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            —Traditional Bellonan motto

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Epigraph

            	Contents

            	Map 1

            	Map 2

            	Map 3

            	Part One: Let the Games Begin
                  	Chapter One

                  	Chapter Two

                  	Chapter Three

                  	Chapter Four

                  	Chapter Five

                  	Chapter Six

               

            

            	Part Two: Games People Play
                  	Chapter Seven

                  	Chapter Eight

                  	Chapter Nine

                  	Chapter Ten

                  	Chapter Eleven

                  	Chapter Twelve

                  	Chapter Thirteen

                  	Chapter Fourteen

                  	Chapter Fifteen

                  	Chapter Sixteen

                  	Chapter Seventeen

                  	Chapter Eighteen

                  	Chapter Nineteen

                  	Chapter Twenty

                  	Chapter Twenty-One

                  	Chapter Twenty-Two

                  	Chapter Twenty-Three

               

            

            	Part Three: The Long Game
                  	Chapter Twenty-Four

                  	Chapter Twenty-Five

                  	Chapter Twenty-Six

                  	Chapter Twenty-Seven

                  	Chapter Twenty-Eight

                  	Chapter Twenty-Nine

               

            

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Also by Jennifer Estep

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Map 1

         
         
            [image: CrushTheKing_9780062797698_F_map.jpg]

         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Map 2

         
         
            [image: ProtectThePrince_map_9780062797643_2.jpg]

         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Map 3

         
         
            [image: 9780062796612_KillTheQueen_map_final.jpg]

         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
Let the Games Begin

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         The day the Regalia Games truly began for me started out like any other.

         
         With me dancing, dancing, dancing as fast as I could.

         
         “Move! Move!” a stern voice barked out. “You’re falling behind the music!”

         
         I grimaced, but I quickened my pace, my bare feet slapping against the wooden floor, my arms sweeping up, down, and back again,
            my fingers flexing, twisting, and pointing. Loud, lively music trilled through the air, and I did my best to match my movements
            to the rapid beat.
         

         
         “Arms up!” that stern voice barked again. “Fingers wide! Toes pointed! Now, hop! Hop! Hop! Hop!”

         
         All the bloody hopping made me feel like a bunny stumbling around a field, but I did as commanded. The music cranked up, singing
            out even louder and faster, and I continued to flail my arms and legs, desperately trying to keep up with the relentless rhythm.
         

         
         I had been dancing on and off for more than an hour, and exhaustion slowed my feet and dragged down my arms. I turned my head
            to ask my torturer if we could finally stop the session, but she barked out another command.
         

         
         “Don’t look at me! Look at yourself! See your mistakes!”

         
         If she saw my sour expression, she didn’t care, so I focused on my own reflection again.

         
         I was dancing in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors that lined one wall of the dance hall. My shoulder-length black hair
            was pulled back into a low ponytail, and my normally pale cheeks were now tomato-red from my prolonged exertion. I was wearing
            my usual royal-blue tunic, along with black leggings, although I’d removed my black boots and socks. This dance was traditionally
            performed barefoot, and the parquet floor felt as cool and smooth as glass under my hot, sweaty toes.
         

         
         Even though I was supposed to be watching my form, I couldn’t help but glance around at everything else in the mirror. The
            large, cavernous hall was made of gleaming golden wood. White crown molding shot through with silver leaf ringed the ceiling,
            which boasted three round crystal chandeliers that resembled glittering oversize snowballs. The fluorestones embedded in the
            chandeliers blazed with white light, all the better to show off my many mistakes—and all the ogres around the room.
         

         
         Fierce, snarling ogre faces were carved into the wooden walls and much of the crown molding, while silver ogre figurines dangled
            from the bottoms of the chandeliers like wind chimes, although there was no breeze to make them merrily tinkle-tinkle together. Still more snarling ogre faces were painted in deep forest-greens and bright scarlets on the floor squares, as
            though the entire room were one enormous game board. I was dancing on top of several faces, and I kept expecting the creatures’
            gleaming white teeth to erupt out of the wood and bite my heels every time my feet hit the floor.
         

         
         I was dancing alone, although several musicians were sitting in the corner, playing, playing, playing their flutes and violins
            as fast as possible. My torturer was lounging in a plush green velvet chair a few feet away.
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye I spotted a flash of silver zooming toward me. I grimaced again, knowing what was coming next,
            but I didn’t move out of the way.
         

         
         Thump.
         

         
         The blunt end of a silver cane stabbed into my right thigh. The poke wasn’t quite hard enough to bruise, but it was definitely
            forceful enough to get my full attention. I staggered to the side, but I didn’t stop dancing. That would only make her poke
            me again, even harder.
         

         
         “Don’t let your mind wander! Or your gaze!” she snapped. “You must focus on the dance and the dance alone!”

         
         I opened my mouth to snipe that it was hard to focus when she kept stabbing me with her bloody cane, but she cut me off.

         
         “And don’t even think about talking back to me.”
         

         
         “Yes . . . my lady . . . Your wish . . . is my command . . . And your happiness . . . is my utmost concern . . . and only
            true joy . . .” I wheezed, then lifted my hand and snapped off a mocking salute to her.
         

         
         Over in the corner, one of the musicians guffawed, the sound even louder than the quick melody.

         
         My torturer turned her stern gaze in that direction. The musician started, surprised by her sudden, unexpected attention,
            and his bow slipped off his violin strings, causing a sharp, earsplitting screech.
         

         
         “Enough!” she snapped. “That’s enough! Stop playing!”

         
         The music abruptly cut off, and silence dropped over the dance hall, the sudden quiet seeming even more deafening than the
            boisterous notes. I stopped dancing, dropped my head, and put my hands on my hips, trying to get my breath back.
         

         
         The woman sitting in the velvet chair stabbed her cane against the floor and climbed to her feet. She was dressed in a dark
            green tunic, along with black leggings and low black heels that made her almost six feet tall. Her wavy coppery hair brushed
            the tops of her shoulders, and her golden amber gaze was sharp and critical. Wrinkles grooved into her bronze skin, but her
            sixty-something-year-old body was strong and muscled, and she didn’t really need her cane. Other than to poke me, of course.
         

         
         The woman eyed me a moment, then focused on the musicians again. The ogre face on her neck kept staring at me, though, almost
            as if it could sense my unkind thoughts about its mistress.
         

         
         All morphs had some sort of tattoo-like mark on their bodies that indicated what creature they could shift into. My torturer’s
            mark was a snarling ogre face with the same coppery hair and amber eyes that the woman herself had. The ogre’s eyes narrowed,
            and its lips drew back, revealing its many pointed teeth. The creature wasn’t happy with me either.
         

         
         Despite the disapproving glower, I winked at the ogre. I was rather incorrigible that way. Morph marks often mirrored the
            expressions and emotions of their human counterparts, and the ogre rolled its eyes, just like its mistress had more than once
            during my training session.
         

         
         Lady Xenia, my torturer-slash-dance-instructor, stabbed her cane at the musicians. “Leave us! Now!”

         
         She didn’t have to tell them twice. The musicians clutched their instruments, grabbed their sheet music off the metal stands,
            and scurried out of the dance hall. The violinist who’d laughed at my cheeky salute gave me a sympathetic look, and I winked
            at him too. He grinned back, then fled with the others.
         

