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

 
          


            To all the readers who wanted more stories set 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.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraphs

         
         
            To conquer a kingdom, you must first crush its heart.

            —Maximus Morricone, former king of Morta

            Andvari shall never fall, so long as one gargoyle lives.

            —Armina Ripley, first queen of Andvari

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Epigraphs

            	Contents

            	Map 1

            	Map 2

            	Map 3

            	Part One: The Bounty Hunter
                  	Chapter One

                  	Chapter Two

                  	Chapter Three

                  	Chapter Four

                  	Chapter Five

                  	Chapter Six

               

            

            	Part Two: The Prince of Lightning
                  	Chapter Seven

                  	Chapter Eight

                  	Chapter Nine

                  	Chapter Ten

                  	Chapter Eleven

                  	Chapter Twelve

                  	Chapter Thirteen

                  	Chapter Fourteen

                  	Chapter Fifteen

                  	Chapter Sixteen

                  	Chapter Seventeen

                  	Chapter Eighteen

               

            

            	Part Three: The Gargoyle Queen
                  	Chapter Nineteen

                  	Chapter Twenty

                  	Chapter Twenty-One

                  	Chapter Twenty-Two

                  	Chapter Twenty-Three

                  	Chapter Twenty-Four

                  	Chapter Twenty-Five

                  	Chapter Twenty-Six

                  	Chapter Twenty-Seven

                  	Chapter Twenty-Eight

                  	Chapter Twenty-Nine

                  	Chapter Thirty

                  	Chapter Thirty-One

               

            

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	By Jennifer Estep

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	iii

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	378

	379

	380

	381

	382

	383

	384

	385

	386

	387

	388

	389

	390

	391

	392

	393

	394

	395

	396

	397

	398

	399

	400

	401

	402

	403

	404

	405

	406

	407

	408

	409

	410

	411

	412

	413

	414

	415

	416

	417

	ii

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Part One: The Bounty Hunter

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Map 1

         
         
            [image: ConquerTheKingdom_GlanzenMap_F.jpg]

         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Map 2

         
         
            [image: Map_CaldwellCastle_9780063023468_Final_epub.jpg]

         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Map 3

         
         
            [image: Map_CapturetheCrown_9780063023468_Final_1_epub.jpg]

         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
The Bounty Hunter

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         I’ve played a lot of parts in my life.

         
         My most frequent and famous role is that of Gemma Armina Merilde Ripley, crown princess of Andvari, also snidely known as
            Glitzma. I suppose Princess Gemma is who I am, for better or worse.
         

         
         But it’s not all that I am.
         

         
         Princess Gemma is just one part of my persona, a carefully crafted role that enables me to travel throughout Andvari and into
            the kingdoms beyond, spying on those who would harm my people, gathering intelligence on their schemes, and thwarting their
            plots both great and small.
         

         
         Being a spy is much more useful and far more satisfying than being a princess. In recent weeks, I had masqueraded as everything
            from a miner to a jewelry maker to a gladiator. Right now I was playing a new part, one that just might be my most important
            role yet.
         

         
         Bounty hunter.

         
         I crouched down, eased forward, and peered around the side of a large wooden crate. Similar crates were stacked all along the riverfront, while thick ropes were curled up like coral vipers on the grimy flagstones. Small rowboats rested on the muddy shore in the distance, and the watery stench of fish filled the November air. Everything looked perfectly normal, and my gaze moved over to a ship tied to a dock that stretched out into the Summanus River. 

         
         The vessel was the biggest one along the riverfront, with masts that towered high in the air. The ship’s hull might have been
            a bright cobalt at one time, although the elements had weathered and dulled the wood to the same murky blue gray as the river.
            The only real bits of color were the bloodred letters on the side that spelled out the vessel’s name—The Drowned Man. I hoped the name was an omen of things to come, although drowning would be a much quicker and far more merciful death than
            what my prey deserved.
         

         
         “Do you really think Milo is on that ship?” a voice murmured.

         
         I glanced over at the woman crouching beside me. She was wearing a dark green cloak over a matching tunic, along with black
            leggings and boots, and a sword dangled from her black leather belt. Her long black hair was pulled back into a fishtail braid,
            and her emerald-green eyes and golden skin gleamed in the growing dawn, as did the dragon face with emerald-green scales and
            black eyes that adorned her right hand. All morphs had some sort of tattoo-like mark on their bodies that indicated what larger,
            stronger creature was lurking inside them.
         

         
         Despite the burgeoning light, Lady Reiko Yamato, my friend and fellow spy, remained almost invisible in the departing shadows.
            Even though I was dressed the same way, in a dark blue cloak and tunic, I felt as exposed as a gladiator standing in the middle
            of an arena floor. But even if the noontime sun had been shining brightly, Reiko still would have found a way to blend in
            to her surroundings. She was simply that skilled a spy—the best, in my opinion.
         

         
         Reiko and I had been watching The Drowned Man for more than half an hour. No one had approached the vessel, and no one had appeared on the deck. The riverfront was eerily quiet, except for the steady slap-slap-slap of water up against the ship’s hull and the whistling breeze that ruffled its dingy sails.
         

         
         “Do you really think Milo is on that ship?” Reiko repeated.

         
         “Let me see if I can find out.”

         
         I drew in a deep breath, then exhaled, reached out with my magic, and scanned the ship. As a mind magier, I could sense when
            other people were nearby, especially if I’d had dealings with them before. Unfortunately, I knew Crown Prince Milo Maximus
            Moreland Morricone of Morta far better than I wanted to.
         

         
         A few months ago, dozens of merchants, miners, and guards had been killed along the Andvari-Morta border. Some had died in
            a bandit attack. Others in a mine collapse. And several people had been swept away by a violent, sudden storm. King Heinrich
            and Crown Prince Dominic Ripley, my grandfather and father, had assumed the incidents were senseless tragedies, but the deaths
            of so many people so close together had struck me as extremely suspicious. As Princess Gemma, I had visited each site to offer
            my condolences to the victims’ families, and I’d discovered something deeply concerning—large amounts of tearstone had been
            stolen at every spot.
         

         
         My investigation had eventually led me to Blauberg, a city near the Andvari-Morta border. As Miner Gemma, I’d gone undercover
            and realized that Conley, the mine foreman, was stealing and selling tearstone to Mortan guards. Conley had shoved me into
            a chasm and left me for dead, but I’d been rescued and taken to Myrkvior, the royal palace in Majesta, the capital city of
            Morta.
         

         
         Despite the danger, being at Myrkvior had been a golden opportunity to figure out which Mortan was ultimately stockpiling the tearstone and why, so I had played yet another part—Armina, a noble lady and jewelry maker. But my disguise wasn’t as good as I’d thought, and Queen Maeven Morricone had revealed my true identity as Princess Gemma Ripley at her own birthday ball. 

         
         And then she had let Milo torture me.

         
         The riverfront flickered and vanished, along with The Drowned Man. Suddenly, I was back in Milo’s workshop, staring down at my own unconscious body chained to a table. Whipped back, punctured
            hands, burned skin. Blood dripped out of my wounds and hit the stone, every soft drop-drop-drop blaring as loud as a bell in my mind. Even though the torture had happened a couple of months ago, my heart still picked
            up speed, my breath puffed out in ragged gasps, and sweat prickled the back of my neck.
         

         
         Desperate to stave off more unwanted memories, I grabbed the silver pendant hanging off the chain around my neck and focused
            on the bits of black jet that glittered in the shape of a snarling gargoyle face—the Ripley royal crest. Tiny midnight-blue
            shards of tearstone formed the gargoyle’s horns, eyes, nose, and teeth, turning the crest into the face of Grimley, my own
            beloved gargoyle. The same jeweled crest was embedded in the light gray tearstone dagger hanging off my belt. Alvis, the Glitnir
            royal jeweler, had made the pendant and the dagger for me years ago, when I was first learning how to control my mind magier
            magic—something I still struggled with to this day.
         

