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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

         
         
            Spy the storm brewing, and you won’t get struck by lightning. Ignore the clouds, and you’ll get burned to a crisp.

            —Lady Xenia Rubin, famed spymaster

         

         
            Lords and ladies

            go ’round and ’round,

            laughing and playing

            capture-the-crown.

         

          

         
            Some are clumsy,

            or foolish, or weak.

            Some rightly fear

            the power they seek.

         

          

         
            But for those who conquer

            their fear and capture the crown,

            that lord or lady has the power

            to tear their enemies down.

            —Andvarian song, based on the children’s game
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Princess

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         I love being a princess.

         
         The beautiful gowns. The sparkling jewels. The scrumptious food. And of course shopping for balls, dancing at balls, and flirting
            at balls. Oh, yes. I love all those things and many more.
         

         
         Perhaps I shouldn’t feel this way. After all, most royals have horrible reputations. Queens are cold, kings are cruel, princes
            are pompous. If you asked, most people would say that I was a pampered princess. Why, I would probably top the list of the
            most pampered princesses, both on the continent of Buchovia and the ones beyond, something that fills me with an inordinate amount
            of pride. If you’re going to be known as something, then you should be known as the very best at it. And I bloody excel at being Gemma Armina Merilde Ripley, crown princess of Andvari, known far and wide as a fashion trendsetter, excellent dancer,
            and skillful flirt.
         

         
         But there is one thing I love more than being a princess—being a spy.

         
         “Are you ready, Gemma?” a voice asked.

         
         I looked over at the fifty-something woman standing along the wall. Several strands of silver glimmered in her dark brown hair, which was pulled back into a bun, while lines were grooved into her bronze skin, especially around her hazel eyes, as if she had spent years perpetually squinting in worry. With me as her charge, that was exactly what she’d done. 

         
         The woman was dressed in a dark gray tunic, along with black leggings and boots. No crests or symbols adorned her clothes,
            but the silver sword and matching dagger hanging from her black leather belt hinted that she was far more than the commoner
            she appeared to be.
         

         
         I smiled at Topacia, my longtime personal guard. “Almost. Just double-checking my disguise.”

         
         I studied my reflection in the freestanding mirror in the corner of the living room. As soon as we had secretly arrived in
            Blauberg last week, I had packed away my gowns and jewelry. Then I had chopped off my long dark brown hair to shoulder level
            and dyed it black, so that I would look slightly different from my normal self, although I hadn’t bothered changing the curve
            of my cheeks or the shape of my nose with a beauty-glamour ring. There was no point, since my pale skin would be covered with
            grime the second I stepped into the mine.
         

         
         My now-black hair was pulled back into a low ponytail that was tucked underneath the gray, ridged metal helmet that topped
            my head. Like Topacia, I was also wearing a dark gray tunic and black leggings, although they were currently hidden beneath
            my light gray coveralls. Sturdy black work boots covered my feet.
         

         
         The thread masters at Glitnir, the Andvarian royal palace, would probably faint if they saw my miner’s outfit, which was a far cry from the silks, satins, and velvets I usually wore. I didn’t mind dressing down, although I did wish that the coveralls were softer and that the heavy-duty canvas didn’t scratch the back of my neck. Perhaps I could lobby for more comfortable uniforms for my kingdom’s miners once I was back in Glitnir. 

         
         Everyone at the palace would probably snicker, thinking that such a proposal was the height of foolishness, but I had spent
            enough time in heavy tiaras, constricting corsets, and pinching shoes to know how important it was to be comfortable, especially
            when working. And dancing at balls and hobnobbing with nobles was work. Besides, such a seemingly ridiculous idea would fit in perfectly with my carefully crafted persona.
         

         
         To most people, Princess Gemma Ripley was a pretty decoration, another jewel among the scores that glittered, glistened, and
            gleamed at Glitnir, and I had no intention of disabusing anyone of the notion that I was all sparkle and no substance. Being
            underestimated had helped me more than once, especially on my secret missions, and this undertaking was far more important
            than most.
         

         
         Topacia studied me. “Cutting and dyeing your hair certainly helped, although perhaps you should reconsider wearing a glamour
            ring and change your eye color too.” A smile tugged up her lips. “Especially since you have the bluest eyes in all the kingdoms.
            Isn’t that how the song goes?”
         

         
         I groaned at her joke. A few years ago, for my twenty-fifth birthday, a potential suitor and music master had composed “The
            Bluest Crown,” an admittedly catchy, fast-paced tune about how the blue of my eyes matched the sapphires in one of the Ripley
            royal crowns. To my horror, the song had spread like wildfire through Andvari and all the other kingdoms. Now people almost
            always sang the song, or at least performed an instrumental version, whenever I made an official appearance as Princess Gemma.
            I had enjoyed the song—the first few times I’d heard it. But now, hundreds of screechy, off-key renditions later, the mere
            thought of it made me grind my teeth.
         

         
         Topacia chuckled at my sour look. I ignored her laughter, unlocked my jaw, and gestured at my helmet, coveralls, and boots.

         
         “No one is going to recognize me dressed like this. Besides, as far as the public knows, Princess Gemma is currently on a
            frivolous shopping trip in Svalin, not engaged in an adventure in Blauberg.”
         

         
         Topacia arched an eyebrow. “Adventure? Is that what we’re calling it now? And here I thought that working in the mine was hard, dirty, sweaty labor.”
         

         
         “Oh, it is most definitely that.” I grinned. “But that’s part of what makes it an adventure. And I do so love a grand adventure.”

         
         Topacia snorted.

         
         “It is an adventure,” I repeated in a firmer voice. “And even better, you and Grimley are here to join in the fun. Right, Grims?”
         

         
         I glanced over at the gargoyle stretched out on the rug in front of the fireplace. He was roughly the size of a horse, although
            his dark gray stone body was much thicker, stronger, and lower to the ground. Powerful muscles rippled in his short, stocky
            legs, while black talons perfect for ripping into, well, everything protruded from his large, wolflike paws. His broad wings
            were currently tucked into his sides like the closed folds of a lady’s fan, but two curved horns jutted up from his head,
            and an arrowlike point tipped his long tail.
         

         
         The gargoyle cracked open his bright sapphire-blue eyes, which had also been memorialized in the cursed song. He yawned, revealing
            a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth.
         

         
         Grimley was my best friend, and the gargoyle had been my constant companion ever since I had come across him in the Spire Mountains when I had been fleeing from Bellona after the Seven Spire massacre. Back then, I had desperately needed a friend, and Grimley had seemed like a gift from the gods. He had saved my life more than once during those dark, frantic, dangerous days, and we had been inseparable ever since. 

         
         Grimley lifted his head and peered at me. He must have been sensing my turbulent thoughts through our mental bond. I shoved
            away the unwanted memories of the massacre and its aftermath, walked over, and crouched down. Grimley rolled over so I could
            rub his belly, which had the same rough, weathered texture as the rest of his flexible stone skin. Thanks to the heat blasting
            out of the fireplace, he was as warm as a rock baking in the summer sun.
         

         
         You lazy lout, I thought, using my magic and directing my silent, affectionate words at him. You could at least pretend to be excited about our mission.

         
         I’m much too comfortable to be excited about anything. Grimley’s deep voice filled my mind, sounding like bits of gravel crunching together. Besides, working in the mine is your mission. Mine is to make sure that you return home safely, as per your father’s orders. In between naps, of course.