         
         Xenia turned and stabbed her cane at me. The ogre head on top of the silver stick matched the morph mark on her neck. “You
            shouldn’t encourage the musicians. They’re here to work, not laugh at your pitiful attempts at humor.”
         

         
         I sidestepped her cane, limped over to a bench, picked up a towel, and wiped the sweat off my face and neck. “Since when is
            dancing so much bloody work? Dancing should be fun.”
         

         
         She shook her head. “No. The Tanzen Falter is not fun. Not for you, Evie. Not if you want to gain that alliance with Queen Zariza.”
         

         
         “She’s your cousin. Can’t you convince her to align with me some other way? We both know that Unger joining forces with Bellona
            and Andvari is in the best interests of all three kingdoms.”
         

         
         “Zariza might be my cousin, but she is still the queen of Unger, and she answers to no one, not even me,” Xenia said in a
            matter-of-fact tone. “Just like you are the queen of Bellona and answer to no one.”
         

         
         I snorted. “Tell that to Fullman, Diante, and the other nobles. Because they are all quite convinced I answer to them and
            them alone.”
         

         
         Xenia shrugged, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. “Regardless, Zariza will challenge you to dance during the Regalia, and you must be ready. Beating her at the Tanzen Falter will show your strength.
            Plus, it’s the only way she’s going to align with you.”
         

         
         I shook my head. “I will never understand why you Ungers turn everything into a dance competition.”

         
         “Because we are a civilized people. Unlike you Bellonans with your gladiator traditions. To you barbarians, everything always ends in a bloodbath in
            an arena.” She sniffed her disapproval.
         

         
         I wanted to point out that many Ungerian dances ended with the loser being executed, but I held my tongue. About that, at
            least. “Well, you do realize you’re not supposed to poke the queen of Bellona with your cane, right?”
         

         
         Xenia sniffed again. “This is my dance hall, and I will poke whomever I like, whether it’s you, Zariza, or some other queen who dares to step through those
            doors.”
         

         
         “Then I’m glad that I’m not a queen,” a voice drawled, “and that I don’t have to learn how to dance.”

         
         A woman ambled into the room. She was around my age, twenty-seven or so, and tall and muscled, with braided blond hair, golden
            amber eyes, and lovely bronze skin. She was wearing a dark green tunic, along with black leggings and boots. A dark green
            cloak was draped over her shoulders, but the long, flowing fabric did little to hide the enormous spiked silver mace dangling
            from her black leather belt. As if the weapon wasn’t intimidating enough, a morph mark was also visible on the woman’s neck—a
            fearsome ogre face, also with braided blond hair and amber eyes.
         

         
         Paloma, my best friend and a former gladiator, studied Xenia and me. “If you two are finished with your twirling lessons,
            perhaps we can get on with the more important business of the evening.”
         

         
         Xenia sniffed for a third time. “No business is more important than dancing. You should pay more attention to it. After all,
            it’s part of your heritage.”
         

         
         Paloma frowned. “What do you mean?”

         
         She gestured at the morph mark on Paloma’s neck. “You’re an ogre, which means you have some Ungerian blood in your family.
            Didn’t your parents ever tell you that? Or teach you any Ungerian dances?”
         

         
         Paloma shifted on her feet, clearly uncomfortable. “No. My father was from Flores, and I don’t remember my mother ever saying
            that she was from Unger.”
         

         
         Paloma’s mother had disappeared when she was a child, and Paloma had no idea what had happened to her. Perhaps even worse,
            her father had kicked her out when she was sixteen because he thought her morph mark made her a monster. So Paloma’s inner
            ogre and apparently Ungerian heritage was something of a sore spot.
         

         
         Xenia stepped closer, peering at the ogre face on Paloma’s neck. “I’ve never paid much attention to it before, but your mark
            is quite striking. It reminds me of . . .” Her voice trailed off.
         

         
         “What?” Paloma asked in a low, guarded voice.

         
         Xenia shook her head. “Nothing. Just an old silly hope.”

         
         She smiled, but her expression was more gritted teeth than easy happiness. Even more telling, the scent of her ashy heartbreak
            swirled through the air, burning my nose with its sharp intensity. My mutt magic let me smell people’s emotions, everything
            from soft, rosy love to hot, peppery anger to Xenia’s sudden grief. She must be thinking about her child, the one she had
            lost through her own supposed foolishness.
         

         
         I wondered if Xenia saw something of her lost child in Paloma. I had often thought my two friends were a lot alike, especially
            when it came to their morph marks with their bright amber eyes and distinctive locks of hair. I’d never voiced that thought
            to either of them, though, and now didn’t seem like the time.
         

         
         I cleared my throat, breaking the awkward silence. “Paloma’s right. We need to get on with things. Are the others in position?”

         
         “Yes. Serilda, Cho, and Lucas are in the plaza,” Paloma replied. “They’ll be ready to move if something goes wrong and this
            mysterious person isn’t really a Blair.”
         

         
         This time, the scent of my own ashy heartbreak filled my nose. Earlier this year, my cousin Crown Princess Vasilia had killed
            her mother, Queen Cordelia, and the rest of the Blair royal family—my family. The Seven Spire massacre had been part of an elaborate Mortan plot to put Vasilia on the Bellonan throne and plunge
            our kingdom into war with Andvari. Through a series of unexpected events, I had survived the massacre, become a gladiator,
            killed Vasilia, and taken the throne.
         

         
         Now I was widely considered to be the last Blair, something that saddened me more than I’d ever thought possible. Most of
            my cousins might have been as vicious as coral vipers, but they hadn’t deserved to be slaughtered just because the Mortan
            king wanted to wipe out the Blairs with their Summer and Winter bloodlines and powerful magics.
         

         
         But a few weeks ago, Xenia had started hearing whispers about someone using magic in Svalin. Someone with gray-blue eyes,
            tearstone eyes, Blair eyes, just like mine.
         

         
         The news, the rumors, the mere hope had stunned me.
         

         
         After the massacre, Serilda and Cho had searched for months for another survivor, another Blair, with no luck. Once I was
            on the throne, I had ordered Auster, the captain of the palace guards, to expand the search into the countryside, in hopes
            that some of my cousins had managed to avoid Vasilia’s turncoat guards, fled from their homes, and were in hiding. We hadn’t
            heard the softest whisper that anyone else, any other Blair, had survived the slaughter.
         

         
         But Xenia had.

         
         In addition to running her dance hall and finishing school, Xenia was also a spy, one of the best in all the kingdoms. Over
            the past few weeks, she and her sources had heard more and more rumors that a Blair was hiding somewhere in Svalin, the capital
            city of Bellona.
         

         
         Tonight I was finally going to see if the rumors were true.

         
         And if they were, if this woman really was a Blair, then I hoped we could work together to protect Bellona, not only from the Mortan king, but from everyone who wished
            to hurt us and our people. I’d only been queen for about six months, but I was already tired of shouldering the heavy burden
            alone. I needed help. I needed another Blair, someone I could depend on, and especially someone I could leave my throne to if the worst happened
            and the Mortans finally managed to kill me.
         

         
         Something that was a distinct possibility with the Regalia coming up.