         
         I squeezed the pendant tight, making a dull ache ripple through my fingers. That uncomfortable sensation, combined with the
            sharp prick of the jewels against my skin, helped me force the memories away. Milo’s workshop vanished, and the riverfront
            snapped back into focus, although the abrupt change in scenery made my head spin.
         

         
         “Gemma?” Reiko asked. “Are you okay?”

         
         “Fine,” I lied.

         
         I released the necklace. The soft, familiar thump of the pendant against my heart further steadied me, and my head slowly stopped spinning. 

         
         Reiko arched an eyebrow, clearly not believing my lie, but I ignored her concerned look. Compared to all the times when my
            magic threw me back into the distant past and completely immersed and overwhelmed me with memories, this brief glimpse of
            my own tortured self was a relatively minor annoyance.
         

         
         “If you’re so fine, then why are you rubbing your hands?” she asked.

         
         I had been massaging first one palm, then the other, trying to rub the dull aches out of my hands and snuff out the hot sparks
            of phantom pain twinging my fingertips. I froze mid-rub and lowered my arms to my sides.
         

         
         Reiko’s face remained blank, but her inner dragon grimaced, and its black gaze skittered away from mine. Milo’s barbed arrows
            and lightning magic had scarred my hands, both front and back, as though someone had painted vivid red starbursts onto my
            skin.
         

         
         My fingers clenched into fists, reigniting those dull aches and hot sparks, but I didn’t mind the pain now. It further fueled
            my determination to find out if Milo was truly on The Drowned Man—and if so, to finally kill him for everything he’d done to me.
         

         
         So I exhaled and reached out with my magic again. This time, the riverfront remained still and solid, and I examined the ship.

         
         In addition to telling when other people were nearby, I could also hear their thoughts and sense their emotions. Ironically
            enough, given our current location, I had always pictured that aspect of my mind magier magic as though I were leaning over
            the deck of my own tiny internal ship and dipping my fingers into the sea of other people’s musings and feelings, which constantly
            churned around me.
         

         
         Right now, that sea was utterly calm, and I didn’t hear any whispered thoughts or sense so much as a flicker of emotion. No sizzling anger, no icy malevolence, nothing that would indicate Milo or anyone else was nearby. The ship could be completely empty or full of sleeping sailors. 

         
         I let out a frustrated breath, released my power, and shook my head. “I don’t think he’s on the ship, but I can’t be certain.
            Not without us actually going on board and searching the vessel.”
         

         
         Reiko’s hand dropped to her sword. “Well, we might as well get on with it.”

         
         This time, I arched an eyebrow at her. “Isn’t this the point where you tell me it might be a trap? That Milo might have a
            dozen men hiding belowdecks just waiting to rush out and kill us?”
         

         
         She snorted. “If I have to tell you that, then you haven’t been paying attention to everything that’s happened, especially
            a few weeks ago during the Summit.”
         

         
         I grimaced. The Summit was supposed to be a peaceful meeting of nobles, merchants, guilders, and leaders of the various kingdoms
            to discuss trade agreements—but this year, it had devolved into a bloodbath.
         

         
         Milo had attended the Summit as part of the Mortan contingent, and he had been working with Corvina Dumond, his fiancée and
            a powerful weather magier. Milo had wanted Corvina to kill me, along with his younger half brother, Leonidas, but the noble
            lady had been determined to kill all the Morricones, especially Queen Maeven, and capture the Mortan crown for herself.
         

         
         During the Summit, Corvina had ordered the Dumond fighters to attack all the other royals in attendance, including my father.
            I’d managed to kill Corvina, but Milo had escaped, along with Captain Wexel, his loyal guard and Corvina’s secret lover.
         

         
         Afterward, Crown Prince Dominic Ripley had joined forces with some of the other royals to put an enormous bounty on Milo—one hundred thousand gold crowns. According to my sources, every bounty hunter and mercenary on the Buchovian continent was searching for Milo so they could collect the reward. 

         
         And I had joined their ranks.

         
         In public, Princess Gemma was performing her usual duties as a traveling ambassador, going from city to city in Andvari and
            meeting with nobles, merchants, and the like. But in private, Reiko and I had spent the last few weeks tracking Milo from
            one hiding spot to the next. A deserted farm just outside of Caldwell. An inn near Haverton. A tavern on the outskirts of
            Blauberg. The crown prince had been running like a deer, trying to escape the bounty hunters’ greed, as well as the wildfire
            of my wrath.
         

         
         I reached out to every source I had in every city we visited, asking for news and gossip, and I had read dozens of letters
            from people all across Buchovia, scanning them for the smallest scrap of information about Milo and Wexel. A couple of times,
            Reiko and I had gotten oh so close to the Mortans, missing them by mere hours, which only added to my anger and frustration.
         

         
         I might have embraced this new bounty-hunter persona, but I didn’t care about collecting any reward. I just wanted to find
            and kill Milo before he hurt anyone else.
         

         
         Especially my gargoyles.

         
         Despite the bloodshed at the Summit, I had finally figured out one of Milo’s main goals—to slaughter Andvarian gargoyles.
            With their stone skin, gargoyles were largely indestructible, although they were vulnerable to the crown prince’s tearstone
            arrows, which were coated with dried fool’s bane flowers.
         

         
         I still wasn’t sure how killing gargoyles would help Milo conquer my kingdom, but I was certain it was only part of some larger,
            deadlier scheme, which is why I wanted to find and eliminate him as soon as possible.
         

         
         “Gemma?” Reiko asked. “Are you ready to search the ship?”

         
         I shoved my dark thoughts away. “You’re not usually so eager to walk into a potential trap. Most of the time, you’re trying to talk me out of doing something reckless.” 

         
         “True. But I also know exactly what you’ll say.” She waggled her eyebrows. “Come on. Say it with me. That boarding the ship
            is . . .”
         

         
         I rolled my eyes, but I joined in with her words. “Worth the risk.”

         
         Reiko grinned. “Exactly! So we might as well sneak on board, spring whatever trap Milo and Wexel might have left behind, and
            get on with our day. If we hurry, we can return to Glitnir before the cook masters run out of those delicious apple-cinnamon
            scones.”
         

         
         “Your love of sweet cakes is going to get you in trouble someday,” I teased.

         
         Reiko’s grin widened. “Maybe. Either way, I want some of those scones, so let’s go. Traps and sweet cakes await!”

         
         She stood up, drew her sword, and moved forward. I rolled my eyes again, but a smile spread across my face as I plucked my
            dagger off my belt and followed my friend.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Reiko slid from one shadow to the next, as silent as smoke snaking through the air. I crept along behind her, but my boots
            scraped across the flagstones, making far too much noise. If Milo and Wexel were hiding on The Drowned Man, then they were certain to hear me coming.
         

         
         As we neared the ship, I reached out with my magic again. For the first time, I sensed several presences on board, like dim
            candles flickering in a dark room, but I didn’t feel the bright, hot sting of Milo’s lightning or the raw, brute force of
            Wexel’s strength magic. Perhaps the ship’s thick hull and the churning water were blocking my power.
         

         
         We stepped onto the dock, and a wooden board creaked ominously under my weight.
         

         
         Reiko shot me an annoyed look. “Do you have to be so bloody loud, Gemma? You’re tromping around like a gargoyle in a glass shop.”
         

         
         “Sorry, your royal spyness,” I sniped back. “But some of us aren’t as light on our feet as dragons are.”

         
         She huffed, as did the dragon on her hand, and moved forward. I sighed and followed her, once again trying to be as quiet
            as possible.
         

         
         We quickly reached the gangplank that led up to the ship’s main deck. Reiko raised her eyebrows in a silent question, and
            I shrugged back. I still didn’t sense Milo anywhere nearby.
         

         
         Yesterday, we’d come across an innkeeper in a nearby village who claimed he’d recently hosted a Mortan noble eager to book
            passage on a ship headed south from the docks here in Allentown. We’d arrived at the docks several hours ago, closer to midnight
            than morning. Everyone had already been in bed, which had made it easy for Reiko and me to break into and search the dockmaster’s
            office.
         