         
         Even though I was twenty-nine and fully capable of taking care of myself, Dominic Ripley, the crown prince of Andvari, would
            have preferred that I remain in Glanzen, the capital city, and engage in courtly tasks there, as well as fritter my days away
            with shopping trips, teas, and balls. That would have also greatly pleased my grandfather Heinrich Ripley, the current king
            of Andvari. Both of them would have been ecstatic if I never set foot outside the royal palace ever again, rather than be a traveling ambassador for our kingdom, a position
            I had created to help facilitate my spy missions.
         

         
         But to their credit—or they might say detriment—my father and grandfather had instilled a strong sense of duty in me, one that demanded I do everything in my power to protect my people. Which, in my mind, meant slipping away from the proper places people expected me to be, going on adventures, and putting myself in mild to moderate danger, from time to time. 

         
         People tended to either babble or brag in Princess Gemma’s presence, and usually, all it took was a few kind words and a couple
            minutes of my attention to convince someone to share all the news and gossip they knew. I then used that information to thwart
            plots large and small, everything from stopping merchants from overcharging for their goods to getting nobles to pay their
            taxes to tracking down bandits who had been terrorizing a town. My seemingly innocent travels had also let me build a network
            of sources all across Andvari and beyond, many of whom were happy to write and keep me informed about the goings-on in their
            part of the continent.
         

         
         Grimley wiggled around on the rug, getting even more comfortable. I fully intend to follow your father’s orders, should the need arise. But until then, I will leave you to fend for yourself,
               which you are quite capable of doing, and you will leave me to my nap, which I am quite capable of enjoying. Are we agreed?

         
         I stuck my tongue out at the gargoyle, just like I had done ever since I was a child. He grunted with amusement, closed his
            eyes, and returned to his nap, with his stubby legs still sticking up in the air.
         

         
         Grimley was right. I could take care of myself, despite my pampered princess persona. As a mind magier, I had the ability to move objects with just
            a thought, hear people’s private musings, and walk through dreams, among other things. I was far more powerful and much more
            dangerous than most folks realized—when my magic actually worked.
         

         
         An old, familiar worry throbbed like a jagged splinter embedded deep in my heart, and I stood up, grabbed the silver chain
            around my neck, and pulled it out from underneath my clothes.
         

         
         A pendant dangled from the end of the chain. The base was silver, while the small pieces of black jet arranged on top formed a snarling gargoyle face—the Ripley royal crest. Tiny midnight-blue tearstone shards made up the gargoyle’s horns, eyes, nose, and teeth, turning the design into Grimley’s face. 

         
         The pendant had been a gift from Alvis, the Andvarian royal jeweler and metalstone master. Alvis was one of the few people
            who knew all the terrible things I could do with my magic, and he had crafted the pendant years ago to help me harness my
            power. The pieces of black jet helped me block out people’s mundane thoughts, while the blue tearstone shards would deflect
            others’ powers, if I was ever attacked. The blue jewels could also absorb and store my own magic, giving me an extra boost
            of power should I ever need it, although I had never used the shards in that way.
         

         
         I always wore the gargoyle pendant, and I didn’t take it off for anything or anyone, no matter how many times Yaleen, my thread master,
            complained that it clashed with her designs.
         

         
         I was too afraid of what would happen—of what I might do—if I ever removed the pendant.

         
         I rubbed my thumb over the tearstone shards embedded in the gargoyle’s face. The soft pricks of the jewels against my skin
            eased my throbbing worry, and I tucked the necklace back underneath my coveralls. The light touch of the silver chain around
            my neck and especially the heavier pendant close to my heart further steadied me.
         

         
         Think of the pendant like a miniature version of Grimley protecting you, Alvis’s voice rumbled in my mind. That had been his kind, evasive way of saying the dark truth we both knew—that the pendant
            was more for everyone else’s protection than it was for mine.
         

         
         I went over and grabbed a dagger from a nearby table. The weapon was made of light gray tearstone, with Grimley’s snarling face inlaid in black jet and blue tearstone in the hilt. Another gift from Alvis. A matching sword and shield, each boasting the same crest, also lay on the table, but those weapons were far too large and obvious to take into the mine. 

         
         I slid the dagger into a black leather sheath and tucked it into the side of my right boot. Then I grabbed a gray tin lunch
            box from the table and looked at Topacia again. “Let’s go. It’s time for Miner Gemma to report for work.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Topacia and I left Grimley snoozing by the fireplace and stepped outside. The cottage Topacia had rented for me under a false
            name stood off by itself in a patch of woods, but I still reached out with my magic to confirm that we were alone.
         

         
         Everything had its own energy, a layer of power that surrounded it, whether it was an assassin skulking through the woods,
            a butterfly fluttering its wings on a tree branch, or a rock hidden in the grass. As a mind magier, I could mentally reach
            out and manipulate that energy, whether it was tripping an assassin, flicking a butterfly off its perch, or prying a rock
            out of the ground and sending it careening down a hill.
         

         
         When I was younger, and first learning how to control my power, I used to pretend that I was a puppeteer, with invisible strings
            attached to my fingertips that connected to everyone and everything around me. All I had to do was grasp or release, or push
            or pull on those strings to make things happen—for better or worse.
         

         
         I didn’t sense anyone lurking in the woods, and the smallest thought was all it took to make the front door swing shut behind
            us. I waved my hand, manipulating the invisible strings of energy connected to the door, and the lock turned as well.
         

         
         We stepped onto a dirt trail that led to a gray cobblestone road teeming with foot, carriage, and wagon traffic. It was just after seven o’clock, and people were streaming into the city to go to work. 

         
         As was the case in much of Andvari, mining was the main industry in Blauberg, a moderate-size city located a scant three miles
            from the Mortan border. Most people walking along the road wore gray coveralls and ridged helmets, marking them as miners,
            while the wealthier nobles and merchants rolled by in carriages and wagons.
         

         
         Everyone’s breath steamed in the cool late-September air, and the horses pulling the carriages and wagons snorted out thick
            clouds of frost that fogged the road. Given Blauberg’s high elevation and the fact that the city had been built into the side
            of the mountain of the same name, autumn had already taken hold here, and brilliant gold and scarlet leaves adorned the trees
            lining the main thoroughfare.
         

         
         Above the road, gargoyles sailed through the air, heading away from the people and buildings. Some of the gargoyles were bigger
            than Grimley, with wings so wide that they seemed to stretch from one side of the thoroughfare to the other, while others
            were almost as small as caladriuses, the owlish birds known for their snow-white feathers and the vast amounts of magic they
            possessed. Every morning, the gargoyles flew out into the surrounding forests and mountains to hunt for rats, rabbits, and
            more. Then, at night, they returned to roost on the city rooftops.
         

         
         Topacia and I rounded a bend in the road, and the trees fell away, revealing the city itself. Blauberg boasted several different
            levels, each one steadily climbing higher and higher up the mountain. Stone steps shot straight up between the levels, while
            the streets zigzagged back and forth, gradually rising and falling with the terrain.
         

         
         Many of the shops and homes were tall, slender structures comprised of gray stone, and their steep, pointed black-slate roofs made them look like towers, as though the entire city were a fairy-tale castle that had sunk deep into the mountain, and the towers were the only parts still visible. 

         
         Adding to the sunken-castle illusion were the intricate carvings and other artistry that embellished the buildings. Vines,
            leaves, and flowers flowed up many of the wooden shutters on the shops, while thick stone columns chiseled to look like blooming
            trees supported some of the finer homes. Bronze weather vanes shaped like gargoyles adorned practically every rooftop, creaking
            back and forth in the breeze.
         