         
         My heart lifted, and the scent of my own warm, sweet honey hope filled my nose at the thought of finding another Blair, but
            I forced the emotion down, down, down. All the other rumors had turned out to be just that, and this one would probably be
            more of the same.
         

         
         I wiped the last bit of sweat off my face, then tossed my towel onto the bench, grabbed my black leather belt, and buckled
            it around my waist. A sword and a matching dagger hung from the belt, both a dull silver color with the same crest embedded
            in their hilts—seven midnight-blue shards fitted together to form a crown.
         

         
         The weapons looked heavy, but they were actually quite light, since they were made of tearstone. Not only could tearstone
            absorb, store, and reflect magic like other jewels, but it also had the unique property of offering protection from magic,
            deflecting it like a shield would knock aside an arrow in a gladiator bout. The dark blue shards in the hilts would divert
            quite a bit of magier power, as would the weapons’ silvery razor-sharp blades.
         

         
         The sword and the dagger had saved me from being assassinated more than once, and I never went anywhere without them. I also
            had a matching shield, but it drew far too much attention, so I had left it in my chambers at the palace.
         

         
         Once the weapons belt was fastened around my waist, I focused on the two identical bracelets—gauntlets—that gleamed on my
            wrists. Both were made of silver that had been shaped into sharp thorns, all of which wrapped around and protected the design
            in the center—another midnight-blue crown of shards.
         

         
         My personal crest as Everleigh Saffira Winter Blair, the queen of Bellona.

         
         A crown-of-shards crest was also stitched in silver thread on my blue tunic, right over my heart, and I had several actual
            crowns that boasted the same design, although I hadn’t worn any of them this evening, since I was trying to be incognito.
            Plus, I always worried about a crown falling off my head, especially when I was doing something as vigorous as Xenia’s dance
            training.
         

         
         I had rolled up my sleeves to better track my arm movements during the lesson, and I slid them down, hiding the bracelets.
            I also grabbed a midnight-blue cloak and settled it around my shoulders, making sure the fabric covered the crown-of-shards
            crest on my tunic.
         

         
         “Wish us luck,” I said to Xenia.

         
         “No.”

         
         “No? What do you mean no?”
         

         
         Xenia shrugged. “Luck is a pointless expression and a silly sentiment. You work hard, and you train, and you prepare. Luck
            has nothing to do with your success or failure.”
         

         
         Paloma nodded her agreement. Traitor. I glared at my friend, but she shrugged at me much the same way Xenia had. “She’s right.
            Luck is for fools and children.”
         

         
         “You’re no fun either.”

         
         Paloma shrugged again. “I’m not here to be fun,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone that I both admired and hated. “I’m here
            to keep you alive.”
         

         
         I sighed, knowing I couldn’t win with either one of them. “Well, then, let’s get on with it.”

         
         I started to head toward the open doors, but Xenia raised her hand, stopping me.

         
         “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Evie,” she said in a kinder voice. “And that some part of your family has survived.”

         
         A sad, wistful expression flickered across her face. Once again, the scent of Xenia’s ashy heartbreak filled my nose, and
            she leaned on her cane a little more heavily than before, as if she really did need its support.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I said in a soft voice.

         
         She shrugged, then snapped up her cane and stabbed me in the arm with it. “But no matter what happens tonight, I expect you
            back here at the same time tomorrow for your next lesson.”
         

         
         Paloma snickered, and Xenia whipped around and poked the younger woman with her cane just like she had me.

         
         “And you too,” she ordered. “Even if you don’t know anything about your heritage, you can still learn the dances.”

         
         Paloma opened her mouth to argue, but Xenia stared her down, and my friend sighed. “Yes, my lady.”

         
         Xenia nodded in satisfaction and strolled away, tap-tap-tapping her cane on the floor.
         

         
         I slung my arm around Paloma’s shoulders. “Looks like I have a new dancing partner. Just think. This time tomorrow, Xenia
            will be stabbing you with her bloody cane.”
         

         
         My friend gave me a sour look. I laughed, and together we followed Xenia out of the dance hall.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Xenia had some other business to take care of, so Paloma and I left her finishing school.

         
         It was almost six o’clock, and the sun was slowly sinking behind the Spire Mountains that ringed the city. The December air
            was already quite chilly, and it would turn even colder once the last golden rays vanished behind the high, rugged peaks and
            took their meager warmth along with them. My nose twitched. A faint metallic scent hung in the air, indicating that it would
            snow later tonight.
         

         
         Only a few people were walking on the side streets that flanked Xenia’s finishing school. Most had their heads down and their
            arms crossed over their chests, trying to stay as warm as possible in their hats, scarves, coats, and gloves, and no one gave
            Paloma and me a second look as we made our way over to one of the many enormous square plazas that could be found throughout
            Svalin.
         

         
         We stood in the shadows in a narrow alley that ran between two bakeries and looked out over the plaza. Brightly painted wooden
            carts manned by bakers, butchers, farmers, tailors, and other merchants lined all four sides of the area, while a large gray
            stone fountain of two girls holding hands bubbled merrily in the center.
         

         
         People of all shapes, sizes, stations, and ages moved across the gray cobblestones, going from one cart and merchant to the
            next and shopping for bread, meat, cheeses, and vegetables. Still more people cut through the plaza, bypassing the colorful
            carts and loud, squawking merchants, skirting around the gurgling fountain, and steadfastly trudging home after a long, hard
            day at work. Miners, mostly, wearing thick dark blue coveralls, boots, and hard, ridged helmets, all of which were coated
            with light gray fluorestone dust.
         

         
         I opened my mouth and drew in breath after breath, letting the air roll in over my tongue and using my mutt magic to taste
            all the scents swirling through the plaza. Fresh warm bread and almond-sugar cookies from the bakeries next to the alley.
            The coppery stench of blood from the meat on the butchers’ carts. The sharp, tangy cheeses. The bits of dirt on the farmers’
            sweet potatoes and other produce. The fine layers of crushed, chalky stone clinging to the miners.
         

         
         I sensed all that and more, but the one thing I didn’t smell was magic.

         
         Normally, I would have welcomed its absence. More often than not I sensed the hot, caustic stench of magic only when someone
            was trying to kill me. But this evening, I found the lack of power disappointing.
         

         
         “I don’t like this,” Paloma muttered. “What if this rumor about another Blair is just a trick to get you out of the palace
            and into the city, where you’re more vulnerable? And leaving Xenia’s finishing school without any guards is just asking for
            trouble.”
         

         
         In addition to being my best friend, Paloma was also my personal guard, a job she took very seriously.

         
         “Coming here without any guards is part of the plan. We’re trying to blend in, remember?” I arched an eyebrow at her. “Besides,
            didn’t you once tell me that a gladiator and an ogre morph like yourself is worth twenty regular soldiers?”
         

         
         “That was Halvar.” Paloma’s chin lifted with pride. “But he was right. I am worth twenty soldiers.”
         

         
         Halvar was Xenia’s nephew and a powerful ogre morph. He and Paloma were good friends, along with Bjarni, another ogre morph.
            Halvar and Bjarni had also helped me more than once, and the two men were currently staying at Seven Spire palace and working
            with Captain Auster.
         

         
         I rolled my eyes. “Well, you might get a chance to prove how many soldiers you are worth. Xenia is just as skeptical about
            this rumor as you are. If the two of you are right, then we’re probably going to run into trouble.”
         