         
         According to the records, The Drowned Man had sailed into Allentown early yesterday morning, unloaded its passengers and cargo, and taken the rest of the day to resupply.
            It was supposed to sail back down the Summanus River later today, on a return journey to Fortuna Island, and it was the only
            vessel here that was large enough to accommodate passengers. If the innkeeper’s information was correct, and Milo was planning
            to escape on The Drowned Man, then he was either already on board or he’d have to come here sometime soon.
         

         
         Either way, this was the closest we’d been to him in weeks, and I was determined to finally catch him.

         
         Reiko eased up the gangplank and stepped onto the ship. I followed her, for once managing to be almost as quiet as she was. Weapons in hand, we both glanced around the wide, rectangular deck. 

         
         Several barrels filled with arrows were spaced along the railing, with longbows propped up against the sides of the containers.
            Other barrels featured swords, while spears, many topped with wicked-looking barbs, were nestled in a net that was dangling
            from the main mast in the center of the deck. Still more spears gleamed a dull silver in another net that was close to the
            wheel on the starboard side of the ship.
         

         
         The plethora of weapons wasn’t surprising. Plenty of pirates sailed up and down the Summanus River, boarding ships, murdering
            sailors, and stealing cargo.
         

         
         “Could Milo be belowdecks?” Reiko whispered, her breath frosting faintly in the chilly air.

         
         Clomp-clomp-clomp-clomp.

         
         As if in answer to her question, footsteps sounded in the distance, and a sixty-something man climbed a set of steps and ambled
            out onto the deck. Wavy iron-gray hair brushed the tops of his broad shoulders, and his dark brown skin was covered with even
            darker freckles from years spent in the sun. His eyes were a light golden-brown, like the glossy varnish that coated the deck,
            and a jagged scar curved through one of his bushy gray eyebrows, as though he’d been hooked like a fish at some point in his
            sailing days.
         

         
         Despite the early hour, the man’s hair was neatly brushed, and the smell of his spicy cologne overpowered the stench of fish in the air. He was wearing a short sandy-brown jacket, along with a matching tunic, leggings, and boots, and the crest of a man’s face with bulging eyes and an open mouth glimmered in gold thread over his heart. That same crest was carved into the main mast and marked him as the ship’s captain. A cutlass with a gold hilt dangled from his brown leather belt, along with a spyglass and several long, thin knives. I could easily imagine the captain shedding his jacket, rolling up his tunic sleeves, and gutting the catch of the day with those knives, right along with any sailors who disobeyed him. 

         
         The captain yawned and stretched his arms over his head. He glowered up at the sky as if the pretty pink dawn displeased him,
            then dropped his arms and his gaze back down to the deck.
         

         
         Reiko jerked her head to the side, silently asking if I wanted to hide behind the barrels, but I shook my head. I was tired
            of creeping around, especially since the captain might have the answers—and passengers—we were so desperately seeking.
         

         
         The captain blinked a couple of times, as if surprised to see us standing on his ship, but a grin spread across his face.
            “I wasn’t expecting visitors this early in the morning. I’m Captain Davies. And who are you two lovely ladies?”
         

         
         “Armina,” I replied, using my middle name the way I always did whenever I was on a spy mission. “And this is Resplenda.”

         
         Reiko arched an eyebrow, apparently not liking the hastily chosen moniker, but I ignored her chiding glance.

         
         Captain Davies looked us both up and down, his gaze lingering on our breasts and hips. His grin widened, and lust rolled off
            him in clear, palpable waves, making my stomach churn.
         

         
         “Have you two ladies come to warm my bed before we set sail? If so, I’ll have to give my crew a bonus for their exceptionally
            good taste.” He leered at us both, revealing a mouthful of straight gold-capped teeth.
         

         
         Reiko growled, and smoke boiled out of the mouth of her inner dragon and skated across her skin. Davies’s grin faltered, then
            vanished altogether. Anyone with even a lick of common sense was wary of morphs, especially dragons. Plus, Reiko looked like
            she was one more lascivious comment away from charging across the deck and plunging her sword into his chest.
         

         
         Davies puckered his lips and let out a loud, earsplitting whistle that sounded like a strix’s shrill shriek.

         
         I tensed, as did Reiko. For a few seconds, nothing happened, but then more footsteps clomp-clomp-clomp-clomped, and more than a dozen men climbed the steps and streamed out onto the deck. The men were all wearing dark brown tunics,
            along with matching leggings and boots, and each one of them was carrying a cutlass. The men spread out across the deck and
            started leering at us the same way the captain had.
         

         
         Davies drew his own cutlass and stabbed it at Reiko and me. “What do you want?” he demanded. “If you’ve come to take my ship,
            then you’re in for a nasty surprise, because the crew of The Drowned Man never gives up without a fight.”
         

         
         The sailors murmured their agreement and hefted their weapons a little higher.

         
         Reiko growled again, ready to fight, but I slid my dagger back into its scabbard, then held my hands up in a placating gesture.

         
         “We’re not here to cause trouble. We just want some information.” I reached down and jiggled the blue velvet bag tied to my
            belt. “And we’re prepared to pay for it.”
         

         
         Davies’s eyes brightened at the distinctive sound of coins clink-clink-clinking together. “What kind of information?”
         

         
         “I want to know if any Mortans have booked passage on your ship—especially any Mortan nobles.”

         
         The captain scratched his chin. “Nope, no nobles have approached me. I only sail down to Fortuna Island and back up here again.”
            He glanced around. “Has anyone approached you lot?”
         

         
         The sailors shook their heads, and frustration washed over me. Milo wasn’t here. He had probably never been here, and I had wasted yet more time chasing down another rumor that had led me nowhere. I’d thought Milo was heading
            south, away from both Andvari and Morta, but it looked like I had been wrong about that, just like I’d been wrong about so many other things lately.
         

         
         Davies swept his hand out wide, gesturing at the ship. “No Mortans have booked passage, but you lovely ladies are more than welcome to sail with us. I’m certain we could find a good use for the two of you.” 

         
         The sailors leered at us again, and waves of lust rolled off them and slammed into my chest. I resisted the urge to snarl
            at the men.
         

         
         “Forget it,” Reiko snapped. “We’re leaving.”

         
         Davies grinned again, but cold calculation filled every deep crease and wrinkle on his weathered face. “I can get an excellent
            price for a pretty little dragon like you at the Fortuna Mint.” His gaze flicked to me. “I won’t get nearly as much for you,
            but I’m sure someone would add you to their collection.”
         

         
         My stomach roiled, even as anger scorched through me. Davies and his men weren’t simply sailors hauling cargo up and down
            the river. No, they were pirates—kidnappers—who waylaid innocent people and sold them to the DiLucris, the wealthy, powerful
            family who ran the Fortuna Mint. The DiLucris traded in all sorts of unlawful things, but they were especially known for their
            auctions, which included men, women, and children who were sold to the highest bidders. Supposedly, those folks were indentured
            servants who could earn back their freedom, but really, they were slaves—and used for much, much worse things than just forced
            labor. Grandfather Heinrich, along with Queen Everleigh Blair of Bellona, had been trying to shut down the DiLucris’ auctions
            for years, although they had never been successful.
         

         
         Despite the anger still scorching through my body, I glanced at each man in turn, but I didn’t see any familiar faces. All
            of these bastards were the sailors they appeared to be. Still, the fact that Reiko and I had just happened to run into pirates was more than a little suspicious.
         

         
         “Where’s Wexel?” I demanded. “Tell that weasel to show himself.”

         
         Captain Davies frowned, and his eyebrows drew together, forming a solid gray line across his forehead. “Who’s Wexel?”

         
         I opened my mouth to tell him, but he waved his hand.

         
         “Ah, it doesn’t matter who sent you here.” Another cold, calculating grin creased his face. “Because we’re going to have a
            lot of fun with you and your friend before we deliver you both to the DiLucris.”
         