         
         Blauberg wasn’t nearly as rich and prosperous as Glanzen, the capital, but spying a silver moon glinting on a column or a
            sapphire pansy glimmering on a door was an amusing game I could play with myself as I walked along.
         

         
         Even better, it helped me block out some of the thoughts of the people around me.

         
         Butchers, bakers, and other merchants were already hawking their wares from their shop doorways and freestanding carts, while
            customers were haggling over the prices of everything from cuts of meat to bags of cornucopia to bolts of cloth. The loud,
            cheery commotion was bad enough, but the steady stream of internal thoughts was almost deafening to me.
         

         
         People thought all the time. Every bloody second of every bloody day. And being around so many people meant multitudes of thoughts flying through the
            air like hundreds of invisible bees incessantly buzzing in my ears.
         

         
         My gargoyle pendant grew warm against my skin, like a hot stone pressing against my chest. The pieces of black jet were blocking
            and absorbing as many thoughts as they could, but there were simply too many people for the jewels to silence all the mental
            chatter.
         

         
         Gotta sell this meat before it spoils . . .

         
         This cornucopia is stale . . .

         
         I can find a better price for this blue silk . . .

         
         Those silent thoughts and dozens more assaulted me as I hurried through one of the plazas. Hearing all those murmurs in my
            own mind was exhausting, like being forced to listen to music that never slowed down, took a break, or stopped. Even worse, I could also sense people’s
            emotions, which added to the perpetual cacophony in my head and my heart.
         

         
         At times like these, I didn’t feel like a puppeteer with strings attached to my fingertips, skillfully manipulating everything
            around me. No, right now I was a tiny, fragile ship caught in a raging storm, with waves of thoughts slapping me to and fro
            in a sea of emotion, and everything from icy disdain to lukewarm interest to sizzling anger cascading over my battered deck.
         

         
         Topacia and I stepped onto a less crowded street. The incessant buzzing in my ears faded away, my pendant cooled against my
            skin, and my internal ship slowly righted itself as the storm of chattering people receded. I sighed with relief.
         

         
         We circled around to the back side of Blauberg Mountain. This area was mostly shops, all designed to serve the workers heading
            toward the mine. The street opened up into an enormous plaza, which was lined with merchant carts. A gray stone fountain shaped
            like a gargoyle with its wings spread out wide stood in the center of the plaza, and several miners stopped to throw a penny
            into the bubbling water. Andvarian mines were among the safest on the Buchovian continent, but it never hurt to ask the gods
            for a little bit of luck before going down into the dark.
         

         
         Beyond the fountain, a low stone wall cordoned off the rest of the plaza from the mine, and a black hole dominated this side
            of the mountain, as though it were a kraken’s mouth frozen open in an enormous yawn. Carts filled with jagged chunks of raw
            ore rolled out of the main opening, along with the surrounding side shafts, and skated along metal tracks toward a large building
            in the distance.
         

         
         Inside the refinery, miners would carefully chisel the tearstone, gemstones, and anything else of value out of the surrounding mundane rock. Then the tearstone, gemstones, and the like would be further processed, cut, shaped, and polished, until the final products were ready to be shipped out to their buyers. 

         
         I jerked my head at Topacia, and we slipped into an alley that ran between two bakeries.

         
         Topacia eyed the people moving along the street. “I’ve heard rumors that some Mortans are in Blauberg. Not just common merchants,
            but wealthy, high-ranking nobles, along with their guards, although I haven’t seen them for myself—yet.”
         

         
         While I was staying at the cottage and working in the mine, Topacia had been renting a room in one of the city’s inns, as
            well as visiting shops and taverns. In addition to being a fearsome warrior, my friend also loved to talk to people. Topacia had never met a stranger, and she excelled at picking up gossip and casually asking all the questions
            that I wanted answered. Her news about Mortans being in Blauberg increased my own suspicions.
         

         
         Andvari and Morta were old, bitter enemies, and the Morricone royal family had long coveted the Ripley mines, which were full
            of precious metals, gems, and more. But one of the most defining moments in the centuries of hostilities between the two kingdoms
            was the Seven Spire massacre.
         

         
         Roughly sixteen years ago, King Maximus Morricone of Morta had sent his bastard sister, Maeven, to assassinate the Blair royal
            family of Bellona. Even worse, Maeven had blamed the attack on my uncle, Prince Frederich Ripley, and a group of Andvarians
            who had been visiting Seven Spire palace in Bellona at the time.
         

         
         I was one of a handful of people who had survived the horrific tragedy.

         
         I had been twelve back then, but sometimes, it seemed like only yesterday that Crown Princess Vasilia Blair had plunged a dagger into Uncle Frederich’s heart during a luncheon on the royal lawn, then killed Lord Hans, an Andvarian ambassador, with her lightning magic. After that, I’d hidden under a table like a coward and watched the turncoat guards slaughter everyone around me. 

         
         Screams and shrieks rattled around inside my mind, punctuated by softer but even more agonizing whimpers of pain and fear,
            along with choked, tearful pleas for mercy.
         

         
         But there had been no mercy—only death.

         
         I would have died too, if Everleigh Blair hadn’t yanked me out of my hiding spot, dragged me across the grass, and handed
            me off to Lady Xenia Rubin, a powerful ogre morph.
         

         
         I still remembered the exact moment when Xenia’s arm had closed around my waist, tighter than a coldiron vise, and she had
            hoisted me into the air as though I weighed no more than a baby gargoyle. Maeven had blasted Xenia with her purple lightning,
            trying to stop our escape, but Xenia had kept going, and eventually, we had made it inside the palace.
         

         
         From there, Alvis, who had been the Seven Spire royal jeweler at the time, had helped us escape through some old mining tunnels
            that ran underneath the palace, although it had taken us weeks to make it home to Andvari.
         

         
         After the massacre, Andvari and Bellona had been on the brink of war—until Everleigh had exposed the Mortans’ plot, killed
            her treacherous cousin Vasilia, and taken the Bellonan throne for herself.
         

         
         King Maximus was long dead, but Queen Maeven ruled now, so tensions between Andvari and Morta remain high to this day, and
            the two kingdoms were always little more than a whisper away from war.
         

         
         But lately, those whispers had grown into much louder, far more ominous rumblings.

         
         “Gemma?” Topacia asked, breaking into my dark thoughts. “What do you want me to do about the Mortans? If they knew you were here, especially one of the Morricone royals, then they would stop at nothing to kidnap you—or worse.” 

         
         Screams wailed in my mind again. I was well acquainted with how much worse things could get when dealing with the Morricones. Still, I forced myself to be logical. Acting on assumptions could easily
            get Topacia and me killed.
         

         
         “There are always a few Mortans in Blauberg, given how close it is to the border,” I said. “After all, this is one of the
            few cities where trade between the two kingdoms is actually necessary and encouraged, due to the surrounding mountains and
            wilderness.”
         

         
         “But what about your theory that the Morricones are plotting something?” Topacia asked. “At least, something more dastardly
            than usual?”
         

         
         Over the past two months, through my network of sources, I’d learned of several disturbing incidents in Andvari, all of them
            close to the Mortan border. A caravan of merchants murdered by bandits. A cave-in at a small mine that had claimed the lives
            of several workers. A group of royal guards who’d been swept away by a violent thunderstorm and the resulting flash flood.
         