         
         Paloma’s eyes gleamed with anticipation, and the ogre on her neck grinned, showing off its jagged teeth. “I haven’t been in
            a real fight in a while.” She plucked her mace off her belt and gave it an experimental swing, making the spikes whistle through
            the air. “It’ll be good to get in some practice before the Regalia and knock the dust off Peony.”
         

         
         It took me a moment to realize who—or rather what—she was referring to. “You named your mace Peony?”
         

         
         She gave me an incredulous look, as if my question were utter gibberish. “Of course. Years ago. Haven’t you named your sword
            yet?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Well, you should. And your dagger and shield too.”

         
         My hand dropped to the sword belted to my waist, and my fingers traced over the crown-of-shards crest in the hilt. The sharp
            points of the shards digging into my skin always comforted me. The sensation reminded me of all the other Bellonan queens—especially
            the Winter queens—who had come before me.
         

         
         Hmm. Maybe I should take Paloma’s advice and name my sword . . . Winter. Nah, that was too obvious, too on the nose, too cliché. I’d have to think of something more original.
         

         
         Paloma kept swinging her mace, as if she were warming up for a gladiator bout.

         
         “Why Peony?” I asked.
         

         
         She froze mid-swing and lowered the weapon to her side. “My mother always wore peony perfume,” she said in a low, raspy voice.

         
         The smell of salty grief gusted off Paloma, overpowering her own natural scent—soft peony perfume mixed with a hint of wet
            fur. Sympathy filled me, and I reached over and squeezed her shoulder. My friend gave me a small, sad smile, then turned her
            attention back to the plaza.
         

         
         “I still don’t like this,” she repeated. “You’re far too exposed and vulnerable, and that cloak is barely a disguise. At least
            put your hood up so people can’t see your face so clearly.”
         

         
         I opened my mouth to point out that half the people in the plaza were wearing cloaks and that her swinging that giant mace
            made her far more noticeable than me, but Paloma and her inner ogre both gave me a fierce glare. So I bit back my words and
            pulled up my hood, hiding my black hair and casting my face in shadow.
         

         
         “I don’t know why you’re so worried,” I said. “It’s not like we came here alone.”

         
         I waved my hand at the fountain in the center of the plaza. A forty-something woman with slicked-back blond hair, tan skin,
            and a scar at the corner of one of her dark blue eyes was tossing pennies into the fountain, as though she were making wishes.
            She was wearing a black cloak, although her white tunic with its distinctive black-swan crest peeked out from beneath the
            flowing fabric. She also had a tearstone sword and dagger belted to her waist, just like I did.
         

         
         Serilda Swanson, the leader of the Black Swan gladiator troupe and one of my advisors, discreetly waved at me, then pointed
            her finger to her right.
         

         
         I looked in that direction and focused on a forty-something man with glossy black hair, black eyes, golden skin, and a lean,
            muscled body on the far side of the plaza. He too was wearing a black cloak over a red jacket and a ruffled white shirt. A
            sword and a dagger hung off his belt as well, and a morph mark was visible on his neck—a dragon face with ruby-red scales
            and gleaming black eyes.
         

         
         Cho Yamato, the Black Swan ringmaster, was leaning against a bakery cart, nibbling on an apricot cookie. Cho had a serious
            sweet tooth, as did his inner dragon. He noticed my gaze and winked at me, then gestured up at the roof of a building across
            the plaza.
         

         
         A man was standing next to a silver spire that decorated one corner of the roof. He was tall and handsome, with dark brown
            hair, bright blue eyes, tan skin, and a bit of stubble that clung to his strong jaw. A midnight-blue cloak was draped over
            his shoulders, and his black tunic was perfectly tailored to his muscled chest. He too was wearing a sword and a dagger, although
            he kept flexing his fingers, ready to unleash his lightning magic at the first sign of trouble.
         

         
         I drew in a deep breath. Even among all the floral perfumes and musky colognes swirling through the plaza, I could still pick
            out his unique scent—clean, cold vanilla with just a hint of warm spice.
         

         
         Thanks to my mutt magic, scents and memories were often tangled together in my mind, and his rich, heady aroma made my heart
            quicken, my stomach clench, and hot, liquid desire scorch through my veins. All sorts of images and sensations washed over
            me. My lips on his, our tongues dueling back and forth, my fingers sliding through his thick, silky hair, my palms skimming
            down his bare muscled chest, then going lower and lower, even as his hands slid across my skin . . .
         

         
         Lucas Sullivan, the magier enforcer of the Black Swan troupe and my unofficial consort, grinned, as if he knew exactly what
            I was thinking about and couldn’t wait to return to the palace to make it a reality.
         

         
         I grinned back at him. That made two of us.

         
         “Oh, quit mooning at Lucas,” Paloma grumbled. “That will get you killed quicker than anything else.”

         
         I gestured at the plaza again. “See? The others are in position, and I am perfectly safe. Now we just have to wait and see
            if anyone shows up.”
         

         
         In addition to hearing whispers that another Blair might still be alive, Xenia and her many sources had started spreading
            their own rumor in return—that any Blair who came to this plaza tonight would be taken in and guaranteed safety at Seven Spire palace.
         

         
         Xenia and her network of spies had been spreading the rumor for about two weeks, and my friends and I had come to see if anyone
            would take the bait.
         

         
         Paloma eyed the people moving through the plaza. “Even if this woman, this supposed Blair, does show up, how are we going
            to find her? There are hundreds of people here. We might not even see her.”
         

         
         “I don’t have to see her.” I tapped my nose. “My magic will let me sense hers.”

         
         “But you don’t even know what she is,” Paloma pointed out. “She could be a magier or a master or a morph. Or she might just
            be a mutt like you are. It might not even be a woman. Maybe it’s a man.”
         

         
         I shrugged. “Magic is magic. I can always smell it, no matter what kind it is or who it belongs to. Besides, if there’s even
            the smallest bit of truth to the rumor . . .”
         

         
         My voice trailed off, and a hard knot of emotion clogged my throat. That treacherous hope was rising up in me again, but I
            pushed it back down.
         

         
         “You still need to be careful,” Paloma continued. “It wouldn’t surprise me if Maeven started this rumor to lure you here so
            she and the rest of the Bastard Brigade can try to kill you again.”
         

         
         Maeven was the bastard sister of the Mortan king and the one who had orchestrated the Seven Spire massacre. She was also the
            leader of the Bastard Brigade, a group of bastard relatives of the king and the other legitimate Mortan royals. Over the past
            several months, Maeven and her Bastard Brigade had tried to murder me numerous times, although I had managed to thwart most
            of their schemes and stay alive—so far.
         

         
         “You might be right,” I admitted. “Maeven is certainly clever and devious enough to float a rumor about another Blair to get
            me here, but I have to learn for myself whether it’s true. And if it is a plot, then we’ll kill her assassins, just like we
            have before.”
         

         
         “And if it’s not another Mortan plot?” Paloma asked.

         
         “Then we’ll find out exactly who this person is, where they’ve been hiding, and how they’ve managed to stay alive. And especially
            why they didn’t come to Seven Spire after I took the throne and decreed that Blair survivors should return to the palace.”
         