         
         Davies puckered his lips and let out another loud, earsplitting whistle. The pirates lifted their weapons and moved forward.

         
         For once, this didn’t appear to be one of Wexel and Milo’s traps, but Reiko and I were in grave danger just the same.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “The way I see it, we only have two options—run or fight,” I murmured.

         
         Reiko snorted, although she never took her gaze off the approaching pirates. “Aren’t those always our only two options?”

         
         “They haven’t thought to block the gangplank yet. You’re the one who wanted scones. If we run now, you can get them a lot
            faster.”
         

         
         “And let these bastards find some other women to abduct and sell into slavery?” Reiko growled. “No bloody way.”

         
         I grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

         
         Reiko grinned back at me. Magic flared in her eyes, making them burn like green torches, and long black talons sprouted on
            her fingertips as she partially shifted into her larger, stronger morph form.
         

         
         I plucked my gargoyle dagger off my belt and twirled it around in my hand, getting it into just the right position. Then,
            together, we both charged forward.
         

         
         Reiko ducked the first pirate’s swing, then lashed out and raked her razor-sharp talons across his throat. He screamed and clutched his bloody neck. Reiko shoved him away, then charged forward again, swinging her sword at first one pirate, then another, then another. 

         
         I dove into my own pack of pirates. First, I sliced my dagger across one man’s stomach, then turned and buried the blade in
            another man’s throat. I ripped my weapon free and spun around, searching for a new enemy to kill. A gleam of gold glimmered
            off to my left. On instinct, I jerked to the side.
         

         
         Clash!

         
         I brought my dagger up just in time to block Davies’s cutlass, although the brutal blow knocked me off balance. I lurched
            backward, my boots skidding on the slick deck, but Davies followed me, swinging his cutlass back and forth in a series of
            quick, confident strikes. Not only was he an excellent fighter, but Davies was also a mutt, a somewhat derogatory term for
            someone with a relatively simple, straightforward power, like enhanced strength or speed.
         

         
         Unfortunately for me, the captain had both.

         
         He swung his cutlass at me over and over again, and it was all I could do to block his hard, fast blows and keep him from
            knocking the dagger out of my hand. Using both his strength and speed, Davies quickly drove me across the deck. I lunged to
            the side, and he slammed his cutlass into the railing hard enough to make chips fly up out of the scarred wood. He growled,
            whirled around, and came at me again.
         

         
         Davies drove me back in the opposite direction. Two other pirates joined in, and they all took turns lashing out at me time
            and time again. I dodged yet another blow and whirled around, putting my back to the main mast so they couldn’t attack me
            from multiple sides at once.
         

         
         Across the deck, pirates surrounded Reiko, and the dragon morph used her sword, along with her talons, to attack the men,
            who shrieked and screamed every time one of her vicious swipes connected with their throats, chests, or guts.
         

         
         Davies stopped and brandished his cutlass at me, as did the other two pirates.

         
         “You shouldn’t have come here, girlie,” the captain crowed, his spicy cologne rapidly turning sour with sweat. “I was going
            to save you and your friend for myself, but now I’m going to let every man on my crew have a turn with the two of you.”
         

         
         White-hot rage roared through me at his vile threat, and a storm of magic erupted deep inside me, just begging to be unleashed.
            For a moment, I considered giving in to that rage, that storm, and showing the captain and his men just how dangerous I truly
            was. But that wouldn’t get me any answers about Milo and Wexel, so instead I stared at each one of my enemies in turn.
         

         
         “You’re not going to hurt me or my friend or anyone else ever again.”

         
         The other two pirates shifted on their feet at the icy fury in my voice. Davies hesitated, but he quickly found his bravado
            again.
         

         
         “And why is that?” he asked, a sneer on his face.

         
         “Because you’re not the only one who brought reinforcements.”

         
         I puckered my lips and let out a loud, earsplitting whistle, just as Davies had done earlier. The captain grimaced, as did
            the two pirates. They all tensed and glanced over their shoulders, but when no one came running up the gangplank, they pivoted
            back to me.
         

         
         Davies sneered at me again. “Seems like your reinforcements didn’t get the message—”

         
         A shadow zipped over the deck, and what looked like a large boulder dropped down from the sky, smashing into the pirate on
            Davies’s right. The man grunted once, too wounded to even scream as his bones snap-snap-snapped one after another. His arms and legs spasmed for a few seconds, but the pirate swiftly went silent and still as death claimed
            him.
         

         
         Everyone on the deck froze, including the pirates who were still battling Reiko. The boulder let out a loud, jaw-cracking yawn and sat upright, morphing into the familiar, blocky shape of a gargoyle. 

         
         The gargoyle was about the size of a horse, although his stocky, powerful body was set much lower to the ground. Two curved
            horns jutted up from his forehead, while black talons protruded from his large, wolfish paws, and a sharp arrow tipped the
            end of his long tail. His flexible stone skin was a dark gray, with pinprick bits of blue that shimmered in the early morning
            sunlight. His eyes were also blue, the color rich and deep, like that of the finest sapphires.
         

         
         Grimley yawned again. Pirates? His low voice rumbled through my mind, sounding like pieces of gravel crunching together underfoot. You woke me up just to battle a bunch of mangy, scurvy pirates?

         
         So sorry my being in mortal danger interferes with your nap schedule. I sent the snide thought back to him.
         

         
         Putting yourself in mortal danger is becoming a nasty habit, Gemma. Grimley yawned for a third time. Well, since I’m already up, I suppose I should help you. Which pirate do you want me to kill next—

         
         Another shadow dropped down from the sky and landed on the pirate to Davies’s left, crushing him just like Grimley had crushed
            the other pirate. The shadow perched prettily on the pirate it had just killed, lifting its head and morphing into the sleek
            shape of a strix.
         

         
         Like Grimley, the strix was also about the size of a horse, although with a much stronger and more streamlined body, making it resemble an oversize hawk. The creature’s eyes were a dark vibrant amethyst, as were its feathers, which were tipped with razor-sharp pieces of onyx that looked like arrows. Its equally sharp beak and talons were the same shiny, glossy black. Another beautiful, if deadly, creature. 

         
         Thank you, Lyra. I sent the thought to the strix.
         

         
         You’re welcome! Her high singsong voice sounded in my mind. Lyra winked at me, then hopped across the deck and plunged into the group of
            dumbstruck pirates.
         

         
         Grimley watched the strix stab her beak into the throat of another enemy. That stupid bird ruins all my fun, his voice grumbled through my mind again.
         

         
         But he loped over and started battling the pirates side by side with Lyra. The two creatures quickly worked their way over
            to Reiko, who was once again fighting her own enemies.
         

         
         I focused on Davies again. “Now, where were we?”

         
         The captain brandished his cutlass. I braced myself for another attack . . . but he whirled around, ran across the deck, and
            sprinted down the gangplank.
         

         
         My mouth gaped in surprise, but I hurried over to the railing and glanced down below. Davies was using his mutt speed to its
            full advantage, and he was rapidly leaving The Drowned Man behind—
         

         
         A man strode out from behind one of the wooden crates stacked up along the riverfront. He stepped right into Davies’s path,
            causing the captain to pull up short to keep from crashing into him.
         

         
         This man was a year or two older than me, thirty or so, with tan skin; sharp, angular cheekbones; and a straight nose. His longish wavy hair gleamed like polished onyx, while his eyes were a deep, dark amethyst that was the same color as Lyra’s feathers. He was wearing a long black riding coat over a black tunic, leggings, and boots, and the layers of fabric perfectly outlined his tall, muscular body. Black gloves covered his hands, and the cool, steady breeze pushed his black cloak back and forth like a hungry greywolf snapping around his legs. A light gray tearstone sword and a dagger dangled from his black leather belt, but he didn’t reach for the blades. Even without a weapon in his hand, this man was still extremely dangerous. 

         
         “Who the fuck are you?” Davies asked.

         
         Instead of answering the question, Prince Leonidas Luther Andor Morricone looked up at me.