         
         On their own, each tragedy had seemed like an unrelated incident, but when considered all together, they had roused my suspicions.
            So as part of my ambassador duties, I had spent the past few weeks visiting the site of every attack and mishap. Along with
            offering my condolences to the victims’ families, I’d discreetly conducted my own investigations, and I’d discovered one common
            thread between all the incidents—tearstone.
         

         
         The merchant caravan, the mine, and the guards had all had hundreds of pounds of tearstone in their possession—ore that had
            never been recovered.
         

         
         Tearstone was often used for jewelry and art, but it could also be crafted into weapons, like the dagger in my boot. My theory was that someone was stockpiling tearstone—someone in Morta, given that all the incidents had occurred within just a few miles of the border. Of course, the most likely suspects were the Morricones, specifically Queen Maeven, although a few Mortan noble families were also wealthy and powerful enough to make all that tearstone vanish without a trace. 

         
         As for what that person wanted with the ore, well, I doubted their plans included anything as benign as making necklaces or
            statues, given the dozens of people they’d already killed. My fear was that Maeven was going to somehow use the tearstone
            to try to assassinate my father and grandfather—again.
         

         
         Several months after the Seven Spire massacre, the Bastard Brigade, a group of Morricone bastard-born royals, had tried to
            murder my father and had dosed my grandfather with amethyst-eye poison. Thanks to Queen Everleigh’s intervention, Father and
            Grandfather Heinrich had both survived, but just barely.
         

         
         I had already lost Uncle Frederich to Maeven’s machinations, and she wasn’t going to take anyone else from me.

         
         But I’d grown even more worried two weeks ago, when a forewoman named Clarissa had sent a letter to Glitnir, to Grandfather
            Heinrich, saying that several shipments of tearstone had disappeared from the Blauberg mine—much larger shipments than what
            had vanished so far.
         

         
         Things went missing all the time in mines, since they were literally dark holes in the ground, so my grandfather and father
            hadn’t thought much of the letter. But to me, it was another suspicious incident in an increasingly long and alarming chain
            of tragedies—especially since Clarissa had died in a mining accident three days later.
         

         
         Clarissa’s death had struck me as entirely too convenient, so I had rushed to Blauberg to investigate. I had been too late to gather much intelligence at the other sites, but I was
            hoping this time would be different.
         

         
         “My theory is just a theory—until I find proof that it’s not,” I said, finally answering Topacia. “Go back into the city, and see if you can pick up any more gossip about the Mortan nobles. I’ll work my shift and try to figure out who is smuggling tearstone out of the mine.” 

         
         Topacia nodded, slipped out of the alley, and left.

         
         I started to head toward the mine when something brushed up against my mind. The new, unexpected presence was as soft as a
            feather tickling my skin, but I still froze. No thoughts buzzed in my ears, but my gargoyle pendant grew warm against my chest
            again, and my fingertips tingled as though I were clutching a lightning bolt. The tingling sensation meant one worrisome thing—that
            someone or something around here had magic.
         

         
         Very powerful magic.

         
         My gaze swept over the street, the plaza, and the mine entrance, but everything was the same. Miners trudging to work, merchants
            hawking their wares, carts of ore rattling along the metal tracks.
         

         
         A shadow zoomed by overhead, momentarily blotting out the sun, and that faint presence brushed up against my mind again. Who—or
            what—was that?
         

         
         I grabbed the dagger out of my boot and walked to the opposite end of the alley. Then I reached out with my magic, searching
            for that faint presence. It was over . . . there.
         

         
         I slipped from one alley to the next like I was chasing a feather drifting along on the breeze. Eventually, the last alley
            opened up into a wooded area, and I darted into the trees and crept forward, peering around a maple to find . . .
         

         
         A strix standing in the clearing beyond.

         
         The hawklike bird was similar to Grimley in that it was roughly the size of a horse, only with a much thicker, stronger body. The strix’s feathers were a vibrant amethyst-purple, and onyx tips lined its broad, powerful wings, each point as hard, sharp, and deadly as the arrow it resembled. The bird’s big, bright eyes were the same amethyst as its feathers, while its pointed beak and curved talons were a shiny black. A beautiful if dangerous creature. 

         
         Many strixes lived in the surrounding Spire Mountains, and the wild birds often zoomed over Blauberg, although they tended
            to fly high and fast to avoid the gargoyles, since the two species didn’t much care for each other. I didn’t see a saddle
            or any reins on this strix, but it didn’t seem like a wild bird. So where was its owner?
         

         
         “See, Lyra?” a deep, masculine voice sounded, as if answering my silent question. “I told you the ride over the mountains
            wouldn’t be too bad.”
         

         
         “Know-it-all,” the strix chirped in a high, singsong voice, although her tone was full of affection.

         
         A man stepped around the side of the strix. He looked to be a year or two older than me, thirty or so. His longish hair was
            as black and glossy as the onyx points on the strix’s wings, while his eyes were a deep, dark amethyst. He had sharp, angular
            cheekbones, along with a straight nose, and his skin had the tanned look of someone who spent a fair amount of time outdoors.
         

         
         He wore black leggings and boots, along with gloves and a long black riding coat. A black cloak topped his coat, and the layers
            of fabric outlined his tall, muscled body and gave him a commanding presence. A light gray tearstone sword and matching dagger
            dangled from his black leather belt, but I got the sense that the weapons weren’t nearly as dangerous as the man himself was.
         

         
         He turned toward me, and I spotted a crest done in silver thread on his coat, right over his heart—a fancy cursive M surrounded by a ring of strix feathers.
         

         
         Shock jolted through me. Topacia had been right. There was a Mortan in the city.
         

         
         Prince Leonidas Luther Andor Morricone, the son of Queen Maeven Morricone, second in line for the Mortan throne.

         
         My mortal enemy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Out of all the Mortans who could have been in Blauberg, the idea that Prince Leonidas could be one of them had never even
            crossed my mind.
         

         
         A Mortan prince on Andvarian soil. I couldn’t even imagine the last time that had happened. Probably not since my ancestor Queen Armina Andromeda Aster Ripley had founded our kingdom
            by raising an army of gargoyles and ripping our land away from the Morricones and their strixes. But the proof that it was
            happening now was right in front of my eyes.
         

         
         Prince Leonidas cocked his head to the side, then whirled around, his hand dropping to his sword. I tensed, thinking that
            he had spotted me, or had at least felt my presence.
         

         
         After all, he was a mind magier just like I was—and we had met before.

         
         Memories crackled through my mind, the images so vivid and intense I was certain he would sense them. But instead of focusing
            on the area where I was hiding, Leonidas turned in the opposite direction.
         

         
         Footsteps scuffed, along with some faint humming, and a girl skipped into the clearing, swinging a tin lunch box back and forth in one hand in time to her quick, cheery movements. 

         
         The girl, who was around seven or eight, looked up. Her humming abruptly cut off, and she skidded to a stop. The girl froze,
            her eyes fixed on the strix, which peered at her with a curious expression. At least, I hoped that it was curiosity, and not
            hunger.
         

         
         I had been so shocked by the sight of the prince that I hadn’t sensed the girl approaching. I cursed my inattentiveness. The
            Mortan and the strix could both easily kill her.
         

         
         Leonidas studied the girl, whose eyes slowly grew wider and wider, as though she were a fawn that had just realized it was
            in the presence of a greywolf. No one in Blauberg rode strixes except for the Mortans who visited the city, so she knew exactly
            what he was, if not his royal rank.
         

         
         Several seconds ticked by, all marked by tense, silent contemplation on both sides.