         
         Part of me was happy that one of my cousins had potentially survived the slaughter, but part of me was also dreading the family
            reunion. I was only queen because all the other Blairs were dead. What if this mysterious cousin was higher in line for the
            throne? What if they had a better claim on the crown? What if they had more magic?
         

         
         And if any of that were true, then came the biggest question of all: Should I step aside?

         
         That was what protocol and tradition would dictate I do. But what was best for Bellona? Because I couldn’t imagine anyone
            else—Blair or otherwise—who wanted to protect my kingdom and her people more than I did.
         

         
         I hadn’t wanted to be queen, but now that I had finally secured my position, I didn’t want to give it up just because someone
            else had had the good fortune to survive the massacre. If I was being brutally honest, I also didn’t want to give up all the
            power and privileges that came with being queen. It was heady and thrilling to be respected and even feared, especially since
            I had spent years being the royal stand-in, the royal puppet, at Seven Spire. Perhaps that made me petty and selfish, just
            like Vasilia had been.
         

         
         But most of all, I didn’t want to give up the throne because of how it would impact my chances of finally taking my revenge
            on Maeven and the Mortan king. I wanted to make them suffer for what they’d done to the Blairs, to my family, to me, and I had a far better chance of getting that revenge as queen, rather than going back to just being Lady Everleigh.
         

         
         “Well, I hope this person shows up soon,” Paloma grumbled, breaking into my turbulent thoughts. “I don’t want to stand around
            in the cold all night.”
         

         
         She stamped her feet and pulled her green cloak a little tighter around her body. Autumn had already come and gone, and winter
            was quickly taking hold in the Spire Mountains. In addition to the impending snow tonight, the wind had a bitter chill that
            promised even colder, harsher weather was on its way.
         

         
         “Don’t worry. Xenia and her spies said to meet at this fountain at six o’clock, and it’s that time now. Someone should show
            up soon.”
         

         
         Paloma sighed and stamped her feet again, but the two of us held our position in the alley, and Serilda, Cho, and Sullivan
            remained in their spots around and above the plaza.
         

         
         As the sun set, fluorestones flared to life inside the surrounding buildings, as well as in the streetlamps that lined the
            plaza. The soft golden lights must have made the goods look even more attractive, because the merchants were still doing a
            brisk business, and it was hard to pick out anyone suspicious, much less a familiar face.
         

         
         Ever since Xenia had told me that one of my cousins might still be alive, I had been racking my mind trying to figure out
            who it could be, but I hadn’t come up with any possibilities. So I stared out into the plaza, peering at everyone who walked
            by.
         

         
         I was so busy studying the faces of the adults that I almost missed the girl.

         
         She was young, fourteen or so, and dressed in several layers of thin, grubby rags. Her clothes might have been dark blue at
            one time but were now almost black with grime. Her face wasn’t much better. Dirt streaked across her pale cheeks, and her
            nose was red from the cold. A gray winter hat covered her head, although her dark brown hair stuck up at odd angles through
            the gaping holes in the knit fabric.
         

         
         The girl stopped about twenty feet away from us, next to a bakery cart. Her head snapped back and forth, as if she were looking
            for someone, although she soon focused on the area around the fountain. She tapped her hand on her thigh in a nervous rhythm
            and shifted on her feet, like she was ready to run away at any moment. A few red-hot sparks flashed on her fingertips, flickering
            in time to her uneasy motions, but she quickly curled her hand into a fist, snuffing out the telltale signs of magic.
         

         
         I drew in a breath, letting the air roll over my tongue and tasting all the scents in it again. The warm bread, the sweet
            cookies, the bloody cuts of meat, the chalky fluorestone dust. I pushed aside all those aromas and concentrated on the girl.
            My nose twitched, and I finally got a whiff of her scent—the hot, caustic stench of magic mixed with a sweet, rosy note.
         

         
         “There,” I whispered, pointing out the girl to Paloma. “I think it might be her.”

         
         Paloma peered in that direction. “Who is she? Do you recognize her?”

         
         “No. I’ve never seen her before, but I can smell her magic. She’s definitely a fire magier.” I hesitated, trying to push down
            my treacherous hope yet again. “She could be a Summer queen. Lots of them had fire magic.”
         

         
         “Then what is she waiting for?” Paloma asked. “Serilda is still throwing pennies into the fountain. That’s the signal.”

         
         It had been Xenia’s idea to say that any Blair seeking refuge should approach the blond woman tossing pennies into the fountain.
            The girl had come to the right plaza at the right time, so she must have heard the information, but she still didn’t approach
            the fountain.
         

         
         Instead, she stared at Serilda a second longer, then turned around and ran away.

         
         For a moment, I stood there, stunned. My friends and I had been plotting this for days, and everything had been going according to plan. But now, instead of talking to Serilda like she was supposed to, the girl
            was heading deeper into the crowd and getting farther away with each passing second.
         

         
         Desperation propelled me forward, and I charged out of the alley.

         
         “Evie!” Paloma hissed. “Evie, wait for me!”

         
         But I couldn’t wait, not without losing sight of the girl, so I chased after her.

         
         *  *  *

         The girl must have had some practice picking her way through crowds, because she slipped through the throngs of people as
            easily as one of the Black Swan acrobats could tumble across the arena floor.
         

         
         Several times I lost sight of her, only to push past someone and see her gray hat bobbing along in the distance. I felt like
            a fisherman trying to reel in a particularly difficult catch. Every time I almost got close enough to latch on to her shoulder,
            the girl sped up and put three more people between us. She never looked back, but I wasn’t exactly being subtle with all my
            pushing and shoving, and she must have realized that someone was following her, given the annoyed shouts that sprang up in
            my wake.
         

         
         “Evie!” Paloma hissed again from somewhere behind me. “Slow down! You’re going to get your fool self killed!”

         
         She was probably right, but I couldn’t slow down. Not until I knew whether this girl was a Blair. The burning need to know—and
            the rising hope that I wasn’t the only one left—drove me onward.
         

         
         The girl broke free of the plaza and darted onto one of the side streets. I glanced back over my shoulder. Paloma was still
            pushing through the crowd behind me, but Serilda, Cho, and Sullivan were nowhere in sight. Not surprising, given how much
            farther across the plaza they’d been. Well, my friends would just have to catch up.
         

         
         I quickly followed the girl, racing around the people ambling along and window-shopping. My boots clattered on the cobblestones,
            my hood slipped off my head, and my cloak streamed out behind me like a dark blue ribbon, but I hurried on.
         

         
         I reached the end of the street. Just when I thought I’d lost her completely, I spotted the girl’s gray hat disappearing into
            an alley. I hurried to the entrance and stopped, peering into the dark corridor.
         

         
         The alley ran for about fifty feet before opening into another, much smaller plaza, but no carts and merchants were set up
            here, and no pretty stone fountain bubbled in the center. Instead, cracked wooden boards, broken bottles, busted bricks, and
            other trash littered this area.
         

         
         Buildings flanked the plaza, with another alley leading out the far side, and debris was piled in heaps along the walls, as
            though the people living and working in the rooms above opened their windows and tossed their garbage outside, not caring
            where it landed below. The stench of sour milk, rotten meat, and other spoiled food almost knocked me down, and I had to pinch
            the bridge of my nose to hold back a sneeze.
         