         
         Dead or alive? he asked, his low, husky voice curling through my mind and sending a shiver down my spine.
         

         
         Alive, please. The captain might know more than he thinks.

         
         A grin stretched across Leonidas’s face, softening his angular features. As my lady wishes.

         
         “Get out of my way,” Davies snarled. “Or I’ll gut you like a fish.”

         
         Leonidas’s warm, teasing grin vanished. His face settled back into its usual cold, blank mask, and he gave the captain a bored
            look, as though Davies’s threat was no more worrisome than the winter wind tangling his hair.
         

         
         “Fine,” Davies snarled again. “Have it your way.”

         
         The captain raised his cutlass and rushed forward. Leonidas waited until the last possible second before calmly, smoothly
            spinning out of the way. Davies couldn’t stop his reckless charge, and he crashed into one of the wooden crates and bounced
            off like an oversize ball. The captain growled, whirled back around, and charged again.
         

         
         Leonidas watched him come with the same bored expression as before. Once again, at the last second, right before Davies would
            have skewered him, Leonidas lifted his hand and curled his fingers into a tight fist.
         

         
         Davies stopped in his tracks.

         
         The captain growled again and tried to move. His biceps bulged, and the muscles in his neck stood out like taut ropes, but Leonidas flexed his fingers, then curled them into an even tighter fist. Despite all his growling and straining, Davies remained frozen in place, like a statue that had been perched along the riverfront. 

         
         Leonidas was a mind magier just like I was, and he could do many of the same things I could with his power, including moving
            objects with his mind—or holding them in place, in the captain’s case.
         

         
         Every person, creature, and object had its own energy, an invisible layer of power that surrounded it just as surely as Leonidas’s
            black cloak covered his body. As mind magiers, we could both tap into that energy and bend it to our will.
         

         
         I’d always thought of my power as invisible strings radiating out from my fingertips and connecting to everyone and everything
            around me, as though I were a puppeteer moving dolls and scenery around a stage. All I had to do was push and pull, and grasp
            and release those strings, and I could do almost anything I wanted, from making a flagstone fly up out of the ground, to tearing
            the top off one of the wooden crates, to holding Davies in place, like Leonidas was doing right now.
         

         
         Even up here on the ship, I could feel the prince’s power and how smoothly and effortlessly he was manipulating the strings
            of energy surrounding Davies. In some ways, Leonidas was much stronger in his mind magier magic than I was in mine. He could
            always completely control his power, whereas I still struggled to wrangle mine. Sometimes, that mercurial storm of magic deep
            inside me did exactly what I wanted it to. Other times, the power squirted out of my grasp and either drowned me in memories
            or overwhelmed me with other people’s thoughts and feelings, leaving me paralyzed and useless.
         

         
         Are you sure you want him alive? Leonidas’s voice sounded in my mind again. I’m happy to toss him into the river and drown him like the rat he is.

         
         That’s a bit extreme, don’t you think?

         
         His eyes glittered like dark amethysts. Not when it comes to you, Gemma. I would tear that whole ship apart and drown every man on board if that’s what it took to
               keep you safe.

         
         Another shiver swept down my spine. Well, for now, let’s keep the captain alive. He can’t answer questions if he’s dead.

         
         Leonidas tipped his head. As my lady wishes.

         
         He flicked his fingers, and Davies sailed through the air and smashed into a nearby crate hard enough to splinter the thick
            wood. The captain dropped to the ground, unconscious.
         

         
         A couple of low moans caught my ear, and I glanced over my shoulder. Reiko, Grimley, and Lyra had killed most of the pirates,
            and the ones who were still alive were too injured to threaten us anymore.
         

         
         “Well, that was fun.” Reiko stepped over a whimpering pirate with a nasty gash across his chest and walked over to me. “Just
            the thing to work up an appetite for those apple-cinnamon scones waiting for me back at Glitnir.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” I replied. “You’ll get your scones, but we still have work to do here.”

         
         Reiko saluted me with her bloody sword.

         
         I turned to Grimley and Lyra. “Stand guard, and make sure none of the pirates try to escape.”

         
         Grimley and Lyra both nodded. The gargoyle hopped up onto the railing, perched there like an oversize cat, and started licking
            the blood off his talons, while Lyra flapped her wings, shot up, and landed on top of the main mast.
         

         
         “Let’s search the ship,” I said. “Davies might have been lying when he said Milo hadn’t approached him about booking passage
            down the river.”
         

         
         Reiko grinned and swept her sword out wide. “After you, princess.”

         
         I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t stop an answering grin from spreading across my face. “Come along then, spy.”

         
         *  *  *

         Reiko and I went down the steps into the lower part of the ship. Sunlight streamed in through the round windows, illuminating
            a long hallway that ran the length of the vessel, with several rooms and corridors branching off it. In the largest room,
            dozens of hammocks were strung up like gray spiderwebs swooping from one wooden post to the next, while shelves had been built
            into the walls, stretching from the floor up to the low ceiling. Metal buckets were also lashed to the bottom of the posts,
            and the sour stench of urine filled the air, despite the lids that topped each container.
         

         
         “Not the most luxurious accommodations for the pirates and their passengers,” Reiko said. “No matter how desperate they might
            be to flee from Andvari and Morta, I can’t imagine Milo or Wexel willingly enduring these conditions for days on end.”
         

         
         “Me neither, but let’s see what we can find.”

         
         Reiko searched through the shelves on the right side of the room, while I took the ones on the left. Small, framed painted
            portraits of loved ones. Wooden carvings of krakens, mermaids, and other sea creatures. Books, playing cards, and other odds
            and ends that were either sentimental, entertaining, or useful in some way. All the objects were perfectly ordinary, and nothing
            looked like it might have belonged to either Milo or Wexel.
         

         
         “Find anything?” I asked when I reached the end of my shelves.

         
         “Just an alarming amount of licorice. Blech.” Reiko’s face crinkled with disgust, as did the one of her inner dragon.

         
         I laughed. “Let’s keep looking.”

         
         Together, we moved through the rest of the lower deck, searching all the rooms. A small galley, a dining hall with scarred wooden tables and chairs, several storage areas for sails, ropes, tools, and weapons. Nothing unusual, so we plodded down another set of steps into the cargo hold in the very bottom of the ship. 

         
         No windows were set into this level, so Reiko and I grabbed a couple of black iron lanterns hanging on a peg by the door.
            The round fluorestones inside flared to life, casting out gloomy gray light. Instead of wooden crates full of goods, dozens
            and dozens of hammocks were also strung up down here—along with shackles.
         

         
         Coldiron shackles attached to short chains were embedded in every single post, while several more sets lined the walls. I
            crouched down and shined my lantern on the closest set of shackles. Dried blood covered the cuffs, along with the attached
            chain, and even more blood stained the floor, along with urine, shit, and vomit.
         

         
         Anger, revulsion, and sorrow surged through me at the thought of all the people—women—who had been trapped in here and all
            the horrors they had suffered at the hands of Davies and his crew. Given the number of shackles, Davies probably made most
            of his money kidnapping and selling people to the DiLucris, rather than hauling cargo and paying passengers up and down the
            river. Greedy, heartless bastard. I should have let Leonidas drown him after all.
         

         
         “Hey, Gemma. Look at this.”

         
         Reiko plucked something off the floor and tossed it over to me. I caught the object and held it up to the lantern light.

         
         It was a coin.

         
         I squinted at the gold, which was stamped with a familiar crest—a woman’s face that featured two tiny coins for her eyes and
            a third coin for her mouth. “This is a DiLucri gold crown. What’s it doing here?”
         

         
         “Maybe it belonged to one of the pirates’ victims,” Reiko suggested. “It would be easy to lose a coin from your pocket in the dark, especially if you were struggling not to get shackled.” 

         
         “True,” I agreed, then swung the lantern around and looked out over the cargo hold again. “But that doesn’t explain all these
            hammocks. More than a hundred of them are squeezed in here.”
         