         
         Then Leonidas leaned down and plucked an ice violet out of a patch of them on the ground. He twirled the green stem back and
            forth in his gloved fingers and approached the girl.
         

         
         I remained behind the tree, still clutching my dagger. If the flower was a trick, and he attacked the girl, then I would rush
            into the clearing and gut him.
         

         
         Part of me longed to do that anyway, given all the horrible things that had happened between us as children, but I squashed
            the murderous urge—for now.
         

         
         Leonidas stopped in front of the girl, who was clutching the lunch box in front of her like it was a gladiator shield that
            would protect her. Leonidas slowly lowered himself down onto one knee so that his face was level with hers. Then, just as
            slowly, he held the violet out toward the girl, as though she were a princess that he was offering a courtly token of his
            affection.
         

         
         “Hello, there,” he said in a surprisingly gentle voice. “A pretty flower for a pretty girl?”

         
         The girl swayed forward, as transfixed as a bunny by a coral viper’s hypnotic gaze. With her free hand, she plucked the violet
            out of his fingers, then scuttled back. The motion made the lunch box bang-bang-bang against her knees like a minstrel’s drum. She giggled, but the high, nervous sound was more squeaky fear than genuine amusement.
         

         
         “Why don’t you run along?” Leonidas suggested in that same gentle voice.

         
         The girl giggled again, then hurried into the woods, going back the way she’d come.

         
         I kept a firm grip on my dagger. The girl might be gone, but I knew exactly how dangerous and duplicitous Leonidas Morricone truly was—concerned one moment, then cruel the next.
         

         
         He climbed to his feet. “That was close.”

         
         “Too close,” Lyra agreed in her high, singsong voice.

         
         “You’d better find someplace to hide for the day. I’ll nose around the city, and see if I can gather any news or gossip. We’ll
            meet back here at sunset.”
         

         
         News? Gossip? It almost sounded like he had come here on a spy mission, just like I had. But why? Blauberg was a busy, prosperous city,
            but it wasn’t terribly important in the grand scheme of things. Several platoons of Andvarian royal guards were stationed
            here to keep law and order, as well as to discourage thieves, bandits, and the neighboring Mortans from attacking citizens,
            but there was nothing of any real strategic value in Blauberg—except for the mine.
         

         
         My eyes narrowed. Perhaps he was the reason those shipments had gone missing. Perhaps Prince Leonidas was the one who had been murdering my people in
            order to steal and stockpile tearstone. But why?
         

         
         I would have to ask—before I killed him.

         
         Leonidas’s back was to me, and he was scanning the far side of the clearing, as if making sure the girl was gone. I could
            probably sneak up on him before he realized I was there.
         

         
         But no doubt his strix would launch herself at me the second I attacked her rider. Even though I had trained with my stepmother,
            Captain Rhea Hans, along with Serilda Swanson and other deadly warriors, I was still wary of a full-grown strix, especially
            one that had probably been schooled in aerial combat and other warfare.
         

         
         So as much as it pained me, I held my position in the trees.

         
         Leonidas scanned the clearing again, then went over and stroked Lyra’s side, smoothing his hand over her purple feathers much
            the same way I had rubbed Grimley’s tummy earlier. The eerie similarity and his obvious love for the creature made me shift
            on my feet. I had always hated how very much alike the prince and I were.
         

         
         “Be safe,” he said.

         
         “You too,” Lyra chirped back.

         
         Leonidas adjusted the cloak around his shoulders, draping the black fabric so that it hid the Morricone crest on his coat.
            I held back a derisive snort. That was even less of a disguise than my short, dyed hair and miner’s coveralls. So he was arrogant,
            as well as duplicitous.
         

         
         He disappeared into the woods, heading in the same direction the girl had gone. Lyra spread her wings and shot up into the
            sky, quickly climbing higher and higher until she too disappeared from sight.
         

         
         A tense breath escaped my lips, although worry continued to hammer through my body, beating in time to my pounding heart.
            Suspecting that a Mortan noble was in Blauberg was bad enough, but knowing that a Morricone prince was here was even worse.
         

         
         Especially this prince—a boy I’d met a lifetime ago, one who had grown into an even more dangerous, powerful man.
         

         
         I had first encountered the bastard prince years ago in the Spire Mountains when Alvis, Xenia, and I had been fleeing from
            Bellona after the Seven Spire massacre. Leonidas had found me in the woods and offered me a chance to escape from the turncoat
            guards who had been chasing us.
         

         
         Like a fool, I had believed him. But the second I had lowered my guard, he had handed me over to those same men.

         
         I had learned a valuable, if painful, lesson that day—the only thing that truly mattered to Leonidas Morricone was his own
            survival.
         

         
         Images flooded my mind, and my own screams echoed in my ears, but I pushed them all away, just as I had the memories of the
            massacre earlier. Someday, I was going to silence the screams and shove the horrific memories so deep down into my mind and
            heart that they would never bubble back up to the surface.
         

         
         Someday—but not today.

         
         Still, the prince and the strix were gone, so I left the woods and headed back toward the mine. If Leonidas Morricone was
            here to pilfer more tearstone, then I needed to figure out who was helping him. Once I had identified his source, then I could
            take steps to keep the precious resource out of the prince’s clutches.
         

         
         And maybe, just maybe, I could finally take my revenge on Leonidas for how he had betrayed me all those years ago.

         
         *  *  *

         I doubled back through the alleys and over to the plaza. I paused a moment to dig a penny out of my pocket and toss it into
            the gargoyle fountain for luck, then fell in line with the other workers trudging toward the mine entrance.
         

         
         A woman smiled when she caught sight of me. Her long dark red hair was pulled back into a braid that was partially tucked underneath her helmet. Her eyes were a light blue, and freckles dotted her milky cheeks. She was also wearing gray coveralls, and a lunch box dangled from her hand. 

         
         “Hey, Gemma,” she said in a soft, lilting voice. “Running late too?”

         
         I might have cut and dyed my hair and stuffed myself into a miner’s uniform, but I hadn’t bothered to change my name. Gemma was very common, thanks to, well, me.
         

         
         After I had been born, the name had become quite popular in Andvari, just as Everleigh had taken on a frenzied popularity in Bellona ever since Everleigh Blair had been crowned queen some sixteen years ago. All
            the royals’ names were in vogue to some extent, so I had felt safe enough using my real name in Blauberg. Besides, not having
            to remember to answer to another name made my spying much easier.
         

         
         I smiled back at the other woman. “Yeah, I’m still finding my way around the city, and I went down the wrong street. Why are
            you late, Penelope?”
         

         
         I had met Penelope when I’d started working in the mine two days ago. There weren’t many women here, so she had come over
            and introduced herself. I had liked her immediately, especially given her inherent cheerfulness, and Penelope had been showing
            me around ever since. A few butterflies of guilt fluttered in my stomach that I was using her to gather information on the
            other miners, but I swatted them away. As a princess and especially as a spy, I couldn’t afford to indulge in such a treacherous
            emotion as guilt.
         

         
         Penelope smiled again. “Oh, my daughter needed some extra help getting ready for school.”

         
         We reached the mine entrance, and she fell silent and faced forward.

         
         Going from the morning sunshine into the darker confines of the mine was like stepping into a different realm, as though I had traveled through a Cardea mirror, an enchanted glass that let people see and talk to each other over great distances, as well as move from one place to another. In an instant, the crisp mountain air turned ten degrees cooler, and the natural sunlight gave way to black iron lanterns filled with round fluorestones. The lanterns hung on the walls like strings of popcorn on a yule tree, while the glowing fluorestones inside ranged in shade and intensity from cool, moody blue to bright, piercing white. The combined lights and colors painted the inside of the mine a pale, muted gray. 