         
         In just a few streets, I had gone from one of the most affluent parts of Svalin to the beginning of the slums. Sadness filled
            me, the way it always did at the thought that people—my people—lived like this, but I shoved the emotion aside.
         

         
         I held my position at the alley entrance, looking and listening, but I didn’t see the girl running out the far side, which
            was clogged with trash, and I didn’t hear any footsteps. She must still be in the plaza somewhere. Maybe she thought I was
            a threat. Maybe she was hiding until I left. Or maybe this was her home.
         

         
         I peered at the piles of debris lining the walls, but there was no pattern to them, and I didn’t see any makeshift shacks
            made of scraps of wood, metal, or stone. Still, as nimbly as the girl had slipped through the crowd, she could easily slither
            behind a stack of boards or hunker down behind one of the overflowing trash bins.
         

         
         I glanced back over my shoulder, but I didn’t see Paloma. Despite her dire warning that I was going to get myself killed,
            I wasn’t a complete reckless idiot, and I realized that this would be the perfect place for assassins to ambush me. But I
            also couldn’t afford to lose the girl, so I drew my sword and cautiously crept down the alley, peering into the shadows. I
            also tasted the air again, trying to pick up the scent of the girl’s magic, although all the rotting garbage made it difficult—
         

         
         Something rustled behind a trash bin. I froze.

         
         A large, fat black rat sauntered out from behind the bin. It paused in the middle of the alley, staring at me with its bright
            black eyes before scurrying away and disappearing into a pile of trash on the opposite side.
         

         
         I let out a tense breath and crept forward again. I stopped in the open space in the center of the plaza and slowly turned
            around in a circle, studying the piles of debris.
         

         
         The sun had finally set, and the murky gray twilight was quickly being swallowed by the oncoming night. A few lights burned
            in the surrounding buildings, but they did little to drive back the encroaching darkness. If the girl was hiding here, I couldn’t
            see her, so I drew in breath after breath, tasting all the scents in the air again. It took me a few seconds to push past
            the garbage, but I finally got a whiff of hot, caustic magic.
         

         
         For a moment, I thought it was the girl’s magic, and my heart lifted with fresh hope. Then the scent washed over me again.
            This magic had much more of an electric sizzle than the girl’s fire power—and it was far too strong to belong to just one
            person.
         

         
         As soon as the realization filled my mind, the shadows around me started moving, shifting, and rising, as people slithered
            out of the piles of trash and climbed to their feet.
         

         
         One second, I was alone. The next, I was surrounded by ten magiers. Paloma had been right.

         
         It was a trap.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         I tightened my grip on my sword, held my position, and waited for my enemies to advance.

         
         The magiers crept a little closer, then spread out, forming a loose semicircle around me. They were a mix of men and women,
            old and young, and all shapes and sizes. No crests or symbols adorned their black cloaks and tunics, so I couldn’t immediately
            tell who had sent them. Some of the magiers were clutching swords, but they all reeked of magic, their power burning like
            colorful torches in their eyes.
         

         
         One of the magiers stepped forward. His dark brown hair was slicked back from his tan forehead, and a trim goatee clung to
            his chin, while his eyes were a light, bright topaz. He was my height, although his muscles bulged and strained against his
            tunic with every breath, making him seem as puffed up as a child’s balloon full of hot air. I wondered if he would let out
            an audible pop! if I stuck him with my sword. I rubbed my thumb over the hilt of my weapon. I wanted to find out.
         

         
         Since the man didn’t immediately attack, I focused on the girl standing next to him, the one I’d been chasing. Now that I
            was closer, I could see that she didn’t look like any of my cousins, and her eyes were dark brown, instead of gray-blue like
            mine. Even though I’d known that she wasn’t a Blair the second the magiers had sprung their trap, disappointment still flooded
            my stomach. The cold, sick sensation quickly drowned all my warm, sweet honey hope, and the scent of my own ashy heartbreak
            punched me in the nose.
         

         
         I forced myself to ignore the feeling and study the rest of the magiers. None of them had blond hair and purplish eyes like
            Maeven and so many of her relatives did, but the magiers could still be members of the Bastard Brigade. No one wanted me dead
            as badly as they did.
         

         
         “Well, well, well,” the man drawled, breaking the silence. “I was hoping to capture a few guards, maybe even a royal advisor.
            I didn’t expect to hook Queen Everleigh herself. It truly is an honor, Your Majesty.”
         

         
         He gave me a low, formal bow, and several of the other magiers snickered at his blatant mockery.

         
         The girl huffed. “Oh, quit preening, Ricardo. I was the one who lured her here. All you had to do was wait for me to show
            up—”
         

         
         Ricardo stepped forward and backhanded the girl, cutting off her complaint. The solid, heavy thwack of his hand cracking against her face boomed like thunder through the plaza. I grimaced at the sound.
         

         
         Ricardo must have had a bit of mutt strength, because the girl plummeted to the ground like a brick dropped from a window.
            For a moment, she lay still and stunned, but then she slowly pushed herself back up to sitting. She blinked a few times, shaking
            off the hard blow, then gingerly touched her hand to her cheek, now a screaming scarlet underneath the dirt on her skin.
         

         
         Ricardo loomed over her and flexed his fingers, as though he wanted to hit her again. “Don’t ever take that tone with me, Lena, especially in front of our guest.”
         

         
         Guest? What was he talking about?

         
         The other magiers shifted on their feet, but none of them spoke, and none of them came to the girl’s defense.

         
         Lena bristled and dropped her hand from her cheek. A few red-hot sparks flashed on her fingertips, as though she were thinking
            about blasting Ricardo with her fire power, but he crossed his arms over his muscled chest and stared her down. Lena wilted
            under his glare, and the sparks vanished.
         

         
         “Sorry,” she muttered. “I just wanted some credit for doing my part.”

         
         “And you’ll get it,” Ricardo said. “And gold and more—after we deliver her.”
         

         
         Deliver me? More confusion filled me, although it was quickly replaced by growing dread. The magiers were going to kill me . . . weren’t they?
         

         
         Lena frowned, as if she shared my confusion. “But I thought we were going to torture whomever we captured for information
            about the Regalia, then leave their body in one of the plazas as a message. That’s what he told us—”
         

         
         Ricardo smashed his boot into Lena’s ribs, making her yelp with pain and topple over onto her side. He towered over the girl,
            anger pinching his face. “You take your orders from me,” he snarled. “And I don’t answer to him. None of us do. Don’t make me remind you of that again.”
         

         
         Lena blanched and ducked her head, like she was a tortoise trying to hide in the shell of her grubby clothes, and the coppery
            stench of her fear gusted through the plaza, even stronger than the smell of the magiers’ collective power.
         

         
         I wondered who they were planning to turn me over to. Maeven? The Mortan king? Someone else? All sorts of horrible images
            and scenarios flashed through my mind, most of which involved Maeven slowly torturing me to death with her lightning.
         

         
         My heart dropped, my stomach clenched, and my breath froze in my throat, but I shoved my fear and dread away and studied the
            magiers again, trying to figure out who was the most vulnerable. All I had to do was kill one or two to break through the
            line of them. Then I could run out of the alley before the others caught up with me.
         