         
         Reiko shrugged. “Maybe Davies brought a bunch of people up the river for some reason.”

         
         “Maybe,” I replied. “Or maybe the Mortans were here after all. Back in Blauberg, when Wexel was buying the stolen tearstone,
            he paid Conley with DiLucri gold.”
         

         
         Reiko shrugged again. “A single coin doesn’t mean Wexel or Milo were here. Anyone could have dropped that DiLucri crown at
            any time.”
         

         
         She was right, but frustration filled me all the same. Despite our searching, we still had no idea if the Mortans had been
            here or not.
         

         
         We didn’t find anything else noteworthy in the cargo hold, so I shoved the gold coin into my pocket and we went back upstairs
            to the captain’s quarters. Unlike the rest of the ship, which was devoid of finery, Davies’s room was crammed full of expensive
            furniture, with a bed shoved up against one wall and a writing desk perched in the corner. Shelves lined the walls, but they
            were filled with spyglasses, maps of the Summanus River, and other navigational tools, rather than the books, bags of candy,
            and knickknacks that had populated the crew’s quarters.
         

         
         I sat down in the desk chair and riffled through the drawers. More spyglasses, a couple of daggers, some feather pens and
            pots of stoppered blue ink. Nothing interesting—except for a thick black ledger.
         

         
         Curious, I cracked open the ledger and scanned the notations inside.

         
         
            Girl, thirteen, red hair, blue eyes—100 gold crowns.

            Woman, mid-twenties, ogre morph, brown hair and eyes—500 gold crowns.

            Man, mid-thirties, mutt with strength magic, black hair and eyes—50 gold crowns.

         

         More anger, revulsion, and sorrow surged through me. Davies kept detailed records of all the people he sold to the DiLucris—and
            how much money he got for them.
         

         
         Disgusted, I slammed the ledger shut hard enough to make a couple of compasses perched on the desk rattle-rattle together. “There’s nothing here. Not the smallest hint that Milo and Wexel ever set foot on this ship.”
         

         
         “Maybe the rumor we heard was wrong,” Reiko said, leaning one shoulder against the doorjamb. “Or maybe this is simply the
            wrong ship. Maybe Milo has already left on another ship. We both know it’s his best option at this point.”
         

         
         So far, everything indicated that the crown prince was fleeing south and trying to get as far away from Andvari and Morta
            as fast as possible, since he was now a pariah with a hefty price on his head in both kingdoms. And given the deals my father
            had struck with the other royals, Milo wouldn’t find safety in Unger, Ryusama, Bellona, Flores, or Vacuna either. No, his
            smartest, safest course of action was to run south to Fortuna Island and somehow convince—or bribe—the DiLucris to shelter
            him.
         

         
         From there, Milo could board a ship and sail far, far away across the Blue Glass Sea to another kingdom, where he might find favor in some other royal’s court. But even that was a faint, tenuous hope, since most leaders would not look kindly on a crown prince who had tried to depose and murder his own queen mother, along with several other royals. Plus, it would be a long, hard, dangerous journey—one that Milo might not survive, even with all his lightning magic, cleverness, and cruelty. 

         
         I rocked back in Davies’s chair, which creaked in protest. “Well, according to all the rumors we’ve heard, Milo and Wexel have definitely been heading south.”
         

         
         “But?” Reiko asked.

         
         “But you saw Milo during the Summit. Even though his plan to have Corvina murder me and Leonidas failed, he didn’t give up—not
            for an instant. Instead, he barreled straight ahead with his plot and tried to assassinate all the other royals.”
         

         
         “So?”

         
         I shook my head. “So I don’t think he’s running. At least, I don’t think he’s running away from us—more like toward something that will further his plans.”
         

         
         Reiko chewed on her lower lip, while her inner dragon’s face scrunched up in thought. Worry radiated off them both, joining
            what was already churning in my stomach. We all knew the same unsettling truth—that we needed to figure out what Milo was
            plotting before he struck again and finally found some way to conquer my kingdom.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         I grabbed the ledger, and Reiko and I returned to the top deck.

         
         Grimley and Lyra were now both perched on the ship’s railing and keeping a watch on the injured pirates, many of whom were
            still moaning with pain. A few feet away, Captain Davies was sitting on his ass in the middle of the deck, with Leonidas looming
            over him like an angry storm cloud threatening to wreak havoc on the landscape below.
         

         
         I tossed the ledger down on the deck next to Davies, who flinched at the loud, accusing thump.
         

         
         “I’m going to ask you some questions. Answer them honestly, and I’ll let you and what’s left of your crew live.”

         
         The captain gave me a wary look. “And if I don’t?”

         
         I jerked my thumb over my shoulder at Grimley. “Then I’ll let the gargoyle gnaw on your bones.”

         
         Grimley growled and raked his talons across the railing, playing his part to perfection. Davies’s eyes widened, but he didn’t
            start blubbering up information, so I looked over at Leonidas.
         

         
         “Or perhaps I’ll let the strix have a turn with the good captain. Does Lyra like to eat humans?”

         
         A sly grin spread across Leonidas’s face. “Oh, Lyra loves to feast on humans. She snaps their fingers off one by one with her beak, like they’re little worms she’s snatching up out of the dirt. She also likes to pluck people’s eyes out of their heads and gobble them down like grapes.” 

         
         Lyra let out a loud, fierce caw! and stretched her wings out wide, also playing her part to perfection.
         

         
         Davies’s face paled even more. He glanced back and forth between Grimley and Lyra, eyes wide, clearly terrified of each creature
            and the gruesome ways they could kill him. After a few seconds, the captain ducked his head, as though wishing he were a ghost
            who could melt right down through the deck.
         

         
         “What—what do you want to know?” he stammered, his voice far less arrogant and hostile than before.

         
         I reached into my cloak pocket and pulled out a flyer that featured Milo’s likeness, along with his name and the reward being
            offered for his capture or death. “Have you seen this man?”
         

         
         Davies peered at the paper, then shook his head. “No, I haven’t seen him. I swear. Like I told you before, no . . . Mortan
            noble has approached me about anything.”
         

         
         Suspicion filled me, and Reiko and Leonidas both tilted their heads to the side. They too had noticed the captain’s hesitation.

         
         “But someone has approached you about something,” I said.
         

         
         Davies wet his lips, his gaze flicking between Grimley and Lyra again. “Yes. A man boarded The Drowned Man yesterday morning, right after we docked. He claimed to have heard some gossip about a couple of folks who planned to stow
            away on my ship to get a free ride to Fortuna Island.”
         

         
         “And what did you tell him?”

         
         Davies shrugged. “That I would treat those folks the same way I do all stowaways—either kill them or sell them to the DiLucris.
            He laughed and said either one was fine with him.”
         

         
         Reiko, Leonidas, and I all exchanged glances. Then I reached into my cloak pocket and pulled out another flyer, this one featuring Captain Wexel’s likeness. 

         
         “Was it this man?”

         
         Davies took one look at the flyer and started nodding. “Yes! Yes! That’s him!”

         
         “Did you see where he went? Did he get on another ship?”

         
         “No idea,” Davies replied. “He was only on board for a few minutes. Besides, I had too many passengers to unload to worry
            about some stranger.”
         

         
         Frustration shot through me, and I started pacing back and forth. Wexel had been here—right bloody here—on this very deck less than twenty-four hours ago, but once again, he had slipped away before we had even arrived.
         

         
         I stopped pacing and had started to ask Davies another question when the image of all those hammocks in the cargo hold filled
            my mind, along with the gold coin Reiko had found. “What kind of passengers? From where?”
         

         
         The captain shrugged. “Gladiators, from the looks of them. From Fortuna Island. This is the fifth load of them I’ve hauled
            up the river in the last few weeks. Going to the Sword and Shield Tournament in Glitnir like everyone else.” He wet his lips
            again and jerked his head at the flyers in my hand. “Who are those people?”
         

         
         “Dead men walking,” I growled.