         
         This first, topmost level was called Basecamp, since it was the base for all the mine’s operations, both aboveground and below.
            The front part was an enormous hollow dome, with a hard-packed dirt floor, curved walls, and a ceiling that soared several
            hundred feet overhead. Carts filled with chunks of ore and buckets of tools squeaked, creaked, and rattled along the metal
            tracks that crisscrossed the ground. Adding to the commotion were the miners loading carts, hauling empty buckets away, and
            calling out directions to each other.
         

         
         I drew in a deep breath to steady myself. Then I exhaled, reached out with my magic, and carefully skimmed the thoughts of
            everyone around me.
         

         
         When I was first learning how to use my magic, Alvis had told me to picture my mind magier power as some task that I could
            complete, that I could control. Skimming thoughts was like leaning over the deck of my tiny internal ship and dipping my fingers into the sea of emotion
            that constantly ebbed and flowed all around me.
         

         
         In some ways, skimming thoughts was much harder than moving objects. I could easily ignore the strings of energy surrounding
            people and objects, but once I dipped my fingers into that endless, churning sea, anything could happen.
         

         
         Oh, I could hear people’s whispered thoughts easily enough, but dealing with their emotions was much more difficult. Alvis had told me to treat other people’s feelings as things that I could experience for a moment, then set aside. Like someone’s seething jealousy was only a pinprick of pain, as though a thread master had accidentally poked me with a needle. Or boiling anger was nothing more than heat from a fireplace warming my face. Or bitter rage was merely an icy rain pelting my skin before dropping away. Brief discomforts that I could brush aside as quickly as I could close a book I had finished reading. 

         
         But try as I might, I couldn’t always close that book.

         
         Sometimes, people’s thoughts and feelings were so strong, so vivid, so intense, that they completely overwhelmed me. Sometimes, if enough people were thinking and feeling the same things all at once—like
            fear, panic, dread, and terror—then my internal ship capsized in that raging sea of emotion, and my own magic crippled and
            paralyzed me, rendering me as useless as a fountain that had frozen over in the winter.
         

         
         Just like I had been useless and frozen during the Seven Spire massacre.

         
         A familiar combination of guilt and shame bubbled up inside me, burning like acid in my throat, but I shoved it down and focused
            on the people around me.
         

         
         Gotta get back down into Shaft 3 . . .

         
         Need to replace this cracked bucket . . .

         
         Hope the baker has raspberry tarts for lunch . . .

         
         The usual chatter whispered through my mind, and no strong emotions jumped out at me. Everything was normal.

         
         I shuffled along behind Penelope and the other miners, heading toward the main checkpoint. The domed ceiling tapered down, morphing into a much smaller square shaft that was only about thirty feet high. Before they reached the shaft entrance, every miner stopped at a table where a man was sitting and shuffling through documents. 

         
         He was a large, bulky man, with thick arms and a round stomach that was slowly giving way to fat as he advanced into middle
            age. He wasn’t wearing a helmet, and his dark brown hair was oiled and slicked back from his forehead. His eyes were also
            a dark brown, as was the bushy mustache that adorned his upper lip like a trapped fuzzy, woolly worm, but his skin had the
            unnaturally pale look of someone who had spent more time underground than above it. The Ripley snarling gargoyle crest was
            stitched in black thread over his heart on his gray coveralls, marking his importance—Conley, the head foreman, and my top
            suspect.
         

         
         Conley was one of the few people who had access to the entire mine, as well as the neighboring refinery, and if anyone could
            make shipments of tearstone disappear, then it was him. Especially since Clarissa—the second, or under, forewoman, the one
            who had died in that supposed accident—hadn’t been replaced yet.
         

         
         Conley checked each person’s name off on his master list and handed them a small paper map indicating which section they would
            be working in. As I neared the table, I reached out with my magic again, this time focusing solely on Conley.
         

         
         Gotta get more production out of Shaft 5 . . .

         
         Can’t believe that idiot Horace broke another pickaxe . . .

         
         Wonder if Wexel will be pleased with the latest shipment . . .

         
         That last thought caught my attention. Who was Wexel? On the face of things, there was nothing truly incriminating about Conley’s
            musing. Sending out shipments was one of the foreman’s responsibilities, and it was only natural that he would be concerned
            about what his customers thought about their goods.
         

         
         That thought skipped away in Conley’s mind and sank like a stone in a pond, but others sprang up like weeds to take its place, mostly about what he wanted for lunch—grilled pumpernickel bread piled high with red-pepper-crusted turkey, melted Swiss cheese, crunchy kale coleslaw, and extra onion dressing. He even pictured the bulging sandwich in his mind, and the image was so tempting that my own stomach rumbled with anticipation. 

         
         I could have probed a little more, but Conley might have sensed my magic. Most people didn’t notice when I skimmed their surface
            thoughts, but trying to hear someone’s deeper, more serious and private musings took much more power, skill, and control,
            and the person could sometimes feel that something was wrong, like the difference between a mild spring breeze ruffling their
            hair versus a cold winter wind chapping their cheeks. So I decided not to take that next step into Conley’s mind. I needed
            to keep a low profile until I was certain that he was the thief.
         

         
         Penelope stepped up to the table and jerked her thumb at me. “Okay if Gemma and I stick together again today?”

         
         Conley’s gaze slid down Penelope’s body, even though she was covered from head to toe with her helmet, coveralls, and boots.
            He leered at her before giving me the same slow, disgusting once-over. His lust bloomed in my mind like a sickly sweet rose,
            each lascivious thought scraping against my skin like a sharp thorn, and I had to grind my teeth to keep from snarling at
            him.
         

         
         “Yeah, sure,” he drawled in an obnoxious baritone, and slid a map across the table. “You’re in Shaft 4 today.”

         
         Penelope reached for the map, but Conley covered her hand with his much larger, beefier one. He leered at her again, then
            started stroking his index finger over her skin.
         

         
         Penelope tried to smile, although her expression twisted into a grimace, and her anger, frustration, and fear sliced into my mind like daggers. Conley had done this same thing to her every time we’d gone down into the mine. When I had asked her about it yesterday, Penelope had said that she needed her job too badly to tell Conley to stop. 

         
         “Shouldn’t we get to work?” I said in a loud, pointed voice, trying to pry Penelope out of his clutching grasp.

         
         Conley’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “I decide when you get to work, girl.”
         

         
         This time, my own anger sizzled in my heart, and my tongue itched with scathing words just begging to be let loose like arrows
            from an archer’s bowstring. I wanted to growl that I was nobody’s girl and to keep his fucking hands to himself, but I was Miner Gemma right now, not Princess Gemma.
         

         
         Conley smirked at my stone-faced silence. He pulled his hand away from Penelope’s and gave an airy wave, telling us to move
            along.
         

         
         Penelope scuttled away from the table. I followed her, and we stepped into the smaller square shaft, which was lined with
            gray metal lockers and wooden benches. Several miners were stuffing their lunch boxes into the lockers, while others were
            sitting on the benches, tying their bootlaces.
         

         
         Penelope opened her locker, stowed her lunch box inside, and pulled on a pair of thick gray canvas gloves. I did the same
            with my own lunch box and slipped on my own gloves. Penelope waited until the other miners left before she faced me.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t talk back to Conley,” she said. “He can make your life very difficult, both here in the mine and out in the
            city.”
         