         
         A ball of fire flared to life in Ricardo’s hand, and he gave me a flat stare, as if he had guessed my plan to cut my way through
            the other magiers. Beside him, Lena scrambled back up onto her feet. Her cheek was still red from his slap, but she reached
            for her magic, and a ball of fire filled her palm as well. A few more of the magiers summoned up their fire and lightning,
            while the rest raised their swords.
         

         
         “You’re coming with us, Your Majesty,” Ricardo purred. “Whether you do it with your face intact is entirely up to you.”

         
         He waggled his fingers, and the fire in his palm burned a little brighter, as though it were a hungry monster that was eager
            to melt the skin from my bones. The hot, crackling stench of it filled the air, even more pungent than the rotten filth that
            polluted the plaza. Ricardo was clearly the strongest magier, although Lena was a close second, and the fire in her palm sparked
            almost as much as his did.
         

         
         I was still holding my sword in my right hand, and I curled my left hand into a fist, then coated it with the invisible force
            of my own cold, hard power. Ricardo might be strong in his magic—but he wasn’t stronger than me.
         

         
         “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I snarled.

         
         He laughed, and Lena and the other magiers joined in with his chuckles. “If you want to get burned, Your Majesty, that’s fine
            with me,” he purred again. “It’s always so much more fun when our guests resist.”
         

         
         He summoned up even more fire, but I didn’t flinch at the searing flames, so he sneered at me. “Do you really think your tearstone
            sword is going to stop me from scalding you? I’d heard you were arrogant, but I didn’t realize you were delusional as well.”
         

         
         Like most people, Ricardo assumed that my sword was the source of my power, that the silvery tearstone blade and the blue
            shards in the hilt were what protected me. He was wrong.
         

         
         “I don’t need my sword to destroy your magic. I can do it all by myself.” I twirled the weapon around in my hand, then lowered
            it to my side.
         

         
         “You might be a queen, but you’re a fool,” Ricardo hissed. “Perhaps you’ll be a bit more humble after I’ve burned off the
            first few layers of your flesh.”
         

         
         He reared back his hand and tossed his magic at me. Not enough to kill me outright, but more than enough to severely burn
            me. The fire streaked through the air, the flames growing hotter and stronger as they chewed up the distance between us.
         

         
         At the last moment, right before his magic would have slammed into my chest, I snapped up my left hand and flexed my fingers
            as though I were flicking water off them. In a way, that’s exactly what I was doing. Only instead of water, I was throwing
            my magic at his.
         

         
         The cold, hard, invisible force of my immunity slammed into his fire, shattering it like glass. The red-orange flames exploded
            in a roar of black smoke that boiled up and quickly wisped away in the winter breeze.
         

         
         I casually brushed a stray ember off my right shoulder, snuffing it out just like I had the rest of the fire.

         
         Ricardo’s topaz eyes widened, and he jerked back in surprise. “How did you do that? I thought you were just a mutt who could
            smell things.”
         

         
         To most people, even my own Bellonans, I was just a mutt, a common, if condescending, term for folks with simple, straightforward powers like extra strength or speed.
            Even among mutts, my enhanced sense of smell was considered a weak, laughable ability, and most people thought I had only
            a faint spark of magic, and no real, significant power.
         

         
         Those people were right—and wrong. I was a mutt, in every sense of the word, but I was also a master, someone who could control
            and wield a specific object or element.
         

         
         And my element was magic.
         

         
         I had always known that I was immune to magic and that I could destroy other people’s fire, lightning, and ice just by pitting
            my power, my strength, my will, against theirs. But I’d recently discovered that I could do other things with my immunity, like control where other people’s
            magic went or how much of it was used. I was still learning new tricks, and one day I hoped to be able to wield my immunity
            as easily as I did the sword in my hand.
         

         
         I could have told Ricardo all that, but he didn’t deserve any explanation. No, all he deserved was to die screaming. Him and
            everyone else who’d been stupid enough to threaten me, trick me, and especially make me feel all that damn hope. Icy rage surged through me, freezing out everything else. Forget running away to safety. I was going to end Ricardo here
            and now.
         

         
         So I crooked my index finger at him. “Why don’t you come over here and find out how I did that? If you’re not too much of
            a coward. Using a girl to trap someone is easy enough, but actually battling a Bellonan queen yourself is a bit more challenging.”
         

         
         Anger filled Ricardo’s eyes, a muscle ticked in his clenched jaw, and more fire erupted on his fingertips, even stronger than
            what he’d just thrown at me. But I didn’t flinch, and I didn’t back down.
         

         
         “You think your little trick is going to save you from me? From all of us?” He gestured at Lena and the other magiers. “You shouldn’t have come here alone, Winter queen. You’re going to suffer for
            your arrogance.”
         

         
         I smiled, baring my teeth at him. “Who said I came here alone?”

         
         Lena and the other magiers were so busy watching Ricardo threaten me that they weren’t paying any attention to what was happening
            around them—like the shadow that was creeping along one of the alley walls and heading in this direction.
         

         
         Paloma let out a loud roar, charged into the plaza, and swung her mace at the closest magier. The other woman never even saw
            her coming. The magier’s head caved in like a soufflé taken out of the oven too early, and she dropped to the ground without
            making a sound.
         

         
         Paloma roared again and charged at the next-closest magier, who whipped around to face her, along with several others.

         
         Ricardo snarled with anger, reared back, and threw another fistful of fire at me. This time, I used my immunity, along with
            the blade of my tearstone sword, to swat away his magic like it was an annoying fly.
         

         
         The fireball exploded against one of the building walls, igniting the rotten wood, spoiled food, and other filth piled there.
            Smoke, sparks, and red-hot embers boiled up into the air, hanging over the plaza like a thick, foul fog, but I sprinted through
            the stench toward Ricardo.
         

         
         He snarled again, yanked two long knives out of his black cloak, and stepped up to meet me. He brought both knives down at
            once, attempting to cut through my defenses, but I whipped up my sword and blocked his attack.
         

         
         Clang!

         
         The loud crash of our blades banging together rang through the plaza, momentarily drowning out all the other grunts, yells,
            and screams. That one single note of sound turned a key deep inside me, and phantom music started playing in my mind. Xenia
            might be teaching me the Tanzen Falter, but Serilda was the one who’d trained me to treat each battle like it was a dance
            to the death. I let the quick, pulsing beat of that phantom music sweep me away, and my body moved to the rhythm, even as
            I pushed Ricardo back and twisted to the side.
         

         
         He growled and slashed out with his knives over and over again, trying to drive the blades into my heart. He wasn’t trying
            to capture me anymore. Now he wanted to kill me as badly as I did him.
         

         
         I danced away from his blows and launched my own brutal counterstrikes in return.

         
         We kept hacking and slashing at each other, even as we waded through the broken glass, chipped bits of stone, and other debris
            that littered the ground. The crunch-crunch-crunch-crunch of our boots added another layer of sound to that phantom music playing in my mind, and I hummed along to the beat, even
            though no one could hear it but me.
         

         
         On the other side of the plaza, Paloma swung her mace at every magier she could reach, punching the spikes into first one
            body, then another. My friend was easily holding her own, so I turned my attention back to my enemy.
         

         
         Ricardo feinted and lashed out with one of his knives, trying to catch me off guard, but I whirled to the side and knocked
            that blade out of his hand. The knife tumbled end over end along the cobblestones, shooting off a few weak silver sparks before
            it landed in a pile of dirty rags.
         

