge, an opening had been carved into the rocks and shored up with wooden beams. No light spilled out of the black hole,
            but it was clearly man-made.
         

         
         “That must be the old tearstone mine,” I murmured.

         
         Reiko pointed at the ground. “And judging by how thoroughly the grass has been trampled, several people have been here recently.”

         
         She had barely finished speaking when two men stepped out of the mine entrance. We fell silent, watching them.

         
         The men strode through the clearing and stopped next to a couple of flat waist-high boulders that looked like table leaves pushed together. The men were both wearing black tunics, leggings, and boots. No crests or symbols adorned their clothes, but their purple cloaks marked them as Mortans. 

         
         My heart quickened with equal parts worry and excitement. The rumors were true. The Mortans were here.
         

         
         Each man slung a black leather satchel down onto a boulder and riffled through the contents, causing several soft but distinctive
            tink-tink-tinks to ring out. I might be a pampered princess, but mining was one of Andvari’s main industries, and I recognized the sound
            of rocks—ore—rattling together.
         

         
         “You’re sure this is all of it?” one of the men asked, his voice floating up the ridge to Reiko and me.

         
         The second man nodded. “Yep. We got every last piece.”

         
         The first man hoisted his satchel onto his shoulder and headed toward the far side of the clearing. The second man hurried
            to do the same, but he didn’t close his satchel all the way, and something slid out of the top and dropped to the ground.
            Another distinctive tink rang out, but the second man rushed after his friend, and they both disappeared into the trees.
         

         
         Reiko scanned the woods, while I reached out with my magic. Other than the two men, I didn’t sense anyone else in the immediate
            vicinity. I nodded at Reiko, and we followed the curve of the ridge down to the clearing.
         

         
         I stepped inside the mine opening, scanning the ground, just in case the Mortans had strung up some trip wires. But the area
            was clean, so I ventured in a little deeper. Rough-hewn rock walls stretched out several feet before the mine’s yawning darkness
            swallowed up the sunlight, but the smell of freshly dug earth filled the air, indicating that someone had been working in
            here recently.
         

         
         My gaze landed on a pile of rubble close to the entrance. I crouched down for a better look, but it was just a mound of gray rocks, many with jagged, blackened edges, like they were shards of burned glass rather than solid stone. Odd. Perhaps Milo had used his lightning magic to blast the tearstone out of the mine, although no scorch marks marred the walls. Either way, something about the burnt stones made me extremely uneasy. I slid one into my pocket to study later, then got to my feet. 

         
         The last time I’d been in a mine was a few weeks ago in Blauberg, when Conley, the corrupt foreman, had shoved me into a chasm
            and left me for dead. I stared into the darkness in the back of the mine, but instead of seeing total, absolute blackness,
            memories flooded my mind.
         

         
         The cool air rushing over my face as I fell. My body slamming into a ledge jutting out from the side of the chasm. The bones
            shattering in my left arm and leg. White-hot agony exploding in my wounds. The chill of death slowly sinking into my body.
            And then a shadow looming over me, slowly morphing into a man with dark amethyst eyes—
         

         
         “Gemma,” Reiko called out. “Come look at this.”

         
         Her voice jolted me out of my memories, although all that remembered pain kept pounding through my body, hammering right alongside
            my racing heart. Perhaps it was all the trauma I had endured in Myrkvior, but ever since I had returned home, my magic had
            been flaring up in new, unexpected ways, including all these unwanted glimpses of the recent past that kept intruding on my
            present.
         

         
         I wiped the cold sweat off my forehead with a shaking hand, then exhaled and strode back out into the clearing.

         
         Reiko was standing by the flat rocks the Mortans had used as a table earlier. She plucked something out of the grass and handed
            it to me.
         

         
         The jagged shard was about the size of a small dagger. I rolled it back and forth in my fingers, watching as the rock, the
            ore, shifted from light gray to dark blue and back again.
         

         
         “It’s definitely tearstone. The mine must not have been as played out as Lord Eichen claimed during the luncheon.”

         
         “Either that or Eichen is working with the Mortans,” Reiko suggested.

         
         Surprise shot through me, and I opened my mouth to vehemently defend my countryman, but Reiko stared me down.

         
         “First rule of being a spy—anyone can betray you at any time. Even someone you think is a staunch ally.”