         
         Davies ducked his head again, as if he suddenly feared me as much as he did Grimley and Lyra. Smart man.

         
         I reached out with my magic and skimmed his thoughts, but they whipped back and forth like sails in a hurricane, and all I
            could really sense was his worry that I was going to kill him after all—or, worse, let Grimley and Lyra do it. Images of the
            gargoyle gnawing on Davies’s bones and the strix pecking out his eyes filled my mind. The captain’s fear was most definitely
            genuine, which meant his words most likely were too.
         

         
         “What are you going to do with him?” Reiko asked.

         
         Davies sucked in a breath, and I finally got a clear thought off him. Please don’t kill me, please don’t kill me, please, please, please . . .

         
         I wondered how many innocent men, women, and children had huddled on this deck, thinking the exact same thing when they realized
            what Davies and his crew had planned for them. Rage crackled like lightning inside my chest, and my fingers itched with the
            urge to toss Davies into the main mast and snap his bloody spine, and then do the same thing to the remaining pirates. But
            that would be far too merciful a death for these bastards.
         

         
         “The royal guards can deal with the captain and his crew,” I replied. “It’s only fair that Davies and his men wind up in shackles—before
            they’re hanged.”
         

         
         The captain started to protest, but I stared him down, and he wisely shut his mouth.

         
         Reiko nodded. “I’ll summon the dockmaster.”

         
         She walked down the gangplank. Grimley and Lyra flapped their wings and took off to do some hunting, while Leonidas kept an
            eye on Davies, as well as the injured pirates.
         

         
         I stalked over to the railing. Down below, the river churned and churned, and the slap-slap-slap of the waves up against the hull matched the anger and frustration pounding in my heart.
         

         
         Milo Morricone had escaped yet again. Even worse, I had no idea where he had gone—or what horrible thing he might do next.

         
         *  *  *

         A few minutes later, Reiko returned with the dockmaster. I explained who I was and what Davies and his men had tried to do
            to Reiko and me. The dockmaster’s eyes bulged with surprise, but she summoned some royal guards, and Davies and the surviving
            pirates were clapped in chains and dragged off to the city prison.
         

         
         Reiko, Leonidas, and I left The Drowned Man and walked along the riverfront. By this point, the sun was up, and people were starting their daily work and chores. We
            showed the flyers of Milo and Wexel to sailors, fishermen, and other folks, but no one remembered seeing the two men.
         

         
         When it became apparent the Mortans were gone and we were wasting our time, the three of us left the riverfront and ducked
            into a nearby alley.
         

         
         Lyra . . .

         
         Grimley . . .

         
         Leonidas and I called out to the creatures. A few minutes later, Lyra landed in the alley, followed by Grimley, along with
            another gargoyle.
         

         
         This gargoyle was a bit smaller than Grimley, since she wasn’t quite fully grown like he was, and her stone skin was a lighter
            gray and ribboned with tiny veins of jade green. Her eyes were the same bright green, and her mouth split into a smile at
            the sight of us.
         

         
         Fern bounded over to Reiko and nuzzled up against her legs. “Lady Reiko! Did you have a good time battling pirates? Are you
            ready to fly home?”
         

         
         Reiko grimaced at the word fly, but she scratched Fern’s head in between her two horns, as many gargoyles liked. Fern’s tail thump-thump-thumped against the flagstones in a quick, happy rhythm, making chips of stone zip through the air.
         

         
         Reiko looked at me. “Are you sure we can’t take the train back to Glanzen?”

         
         Leonidas frowned in confusion. “Why would you take a train when you can fly?”

         
         I slung my arm around the dragon morph’s shoulders. “Oh, Reiko is not nearly as fond of flying as we are. Although she will do it for scones, right?”
         

         
         Reiko shot me a sour look and elbowed me in the side. I hissed and rubbed my ribs. Leonidas chuckled at us, then strode over to Lyra and stroked his hand along her feathers. 

         
         “It’s no wonder you and Prince Leo are perfect for each other. You both have your heads in the clouds—literally,” Reiko said.

         
         Longing filled her face, and her inner dragon silently sighed, causing a cloud of smoke to skate across her skin.

         
         I had a good idea what—or rather, whom—she was thinking about. “Have you heard from Kai?”

         
         Reiko crossed her arms over her chest. “No, and I don’t expect to. We said our goodbyes at the Summit.”

         
         Kai Nakamura had attended the Summit as one of the personal guards to Queen Ruri Yamato of Ryusama, although he was much better
            known for being a ferocious gladiator and the winner of last year’s Tournament of Champions during the Regalia Games. Reiko
            used to be a gladiator too, and the two of them had been in the same troupe, the Crimson Dragons. Not only had Kai and Reiko
            competed against each other in the gladiatorial ring, but they had also butted heads at every turn—until they’d had a passionate
            encounter during the Regalia Games.
         

         
         The last time I’d seen the two dragon morphs at the Summit, Kai had been trying to convince Reiko to give their relationship
            a real chance, although I didn’t know if he’d succeeded. Reiko Yamato excelled at ferreting out other people’s secrets, but
            she was stubbornly reluctant about sharing her own, no matter how many times I told her that I was happy to listen, if she
            ever wanted to talk.
         

         
         Reiko dropped her arms to her sides. “You’re right about one thing, though.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “The sooner we get back to the capital, the sooner I can have those scones.” She grinned, but sadness washed off her and pinched
            my own heart tight. Despite her light tone and cheerful words, Reiko was missing Kai far more than she would ever admit.
         

         
         Reiko climbed onto Fern’s back, while I did the same thing to Grimley, and Leonidas mounted Lyra. Then, with a whisper of wings, we all took off. 

         
         I tilted my face into the chilly November breeze. In, out, in, out. The more slow, controlled, steady breaths I took, the
            smaller my problems became, just like the boats, crates, and people along the riverfront shrank the higher into the air Grimley
            climbed. Oh, I was still deeply concerned about where Milo and Wexel were and especially what they were plotting, but flying
            always made my worries a little lighter and easier to bear, at least while I was soaring through the sky.
         

         
         Grimley moved away from Allentown and flew north, following the Summanus River, which snaked through the forested landscape
            like a dull blue-gray thread embedded in a speckled brown and green carpet. Fern and Reiko were off to my right, while Leonidas
            and Lyra were off to my left.
         

         
         Reiko didn’t like flying—the dragon morph always claimed she was a mere gust of wind away from losing her seat on Fern’s back
            and plummeting to her death—but Leonidas loved it as much as I did.
         

         
         He grinned, and his voice filled my mind. Race you?

         
         I returned his grin with an even wider one. Only if you and Lyra want to lose again.

         
         I heard that. This time, the strix’s voice sounded in my mind. And I did not lose. Your rocks-for-brains gargoyle cheated.

         
         Grimley snorted. It’s not cheating just because I know the Glitnir rooftops better than you do. And it’s certainly not my fault that you clipped a tower with one of your wings and lost precious seconds righting yourself.

         
         Lyra answered him with a loud, annoyed shriek and dove closer to the river. Grimley growled and followed her. The strix pumped her wings, and the gargoyle matched her swift pace. Soon, the two of them were racing across the surface of the water. Cool spray misted over my face, and the wind tangled my hair, making me laugh with delight. 

         
         Idiots. Reiko’s thought floated through my mind. All four of them are idiots who are going to get themselves killed.

         
         For once, she was wrong, and we didn’t hurt ourselves, although there was no clear winner in the race, since Lyra and Grimley
            both had to swerve to the side to avoid a steamboat that was slowly chugging up the river.
         

         
         We flew for about an hour, although it seemed much shorter than that, given how much I enjoyed the journey. The forested landscape
            gave way to thinner woods, then farms surrounded by rolling hills. Faint trails turned into dirt paths and then into cobblestone
            streets. Clusters of homes popped up here and there, along with plazas lined with shops. Eventually, the streets, homes, shops,
            and plazas all ran together, stretching out as far as I could see and forming an enormous city nestled in the Spire Mountains—Glanzen,
            the capital of Andvari.
         