         
         “More difficult than he’s making yours?”

         
         She grimaced. “Things can always be worse.”

         
         Penelope was right. I should have kept my mouth shut, but sometimes, despite my best efforts to keep her contained, Princess Gemma got the better of Spy Gemma. After all, what was the good of being a bloody princess if I couldn’t help people? My father and grandfather had drilled that duty into me ever since I was a child, and seeing and hearing about all the amazing deeds that queens like Everleigh Blair of Bellona and Zariza Rubin of Unger had done over the years made me want to live up to their fine examples. 

         
         But I couldn’t fix this situation—at least, not as Miner Gemma. Once I discovered who was stealing the tearstone, though,
            Princess Gemma would return to the mine and put Conley in his proper place—and out on his lecherous ass.
         

         
         “You’re right. I’m sorry. My mouth has a mind of its own. It gets me into trouble.”

         
         That much was always true, whether I was Miner Gemma or Princess Gemma.
         

         
         Penelope smiled, leaned over, and bumped her shoulder against mine. “All is forgiven. Now let’s get to work.”

         
         She shut her locker. I did the same and followed her into another, even smaller shaft where several miners were standing beside
            a large metal cart fitted with wooden seats. The cart was sitting on metal tracks that ran for a few feet before dropping
            down into what looked like a round, deep well filled with blackness.
         

         
         Penelope and I climbed into the cart with six other miners. The driver released the hand brake, and the cart rolled forward,
            then started its descent down a steep slope into that waiting well of blackness. No one spoke as the cart creaked along the
            tracks, and the darkness was so absolute that I felt as though I were dead and buried six feet under. Only it was worse than
            that, since we were going much, much deeper.
         

         
         Even though I couldn’t see anything, my magic let me sense Penelope shifting in her seat beside me, as well as the movements of the other miners, and the rigid tension that radiated off them all, as though their arms, legs, and spines had transformed into stiff, unyielding boards. Most of the miners were veterans who had been working in these shafts for years, but there was always a bit of uncertainty going so far underground. Only a fool wouldn’t be afraid of a mountain that could so easily crush them to dust. 

         
         Still, we Andvarians were sturdy stock, and this was how we had made a living for generations on end. I was just as proud
            of my countrymen and -women’s heritage as Bellonans were of their gladiators, or Ungers were of their complicated dance routines.
            It took a whole lot of heart and even steadier nerves to venture this far down into the dark. Some legends claimed that Andvarians
            had liquid ore running through our veins, right alongside our blood, a sort of magnetic energy that compelled us to dig deeper
            and deeper into the Spire Mountains.
         

         
         I had always loved those old fairy tales, and I had begged my mother, Merilde, to read them to me over and over again as a
            child. My favorites had been the stories about Queen Armina Ripley, who was supposedly the first person to ever befriend a
            gargoyle by chipping it out of a wall in a mine near Glanzen. The gargoyle had been so grateful to be free of its stone prison
            that it had vowed to protect Armina and her family for all time.
         

         
         The cart skated over something on the tracks, loose rocks probably, and the jerking motion made me bump shoulders with Penelope.
            She tensed again, as did the other miners, but I remained calm and relaxed. I selfishly loved being this deep underground.
         

         
         Hundreds of miners might be toiling away inside the mountain, but the thick stone walls blocked their thoughts, leaving me in relative blessed silence, certainly far more silence than I ever experienced at Glitnir, with its scores of servants, guards, and nobles roaming the halls, not to mention the gargoyles perched on the rooftops. I didn’t often get such a prolonged, quiet reprieve, and I was going to enjoy every moment, no matter how dangerous the journey and the work itself was. 

         
         The driver leaned on the hand brake, the slope flattened out, and the cart rolled to a stop at the bottom of the shaft. Strings
            of lanterns lined the walls and low ceiling, while the fluorestones inside bathed the area in that familiar pale gray glow,
            as if someone had bottled up rays of moonlight.
         

         
         I blinked my eyes several times, helping them adjust to the sudden influx of light, then climbed out of the cart. Penelope
            showed her map to the mine steward, who directed us to the appropriate section.
         

         
         We walked through the shaft, following the strings of fluorestone lanterns like they were arrows pointing us toward our destination.
            The other miners split off and disappeared into different tunnels, but Penelope and I kept moving forward until we reached
            the end of this shaft.
         

         
         We were in a different part of the mine than yesterday. This tunnel opened up into a large round chamber that had been chiseled
            out of the surrounding rock, and the jagged, dome-like shape reminded me of an uneven soap bubble that had somehow been trapped
            underground. Dozens of fluorestone lanterns had been rigged up in here, and the chamber was actually quite bright, although
            the light wasn’t warm, like the sun’s rays would have been.
         

         
         Several miners were already using their pickaxes, rock hammers, and other tools to chisel chunks of tearstone out of the walls.
            Some of the tearstone seams were a light, bright, starry gray, while other sections were a deep, dark midnight-blue.
         

         
         To my surprise, the miners were only working on the left side of the chamber. Curious, I headed over to the right. No lanterns were strung up on this side, so I couldn’t tell how far away the opposite wall was, although strangely enough, I could have sworn that a breeze was gusting across my face. I took another cautious step forward, but my foot didn’t meet solid ground, only empty air— 

         
         Penelope grabbed my arm and jerked me back. “Careful! That chasm just opened up a few weeks ago.”

         
         I glanced down. The lanterns’ glow made the tearstone shift colors, and the swirls of gray and blue spread out like a rainbow,
            creating an optical illusion on this side of the chamber. A very dangerous illusion, since I hadn’t noticed that I was about
            to step off the edge of a chasm. Penelope was right. I needed to be more careful. Mind magier or not, the mountain could kill
            me as easily as it could anyone else.
         

         
         I flashed her a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

         
         She nodded and released my arm.

         
         A thought occurred to me. “Wait. Is this how that woman died? You said that one of the forewomen accidentally stepped into
            a chasm. Her name was Clarissa, right?”
         

         
         Penelope shivered, even though the chamber wasn’t all that cold. “Yeah. The mountain shifted, maybe because of miners digging
            in a nearby shaft, and Clarissa was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The chasm opened up right under her feet. It took
            us two days to recover her body.”
         

         
         She didn’t trip over the words, and her voice remained smooth and even, but I could still tell that she was lying.

         
         Most people’s lies were small things, more to soothe others’ feelings than to do any true harm. Of course that gown looks lovely on you. I absolutely adore the song you’ve composed for me. No, I don’t know what happened
               to the last piece of cranberry-apple pie.

         
         Those sorts of lies always felt like tiny stings, like a rambunctious puppy had scratched my hand, but Penelope’s lies were
            much sharper, as though that puppy had morphed into a greywolf that had just sunk its teeth deep into my arm. Her guilt and
            fear also punched into my stomach as hard as a gladiator gutting a hated rival in an arena.
         

         
         I could understand Penelope’s fear. No one wanted to die down here. But why would she feel so guilty about Clarissa’s death? Especially when she had just said it was an accident? 

         
         Penelope shivered again. Before I could question her further, one of the other miners called out to her, and she went over
            to him.
         

         
         I stayed behind, though, staring down into the black abyss and wondering what other murderous secrets the mountain contained.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Penelope finished her conversation with the other miner, and we grabbed some pickaxes and headed over to the back of the chamber.