         
         She was talking about Eichen, but another man’s face filled my mind—the same handsome face with the same dark amethyst eyes
            I’d seen in my vision a few moments ago. In some ways, Leonidas Morricone haunted me far more than any injuries I’d received
            in the Blauberg mine.
         

         
         I shoved those memories away and considered Reiko’s point. “Eichen could be working with the Mortans, but it’s highly unlikely. He has plenty of power and money, and he’s never shown any interest
            in trying to wrest the throne away from my grandfather. Plus, Eichen’s wife was killed by Mortan bandits a few years ago.
            He has no love for them.”
         

         
         Reiko nodded, accepting my conclusion.

         
         I rolled the tearstone shard back and forth in my fingers again. “We should follow the Mortans. They might have a camp set
            up nearby. Maybe that’s where Milo is storing all the arrows he’s made with the stolen tearstone.”
         

         
         Reiko’s eyebrows shot up. “It could still be a trap. Us just happening to see two Mortans outside an old mine and one of them just happening to drop a piece of tearstone is highly suspicious.”
         

         
         “I know, but it’s—”

         
         “Worth the risk,” she finished.

         
         I gave her a sour look. Reiko grinned back at me, as did her inner dragon, then jerked her head. “Let’s go, princess.”

         
         She headed toward the far side of the clearing. I nestled the tearstone shard in the side of my boot so that I wouldn’t lose
            it, then pictured Grimley in my mind.
         

         
         We’ve found the Mortans. We might need you and Fern.

         
         Grimley quickly answered me. We’re done hunting. We’ll be there soon.

         
         Quietly, please. We don’t want to alert the Mortans.

         
         You might like sneaking around, but I prefer a more direct approach.

         
         Really? Is that what you told the Glitnir glass masters last week when you and Fern were flying around doing barrel rolls
               and you accidentally smashed through the windows in Alvis’s workshop?

         
         Grimley huffed. Glass shouldn’t be so bloody fragile.

         
         I grinned, released my magic, and headed after Reiko to keep tracking our enemies.

         
         *  *  *

         Reiko and I crept through the woods. We didn’t speak, but she clutched her sword a little more firmly than before, and her
            worry throbbed like a splinter embedded deep in my own heart. I tightened my grip on my dagger and tried to ignore her concern,
            along with my own.
         

         
         Another faint trail ran through this section of the woods, although the dirt was so hard-packed I couldn’t see any bootprints
            or tell how many people might have passed this way. Reiko and I stayed within sight of the trail, moving from one tree to
            the next.
         

         
         We walked for the better part of a mile before the trail led into another clearing that was even larger than the one in front
            of the old mine. Wide, flat rocks jutted out from the surrounding ridges like stone bleachers, making the whole area look
            like a rough, unfinished gladiator arena.
         

         
         I didn’t see the two Mortans, although the trail led through the center of the grassy clearing before winding its way past the rocks and up the opposite ridge. The surrounding ridges were too steep to climb without a rope, so the men still had to be following the trail. 

         
         “How close are we to the Mortan border?” Reiko asked.

         
         I pointed to the opposite ridge, where a four-foot gray obelisk had been driven into the ground beside the trail. I couldn’t
            see it from this distance, but I knew the Ripley snarling gargoyle crest was carved into the top of the obelisk. “See that
            stone?”
         

         
         Reiko squinted in that direction. “Is that a trail marker?”

         
         “Yes. It’s also a warning that we are exactly one mile from Morta. The obelisks along the actual Mortan border are painted
            purple and have the Morricone royal crest carved into them, so people know when they cross from one kingdom into the other.”
         

         
         “We’re too close,” Reiko muttered. “Especially if this is a trap.”

         
         Given my recent disastrous trip to Myrkvior, I would have been ecstatic to never set foot in Morta ever again. But finding
            where Milo Morricone was storing the stolen tearstone might help us stop his plot before more lives were lost.
         

         
         “What about your magic?” Reiko asked. “Picking up any thoughts?”

         
         I concentrated, scanning the clearing again, but I didn’t hear so much as a whisper of thought, and I didn’t sense anticipation
            or any other strong emotions. “No one’s hiding in the grass to stab us in the back, but I can’t tell what’s on the other side
            of the ridge without getting closer. Sometimes, large solid objects can dilute or even block my power, especially if the ground
            here is full of tearstone.”
         

         
         Reiko twirled her sword around in her hand. “Then let’s get closer.” She grinned. “After all, it’s worth the risk.”