         
         Grimley tucked his wings into his sides and dropped down, skimming over the rooftops the same way he had above the river earlier.
            Lyra and Fern followed his lead.
         

         
         At our approach, several guards manning one of the city walls snapped to attention and raised their crossbows, although they
            relaxed when they recognized Grimley and me. I waved to the guards, who returned the gesture.
         

         
         Over the last few weeks, Grandfather Heinrich had greatly increased the number of guards stationed along the city’s borders, and everyone in Glanzen had been told to keep a wary eye on the sky and watch out for large groups of strixes. Everyone knew about Milo Morricone’s attempt to assassinate Crown Prince Dominic Ripley and the other royals during the Summit, although we’d managed to keep the threat of his tearstone arrows under wraps—for now. But it was only a matter of time before Milo tried to implement his ultimate plan, whatever it was, and we wanted everyone to be prepared for trouble. 

         
         We left the outskirts of the city behind and headed for Glitnir, the royal palace that was the gleaming heart of Glanzen.
            Pinpricks of blue, purple, green, red, and white sparked in the distance, growing larger and brighter as we neared the palace,
            like flowers opening in the morning sunlight. Eventually, the sparks and colors solidified into faceted sapphires, amethysts,
            emeralds, rubies, and diamonds, which were arranged in mosaic patterns that complemented the opalescent sheen of the pale
            grayish marble walls. Hammered ribbons of gold, silver, and bronze also snaked up the steps, outlined the windows, and curved
            over the archways, making the palace look like an opulent wedding cake strung with precious gems and metals instead of spun
            sugar and fluffy icing.
         

         
         Since it was midmorning, most of the gargoyles had flown out into the surrounding countryside to hunt, but a few were lounging
            on the palace rooftops, soaking up the sun. As we flew by, the gargoyles lifted their heads and called out welcoming cries.
            Lucky, Boodle, Pansy, Iris . . . All the creatures had names, either ones I had given them or ones they had chosen for themselves.
         

         
         Grimley answered their gravelly grumbles with ones of his own, as did Fern. Lyra also let out a few caws, although the other
            gargoyles didn’t respond. They still weren’t used to having a strix in their midst, and most of them gave the other creature
            a wide berth.
         

         
         Grimley sailed down and landed on a terrace. I slid off his back, while Reiko dismounted Fern, and Leonidas did the same thing
            with Lyra.
         

         
         “You’re getting better at flying,” I teased Reiko. “Your face isn’t nearly as green as it was when we landed in Allentown.”
         

         
         She scowled and made a rude hand gesture. I laughed, as did Leonidas.

         
         Grimley, Fern, and Lyra flapped their wings and took off to do some hunting, while Reiko, Leonidas, and I headed inside the
            palace to get cleaned up and prepare for our next mission of the day. Bounty Hunter Gemma might have failed miserably this
            morning, but perhaps Princess Gemma would have better luck.
         

         
         Thirty minutes later, we met in the hallway outside my chambers. Reiko had donned a fresh tunic, while Leonidas was sporting
            a clean riding coat. I was now clad in a gray gown covered with dark blue thread that had been stitched to resemble frost
            pansies blooming all over me.
         

         
         “You look lovely,” Leonidas said.

         
         I huffed. “I look like I rolled around in a flowerbed.”

         
         He grinned. “That too.”

         
         Leonidas offered me his arm, and we strolled through the palace, with Reiko striding along beside us.

         
         Plenty of precious metals and gems adorned the exterior palace walls, but the interior corridors resembled a life-size jewelry
            box, and something glittered and gleamed around every corner. Fluorestone chandeliers studded with white, gray, and black
            diamonds blazed with light, while opals, topazes, and other gemstones were set into many of the furnishings, glimmering like
            stars embedded in the dark wooden chairs, tables, and bookcases.
         

         
         Servants and palace stewards dressed in dark gray tunics hurried to do chores and check on things, while guards stood in the
            corners, their hands on their swords. Everyone nodded as we walked by, and I returned the gestures, once again playing the
            part of Princess Gemma.
         

         
         We stepped through some open glass doors and entered the Edelstein Gardens, which lay in the center of Glitnir. The Edelstein Gardens were famous for their mix of real, live trees, flowers, and other plants, along with those made of gold, silver, and sparkling jewels. The gardens were one of my favorite places in the entire palace, although right now, the shimmering branches, colorful blossoms, and soft floral perfumes did little to improve my mood. Once again, I had left home to hunt down Milo, and once again, I had failed to return with his head. 

         
         Leonidas, Reiko, and I left the trees and flowers behind and stepped into the hedge maze that was the gardens’ main feature.
            The maze was always shaped like a snarling gargoyle face—the Ripley royal crest—although the plant masters came up with new
            twists and turns every year.
         

         
         I led my friends to the gargoyle’s nose, which served as the center of the maze. The hedges fell away, revealing an enormous
            open space that featured a wide, grassy lawn, a pond filled with water lilies, and a lovely gazebo. It was a beautiful place
            to enjoy a late fall morning—or a garden party, in this case.
         

         
         Dozens of nobles, merchants, and guilders milled around, sipping warm apple cider and gossiping in their usual cliques. Even
            though today’s garden party wasn’t a formal occasion, most folks were still decked out in colorful gowns and jackets that
            made them look like oversize hummingbirds flitting around the lawn.
         

         
         As per tradition, Grandfather Heinrich always hosted a gathering for the Glitnir court the day before any major gladiator
            competition was held in Glanzen. This year, it was our city’s turn to host the Sword and Shield Tournament, the final event
            of the season, which would decide the best individual gladiator in Buchovia, as well as the top overall troupe. A larger,
            more formal breakfast would be held tomorrow to welcome all the tournament competitors to Glanzen.
         

         
         Several tables boasting platters of fresh fruits, cheeses, and sweet cakes had been spaced around the lawn, along with smaller tables and cushioned chairs where guests could sit, relax, and enjoy the refreshments. Ice sculptures shaped like swords, shields, and gargoyles glimmered like cold diamonds on stone pedestals that had been positioned all around the gazebo. 

         
         Gray ribbons twined through the ebony railing and wound up the white marble columns that supported the gazebo, giving the
            structure a fun, festive air. Even the silver gargoyle faces embedded in the columns seemed to grin, while their jeweled eyes
            continuously winked their approval.
         

         
         But the longer I stared at the sculptures, the more color bloomed in the ice, turning the clear, frosty figures a dark, bloody
            red. The gazebo flickered, and the sculptures and ribbons vanished, along with the bright sunlight.
         

         
         Suddenly, I was seeing the structure as it had been some sixteen years ago, the night Dahlia Sullivan, my grandfather’s mistress,
            and other members of the Bastard Brigade, a group of bastard-born Morricones, had tried to murder Queen Everleigh Blair.
         

         
         The nobles, merchants, and guilders disappeared, replaced by cloaked assassins clutching swords who were creeping closer and
            closer to the gazebo. My heart galloped up into my throat, and a sharp tang of fear filled my mouth. The assassins were going
            to kill Evie before I could reach her—
         

         
         “Gemma?” Leonidas’s voice broke into my memories. “Are you okay?”

         
         I blinked. The assassins disappeared, the sunlight returned, and the blood dribbled out of the ice sculptures. My heart was
            still stuck in my throat, but I swallowed it down. “I’m fine.”
         

         
         “Mmm.” Leonidas’s noncommittal reply indicated he didn’t believe my lie.

         
         “Well, I see a platter of apple-cinnamon scones that are demanding to be eaten,” Reiko announced. “You two have fun making
            nice with the nobles.”
         

         
         I shot her a sour look, but Reiko laughed and moved away.

         
         A sigh escaped my lips. “As much as I hate to admit it, she’s right. We should make the rounds.”

         
         “Well, then, let me escort Princess Gemma through her throngs of admirers,” Leonidas murmured, and offered me his arm again.

         
         Together, we ambled across
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