         
         Thick seams of tearstone ran from the top of the rock wall all the way down to the bottom, and the miners would be working
            in here for months to pry out every last shard. The larger, more common light gray chunks would probably be shaped into swords,
            daggers, and shields, while the smaller, rarer midnight-blue pieces would most likely be used to add sparkle, flash, and beauty
            glamours to rings, necklaces, and bracelets.
         

         
         I dug my axe into the surrounding rock, then chipped away at it so that I could get to the embedded tearstone. A few minutes
            later, I pried a dark blue, fist-size chunk out of the wall.
         

         
         This wasn’t the first time I had dug tearstone. Even pampered princesses were required to learn about their kingdom’s industries, and a good portion of my royal education had focused on mining, since it was such a large part of Andvarian life, as well as how my ancestors had made their fortunes. Plus, I had served as Alvis’s informal apprentice for years. The metalstone master had taught me everything he knew about shaping precious metals and gems into beautiful jewelry, just as he had taught Everleigh Blair before me. 

         
         “Gemma?” Penelope asked. “Are you okay? Why did you stop working?”

         
         “Sorry. I was just admiring the stone.”

         
         Penelope eyed me like I’d grown a second head, so I dropped the tearstone into the bucket at my feet and went back to work.

         
         Rock by rock, bit by bit, piece by piece, Penelope and I chipped, chiseled, and cracked chunks of tearstone out of the cavern
            wall and placed them in the buckets. The other miners did the same. Every hour on the hour, the mine steward would stroll
            by and mark our progress on his clipboard. Two men trailed along behind the steward, grabbing the full buckets and setting
            out empty ones.
         

         
         While we worked, I studied the other miners, who were a mix of ages, shapes, sizes, and abilities. Several were mutts, a common,
            if somewhat derogatory, term for those with relatively simple, straightforward powers, like enhanced speed or strength. Like
            the man who was chipping tearstone out of the wall twice as fast as anyone else. Or the woman who was hauling around boulder-size
            rocks as though they were as light as loaves of bread.
         

         
         Some of the other miners were masters, those who could control a specific object or element. Like the metalstone master who
            was moving his hand back and forth, using his magic instead of a tool to dig into the wall.
         

         
         There were also a few morphs, those who could shape-shift into larger, stronger creatures. Like Reiko, the woman standing
            next to me.
         

         
         Reiko was a couple inches shorter than me, and much more slender, with high cheekbones, emerald-green eyes, golden skin, and long black hair pulled back into a fishtail braid. Unlike the other miners, Reiko wasn’t wearing gloves, and a dragon face with emerald-green scales and black eyes adorned her right hand, indicating the creature she could shift into. 

         
         Reiko didn’t so much as glance in my direction, but the tattoo-like dragon on her hand must have sensed my curious stare because
            it winked at me. Reiko had partially shifted and was using the long black talons that had sprouted on her fingertips to pry
            pieces of tearstone out of the wall.
         

         
         I was the only magier in the chamber, though. Having someone who could conjure fire, lightning, or some other raw power was
            extremely risky in a mine, since you never knew when you might hit a pocket of gas that the smallest spark—magical or otherwise—could
            ignite.
         

         
         As the morning wore on, the miners shared the latest gossip to break up the monotony of filling bucket after bucket. I listened
            to everything they said and used my magic to skim their thoughts, but I didn’t hear anything suspicious. Some people’s inner
            musings were easier to sense than others, but if anyone here was involved in Clarissa’s death, then they were hiding it well,
            and their malevolence was buried deep in their minds.
         

         
         When the day’s gossip had been exhausted, some folks started singing Andvarian songs about love, loss, and, of course, mining.
            Reiko, the dragon morph, had a particularly lovely singing voice, and soon the other miners were swinging their axes and tapping
            their hammers into the wall in time to her songs.
         

         
         “Do you know ‘The Bluest Crown’?” someone asked during a water break.

         
         “Doesn’t everyone in Andvari know that song?” Reiko replied, a mocking tone in her voice.

         
         Everyone laughed, except for me.

         
         Reiko must have noticed my lack of merriment because her gaze locked with mine. I started to skim her thoughts, but her steady stare, along with that of the dragon on her hand, made me stop. Morph musings were often difficult to hear, perhaps because there were two beings in every morph’s body, and the person’s thoughts often mixed with those of the creature hidden inside them. 

         
         Either way, I didn’t want Reiko to suspect that I was anything more than a miner, so I calmly stared back at her, as though
            her song choice didn’t matter to me.
         

         
         Amusement flickered across Reiko’s face, and the green dragon on her hand opened its mouth in a wide, silent chuckle, as though
            it were laughing at some joke at my expense. Suspicion filled me.
         

         
         “‘The Bluest Crown’ it is,” Reiko announced.

         
         She launched into the song. All the other miners joined in, including Penelope, and their cheery chorus rang throughout the
            chamber, punctuated by the tink-tink-tinks of the tools digging into the rocks. I swung my pickaxe even harder at the wall. I might be a mind magier, but even I couldn’t
            block out that bloody catchy melody.
         

         
         Despite the torturous song, and the two boisterous encores that followed, the morning passed by quickly. There were no clocks,
            and the lanterns’ steady, unwavering glow made it difficult to determine the time. If the mine steward and his men hadn’t
            come by to collect the buckets every hour, I would have thought we had been down here for only a few minutes.
         

         
         Eventually, a small silver bell tied to a bright blue string at the front of the chamber started jingling. Each chamber featured
            a similar bell, and they were all threaded together, like an elaborate underground spiderweb. Soon, other bells joined in,
            until they were clanging throughout the entire mine, and the sounds rippled through the thick walls and echoed back on themselves
            in light, pealing waves.
         

         
         Lunchtime.

         
         We set our tools down, trudged out of the chamber, and climbed back into the cart at the front of the shaft. This time, instead of depending on the driver to steer us down into the dark, everyone grabbed hold of a thick rope that was part of a pulley system attached to the wall. Together, we hauled ourselves and the cart back up the steep incline. The mutts with strength magic did most of the work, along with Reiko. 

         
         Many morphs were strong, but Reiko seemed to have more power than most, despite her short, slender frame. Even though I couldn’t
            see her in the blackness, I could still sense her magic. The dragon morph was sitting in front of me, and my fingertips tingled
            every time she yanked on the rope.
         

         
         As soon as we reached the top of the shaft, the miners relaxed, and their collective relief swept over me like a cool, refreshing
            breeze. Penelope and I grabbed our lunch boxes from our lockers, walked back through Basecamp, and headed outside into the
            plaza.
         

         
         The other miners flocked to the merchants’ carts, purchasing kebabs of grilled beef, chicken, and spicy vegetables, bread
            bowls brimming with hot broccoli-cheese soup, and thick slices of cranberry-apple pie, my favorite. Penelope and I bought
            mugs of pear lemonade, then sat down on a bench close to the low wall that separated the plaza from the mine. In the distance,
            the fountain bubbled merrily, as though the stone gargoyle were playfully splashing around in the water-filled basin.
         

         
         Penelope opened her lunch box and pulled out a roast-beef sandwich, along with a bloodcrisp apple and sweet-and-sour carrot sticks. I opened up my own lunch box, which also contained a bloodcrisp apple, along with a paper bag filled with fried sweet-potato chips sprinkled with cinnamon. I grabbed the sandwich I had made this morning—hearty sourdough bread stuffed with thick slices of gruyère cheese and slathered with apricot jam. 

         
         I sank my teeth into the sandwich and sighed with happiness. The tangy bread and the creamy, salty cheese combined perfectly
            with the apricots’ bright flavor. The sandwich would have been even better hot and toasted, with the
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