         
         I rolled my eyes. “Are you going to mention that every time I want to do something dangerous?”

         
         Her grin widened. “Absolutely.”

         
         I huffed with annoyance, but we entered the clearing. We moved through the knee-high wild grass as quickly and quietly as
            possible, but the longer we walked, the greater the unease that filled me. I still didn’t sense anyone nearby, but the clearing
            and surrounding woods were unnaturally still and quiet. No birds twittered in the trees, no chipmunks rustled through the
            underbrush, even the breeze had stopped blowing.
         

         
         A shadow flitted by overhead, momentarily blotting out the sun. I glanced up, thinking it was Grimley or Fern, but the shadow’s
            shape was sleeker and more streamlined than those of the blocky gargoyles. The shadow vanished over a ridge before I could
            get a good look at it, but a presence flickered through my mind, as soft and light as a feather tickling my skin. I frowned.
            That felt like—
         

         
         A faint creak of leather sounded, and a man stepped into view beside the trail marker at the top of the ridge. I froze, as did Reiko, who
            let out a soft, muttered curse. The two of us were completely exposed in the clearing, and there was no way he didn’t see
            us.
         

         
         The man was more than six feet tall, with short black hair, hazel eyes, and bronze skin. His body was thick and muscled, and
            he clutched a sword with the easy familiarity of a seasoned soldier. Even though it was only midafternoon, heavy stubble had
            already darkened his square jaw. Most people probably would have thought the man handsome. I might have too, if I didn’t know
            how cruel, petty, vindictive, and vicious he was.
         

         
         Just like the two Mortans we had seen earlier, this man was also wearing a purple cloak over a black tunic, leggings, and
            boots. A fancy cursive M surrounded by a ring of strix feathers—the Morricone royal crest—was stitched in gold thread over this man’s heart, marking
            his importance and position.
         

         
         Wexel, the captain of the Mortan royal guards, who was loyal to Milo Morricone.

         
         Wexel sneered at me, then lifted his sword and brought it down in a sharp motion. Several more creaks sounded, and more than a dozen men clutching crossbows appeared along the top of the ridge.
         

         
         My heart sank, and I cursed my own foolishness. Reiko had been right.

         
         It was a trap.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Beside me, Reiko let out another muttered curse. Magic rippled off her, turning her fingernails into long black talons as
            she partially shifted into her larger, stronger morph form.
         

         
         “Well, well, well, look who we have here,” Wexel called out in a loud, mocking voice. “Little Princess Glitzma and her pet
            dragon Reiko.”
         

         
         My gaze darted from one man to the next, but I didn’t see the face I was looking for. “Tell me, Wexel, where is your master? Or did Milo let you off your leash for an afternoon stroll?”
         

         
         Anger stained the captain’s cheeks a dark mottled red. He stepped forward as though he wanted to charge down the ridge and
            attack me, but he reined in his rage and stopped at the edge of the incline. The Mortans had the high ground, and thus, the
            advantage.
         

         
         “Milo said you would come investigate the rumors I spread,” Wexel said. “I’m surprised it took you this long. We’ve been waiting
            in the woods for two days.”
         

         
         Once again, I cursed my own foolishness. Part of me had been hoping the rumors were true—and that I could finally find some clue as to what Milo’s ultimate plot was against Andvari. But I’d let my ambition overpower my common sense, and I had plowed straight into another Morricone trap. Even worse, this time I’d dragged Reiko into the deadly snare with me. 

         
         But I wasn’t about to let Wexel see my worry. “How is Milo? I’ve been wondering about your poor crown prince. Are his hands still horribly scorched? Or did the Myrkvior bone masters
            manage to heal the burns?”
         

         
         More anger stained Wexel’s cheeks, although a bit of fear also flickered off him, tickling my spine like a cold finger. Wexel
            had seen me toss Milo’s own lightning right back at the crown prince, and the captain was smart enough to be wary of me. Good.
            Because right now, I wanted to hurt Wexel for leading me on this fool’s errand even worse than I had hurt Milo in Blauberg.
         

         
         So much worse.
         

         
         That familiar storm churned and crackled inside me, and ice-cold viciousness filled my body. Before the Battle of Blauberg,
            I would have shoved that viciousness down as deep as it would go and tried to ignore the emotion and magic raging through
            me. But when I’d killed the Mortan guards and driven Milo and Wexel out of the city, I’d realized my feelings weren’t a weakness
            or a detriment or something to be avoided. They were a strength, my strength, one that let me wield my magic to its fullest potential. Something I was going to enjoy showing Wexel in painful,
            bloody detail—
         

         
         “Gemma,” Reiko said in a warning voice.

         
         I blinked. I’d been so caught up in my vengeful thoughts that I’d taken several steps forward, putting myself that much closer
            to the Mortans. As much as I longed to charge up the ridge and ram my dagger into Wexel’s chest, the archers would cut me
            down before I even got to take a swing at their captain. My revenge would have to wait for another day.
         

         
         I glanced at Reiko. “Thanks.”

         
         “You’re welcome. Now let’s get out of here.”

         
         Reiko started creeping backward through the grass. Still keeping an eye on Wexel, I did the same. Our best bet was to retreat
            into the woods—
         

         
         Loud, heavy footsteps thumped behind us. I glanced over my shoulder. A dozen men, all wearing purple cloaks and carrying swords,
            stepped out of the woods and into the clearing, blocking our escape.
         

         
         If the archers on the ridge didn’t kill us, then these soldiers would. Milo had planned his trap well, and Wexel and his men
            had us surrounded and outnumbered.
         

         
         Grimley. I sent the thought out. Be careful. Wexel is here, along with dozens of Mortan soldiers armed with swords and crossbows. More of them might be hiding in the woods,
               just waiting to shoot you and Fern out of the sky.

         
         Hang on, Gemma! His voice filled my mind. We’re almost there!

         
         I could feel Grimley getting closer, along with Fern, as though they were two threads I was looping back up onto their respective
            spools. But the gargoyles wouldn’t arrive before the fighting started, so I pushed them to the back of my mind.
         

         
         “Any last words before my men cut you to pieces?” Wexel asked.

         
         Instead of responding to his taunt, I reached out with my magic. In an instant, I could feel the energy surrounding everything
            in the clearing, from the burliest guard to the sharpest sword to the smallest rock buried in the dull brown grass. Not only
            could I feel all that energy, but as a mind magier, I could also manipulate all those layers of power, as though I were a
            puppeteer with strings attached to my fingertips connecting me to every single person and thing in the clearing.
         

         
         “Well, Glitzma?” Wexel sneered down at me again.

         
         I grabbed hold of one of those strings and curled the fingers on my left hand into a tight fist. Up on the ridge, a tree branch slowly drew back in commensurate measure, although none of the Mortans seemed to notice the movement. 

         
         “Oh, come on,” Wexel said. “Surely you have something to say before my men kill you—”
         

         
         I opened my fist and released my grip on that string of energy, and the tree branch snapped forward and slapped Wexel across
            the face.
         

         
         Thwack!

         
         The sharp, jolting motion surprised the captain, who staggered to the side. Wexel’s feet flew out from under him, and he fell
            down on his ass and started sliding forward. At the last moment, he dug his sword into the ground and stopped his skid before
            he slipped off the edge of the ridge. Pity. I’d been hoping he would topple off the side and hit each and every rock on the
            way down.
         

         
         Wexel’s head snapped up. Hate glittered in his hazel eyes, and his left cheek was an angry red from where the branch had slapped
            him. I smirked at the captain, who scrambled back up onto his feet.
         

         
         “Kill them!” he roared.

         
         *  *  *

         Up on the ridge, the archers aimed their crossbows at Reiko and me, the arrows in the weapons glinting a bright starry gray.
            Milo had equipped his men with his cursed tearstone arrows to attack us. Wonderful.
         

         
         “You stop the archers!” Reiko yelled. “I’ll handle the soldiers!”

         
         More magic blasted off her, making my fingertips tingle. Reiko grew several inches taller, and her body bulged with thick, hard muscle. Her black hair flickered around her head like curls of ebony fire, while razor-sharp teeth sprouted in her mouth. A few hot green sparks also shot off her fingertips, although they quickly winked out. 

         
         Reiko snarled, lifted her sword, and charged forward, taking the fight to the soldiers down here in the clearing. As much
            as I wanted to wade into the fray, Reiko was right. I had to stop the archers. Wexel would have no compunction about firing
            on his own men as long as Reiko and I were killed.
         

         
         So I shoved my dagger back into the scabbard on my belt and faced the ridge where Wexel and the archers were.

         
         “Fire!” the captain screamed.

         
         The archers pulled the triggers on their crossbows, and arrows streaked in this direction. I snapped up my hands and reached
            for my magic.
         

         
         One, two, three . . . four, five, six . . .

         
         Seven, eight, nine . . . ten, eleven, twelve . . .

         
         I grabbed hold of all those arrows, all those strings of energy zooming through the air. I waved one hand, then the other,
            scooping them all up into my fingers like I was gathering twigs to light a fire. My hands snapped into tight fists, and the
            arrows froze, hanging in midair like wind chimes waiting to clang together.
         

         
         A relieved breath hissed out of my lips. It was always harder to grab multiple objects at once, and I hadn’t been sure I could
            do it, especially given how fast the arrows had been moving.
         

         
         “Fire another round! Quick! Quick!” Wexel screamed.

         
         I tightened my grip on all those strings of energy until the arrows were quivering in front of me like an army of angry, silent
            bees. I rotated my wrists, spinning the arrows around in midair, then flexed my fingers and hurled them all right back at
            my enemies.
         

         
         Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

         
         The arrows zipped upward and slammed into the necks, arms, chests, and legs of the archers who had fired them. Blood sprayed, howls of pain rang out, and the Mortans dropped like dead flies. In an instant, I had cut down half of the archers on the ridge. 

         
         “Shoot that bitch!” Wexel screamed again. “Right fucking now!”

         
         The remaining archers scrambled to reload their crossbows, so this time, I grabbed hold of them. One after another, I snapped my hands left, then right, up, then down, like a music master conducting an orchestra through
            a lively tune.
         

         
         People flew through the air, just like the arrows had before. Some men slammed face-first into the ground, while others thumped
            into trees and bounced off, moaning and groaning from broken bones and other injuries. In addition to the archers’ audible
            cries, their silent pleas also flooded my mind.
         

         
         I’m bleeding . . .

         
         Hurts to move . . .

         
         Can’t catch my breath . . .

         
         The last thought made me grimace, and my chest constricted, as the pain of that man’s injury invaded my own body. My gargoyle
            pendant heated up against my heart, reminding me that I controlled my magic, not the other way around, so I gritted my teeth
            and shoved away the man’s pleas and pain. My chest loosened, and I could breathe again—
         

         
         “Gemma!” Reiko yelled. “Behind you!”

         
         I whirled around. Several guards sprawled on the ground around Reiko. Some had died from the stab wounds she’d inflicted on
            them, while others were choking on their own blood and clutching their throats, which she’d torn open with her talons.
         

         
         But one man had slipped past Reiko and was charging at me. He must have been a mutt with some speed magic because he closed the distance between us in the blink of an eye. I ducked his deadly swing and grabbed my dagger. 

         
         The man growled and charged at me again, but I stepped up, dodged his defenses, and buried my dagger in his stomach. He screamed,
            and I ripped the blade free, tearing out a good portion of his guts.
         

         
         I started to shove him away, but he put his shoulder down and barreled into me. The attack took me by surprise, my feet flew
            out from under me, and I landed flat on my back, my head bouncing off the ground. Pain spiked through my skull, and I accidentally
            bit down on my tongue, hard enough to draw blood.
         

         
         “Gemma!” Reiko screamed again. “Get up!”

         
         Another guard rushed at her, and she lashed out with her sword, driving him back.

         
         I planted my hand on the ground and sat up. The guard that I’d gutted was looming over me, his face twisting with pain and
            anger.
         

         
         My head was throbbing from my hard fall, and I couldn’t get a grip on my magic, so I dug my heels into the dirt, trying to
            scuttle backward. But I was moving too slowly, and he still had too much speed, despite his gruesome injury. The guard lurched
            forward, raised his sword high, and swung it down. I lifted my hand and grabbed onto the string of energy attached to his
            blade—
         

         
         The sword stopped inches from my heart.

         
         He growled and surged forward, trying to shove his sword past the invisible barrier of my magic, but I gritted my teeth, clenched
            my hand into a fist, and tightened my grip on his weapon. Pain pounded through my body, sweat dripped down my face, and blood
            filled my mouth, but I held on, my arm shaking from the effort.
         

         
         “Give me that!” I heard Wexel yell.

         
         Up on the ridge, the captain wrested a crossbow away from one of the injured archers. And that was all I saw before the man in front of me churned his feet again, still trying to force his way past my magic. 

         
         The guard must have had some strength power to go along with his speed because his sword lunged another inch closer to my
            heart.
         

         
         Then another inch. Then another inch.

         
         I snarled with anger and frustration, but try as I might, I couldn’t hold him back, and it was only a matter of seconds before
            he punched his blade into my chest and killed me—
         

         
         The guard flew across the clearing and slammed into the base of the ridge. Rocks tumbled to the ground, and so did the man,
            his spine snapped like a toothpick and his legs no longer lined up with the rest of his body.
         

         
         My eyes widened in surprise. I hadn’t done that. A shadow fell over me, blotting out the sun, and my head snapped up.

         
         A man was standing on top of the ridge to my right.

         
         He looked to be a year or two older than me, thirty or so. His longish black hair was as shiny as polished onyx, the wavy
            layers ending in tips that reminded me of the sharp points on a strix’s feathers. His skin was tan, and he had a straight
            nose and sharp, angular cheekbones, along with those dark amethyst eyes that had haunted my dreams for weeks, months, years.
         

         
         His black cloak fluttered around his tall, muscled body, pushed back and forth by the chilly breeze, and snapped around his
            legs like a coral viper lashing out at its prey. He was wearing a long black riding coat over a black tunic, leggings, and
            boots, and a tearstone sword and dagger dangled from his black leather belt. Silver buttons marched down the front of his
            coat, and the Morricone royal crest—that fancy cursive M surrounded by a ring of strix feathers—was done in silver thread over his heart, if he even had such a weak, treacherous organ. 

         
         As for my own heart, well, it quickened at the sight of him, betraying me yet again—just like he had.

         
         Prince Leonidas Luther Andor Morricone, my childhood nemesis and mortal enemy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Leonidas stared down at me, his face calm and blank, as if killing his own countryman to save my life was of no consequence.
            Perhaps it wasn’t. He had cut down Mortan guards before, when Wexel had attacked us in King Maximus’s old workshop in Myrkvior.
         

         
         Leonidas was a mind magier, just like I was, and despite the distance between us, his magic—that light, feathery, electric
            presence that was uniquely his—brushed up against my own storm of power. My fingertips tingled in anticipation, and my traitorous
            heart picked up its pace, hammering like a drum against my ribs.
         

         
         “Gemma!” Reiko yelled.

         
         I dragged my gaze away from Leonidas’s hypnotic stare and scrambled to my feet, still clutching my dagger.

         
         “Wexel has reinforcements!” Reiko stabbed her sword up at the ridge.

         
         I might have gotten rid of the first wave of archers, but several more had stepped into view. The way my head was aching,
            I wasn’t sure if I could stop their arrows like I had before—
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Wexel sneaking through the trees and creeping up on Leonidas. An evil grin split the captain’s face, and he stopped, aimed the crossbow, and pulled the trigger, shooting an arrow at the Morricone prince. 

         
         I didn’t think about the awful ache in my head. Or how shaky my body was. Or how this was the very last thing I should be
            doing.
         

         
         No, my focus narrowed to that gray jeweled arrow zipping through the air, and I stretched my hand out and lunged forward,
            as though the extra bits of motion would help me grab that one invisible string of energy. My magic tried to squirt out of
            my grasp, along with the arrow, but I ground my teeth, concentrated, and yanked on that string hard, hard, hard—
         

         
         The arrow stopped a foot away from Leonidas’s back.

         
         Surprised, he spun around toward Wexel. Leonidas took hold of the arrow with his own magic, flicked his wrist, and sent the
            projectile shooting right back at the captain.
         

         
         Wexel ducked behind a tree, and the arrow thunked harmlessly into the wood.

         
         “Gemma!” Reiko yelled again. “Let’s go!”

         
         She cut down the last guard in the clearing with her sword, then started running toward the woods.

         
         I glanced up at the ridge again. Wexel had vanished, along with the remaining archers. My gaze zoomed back over to Leonidas,
            who was once again staring down at me with that infuriatingly calm expression.
         

         
         My hand curled even tighter around my dagger, and rage flooded my body, drowning out my pain. Any . . . softness I had felt for Leonidas Morricone had been destroyed the night he had handed me over to Queen Maeven and played me for a fool in front of the Myrkvior court. I didn’t know what Leonidas was doing here, or why he had saved my life yet again, but knowing the duplicitous prince, it was probably
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