         
         Ricardo snarled again and swiped out with his other knife, but I knocked that one away as well, and it spun to a stop near
            Lena’s feet. The girl was hugging the closest wall, trying to stay out of the wild, deadly melee.
         

         
         Lena backed away, but Ricardo darted forward, grabbed her shoulder, spun her around, and hooked an arm around her neck. Fire
            exploded on his fingertips again, and he held the burning ball close to Lena’s face. She shrieked and tried to pull away,
            but she couldn’t break his tight hold.
         

         
         “Stop!” he barked. “Everyone stop right now!”

         
         His voice boomed through the plaza, and everyone actually listened to him.

         
         Paloma had already killed four of the magiers, and she had her mace raised to take out a fifth one, but she slowly lowered
            the weapon to her side. The remaining magiers lowered their swords as well and backed away from her.
         

         
         Ricardo glanced at Paloma and the other magiers, making sure they weren’t going to move, then looked at me again. He grinned
            and took a step back, dragging Lena along with him. Then another step, then another.
         

         
         The bastard was using the girl as a human shield. The fight hadn’t gone his way, and now he was going to run, just like that
            fat rat I’d seen scurrying through the garbage earlier.
         

         
         I snapped up my sword and moved forward. He wasn’t getting away.

         
         Ricardo stopped and brandished his fire at Lena again. “What the fuck are you doing? Stop! Or the girl dies!”

         
         I shrugged. “Go ahead. Kill her. I don’t care.”

         
         Lena’s eyes bulged, and the scent of her sour, nervous sweat filled my nose.

         
         “What do you mean, you don’t care?” Ricardo asked. “I saw your face after I hit her. You didn’t like my disciplining her.”

         
         “That wasn’t discipline—that was cruelty, plain and simple. And no, I didn’t like seeing it.” I stared him down. “But just
            because I don’t like something doesn’t mean that I won’t do it in order to protect myself and my kingdom.”
         

         
         His eyes narrowed. “You’re really going to let me kill the girl?” 

         
         I shrugged again. “That girl led me into a trap and was more than willing to trade my life for whatever gold you’d promised
            her. So go ahead. Melt her face off if you like. If she has to die so that I can get to you, then so be it.”
         

         
         Lena gasped at my harsh tone, and fear filled her face.

         
         “You’re bluffing,” Ricardo hissed. “We’ve all heard of Queen Everleigh and her great heroics to save Bellona from the evil
            Mortan empire. We all know that you’re far too noble to let me murder this girl right in front of you.”
         

         
         I laughed, the sound even harsher than my words had been. “I’m not that noble—or stupid. Even if I was, you’re forgetting
            something important.”
         

         
         “What?” he growled.

         
         I gave him a razor-thin smile. “I told you before. I don’t need my sword to destroy your magic.”

         
         Before he could react, I snapped up my left hand and threw my immunity at him.

         
         Admittedly, my power wasn’t very impressive in a visual sense, since it was more like a blast of cold wind than the hot, tangible
            flames still burning in Ricardo’s palm. But it slammed into him like a tidal wave, snuffing out his fire and knocking both
            him and Lena down.
         

         
         Paloma roared again, hefted her mace high, and attacked the remaining magiers, while I focused on Ricardo and Lena, who were
            rolling around on the ground.
         

         
         “You bastard!” Lena shrieked, scrambling up onto her knees and drawing her fist back to punch him. “You were going to kill
            me to save yourself—”
         

         
         Ricardo drew another knife out of the folds of his cloak, whipped it up, and slashed it across her throat. Lena let out a
            choked scream and toppled over onto her side. She clamped her hands around her neck, but blood gushed out from between her
            fingers.
         

         
         So much blood—too much blood.

         
         Lena stretched up one of her hands, silently begging me to help her, but there was nothing I could do. A few seconds later,
            her outstretched hand dropped to the ground, while her other hand slipped off her neck and landed in the blood that was rapidly
            pooling underneath her body. She didn’t move after that.
         

         
         Ricardo scrambled to his feet and darted toward the alley, trying to escape, but I surged forward and sliced my sword across
            the back of his thigh, opening up a deep cut. He screamed and stumbled sideways. His boots slipped on some broken glass, and
            he hit one of the metal trash bins, bounced off, and landed on a pile of boards. The rotten wood snapped like matchsticks
            under his weight, and he ended up on his ass in the middle of the splintered debris.
         

         
         I glanced over my shoulder. Paloma had killed the last of the magiers, and she came over to stand beside me.

         
         I focused on Ricardo again. “You treacherous bastard. You didn’t have to kill that girl. She was working for you.”

         
         Ricardo let out a harsh, mocking laugh. “Please. Lena would have stabbed me in the back the second she got the chance. She
            wanted all the gold we were going to get for this job. So did everyone else. It was just a matter of time before she and the
            others started plotting against me.” He shrugged, as though the magiers’ collective greed mattered as little to him as the
            girl’s life had. “So, yes, I did have to kill her before she tried to kill me.”
         

         
         Maybe Xenia was right. Maybe my Bellonan gladiator heritage had made me more barbarian than queen, because his twisted logic
            actually made perfect sense to me. So many people had tried to murder me over the past year that I could easily understand—and
            even appreciate—the idea of killing someone before they tried to kill you.
         

         
         “Well, you won’t be hurting anyone else.” I stabbed my sword at him. “Get on your feet. Now. You’re going to tell me who you’re
            working for and what they want with me.”
         

         
         Ricardo looked at Paloma, who casually propped her mace on her shoulder, even though drops of blood and bits of gore were
            still dripping off the sharp spikes and splattering onto the ground. The magier blanched and turned his attention back to
            me.
         

         
         For a moment, I thought he was going to do the smart thing and surrender. Then his eyes narrowed, another sneer twisted his
            face, and the caustic stench of his magic filled the air again. Ricardo feinted and swiped out with his knife, as though he
            were going to cut me, even as he lifted his other hand to blast me in the face with his fire.
         

         
         I was expecting the sneak attack, and I slapped his knife away with my sword. Then I dropped to one knee, surged forward,
            and slammed my left hand down onto his chest.
         

         
         The second my palm touched his body, I sent my immunity shooting outward, as though it were a giant, invisible fist that I
            was hammering straight into him. The red-hot flames crackling on his hand immediately snuffed out, but I was angry, so I hit
            him with my immunity again, this time focusing on the fire, the magic, burning deep inside his body. Ricardo screamed with
            pain and lashed out with his inner fire, trying to scorch through my cold, hard power and char it to ash, along with the rest
            of me.
         

         
         He was strong in his magic—but he wasn’t stronger than me.
         

         
         I hammered him with my immunity again. And again, and again, until the fire burning in his veins, in the very center of his
            black heart, started to crack and splinter. Ricardo screamed again and started beating at me with his fists, desperate to
            escape. He managed to hit me in the chest a few times, but the hard, heavy blows just fueled my own anger. I reached for even
            more of my power, even more of that icy rage deep inside me, and slammed another burst of magic into him, stronger than all
            the others.
         

         
         CRACK!

         
         That one note boomed in my ears like a thunderclap, making me flinch, although Ricardo and Paloma didn’t seem to hear it.
            In that instant, I felt something inside the magier just . . . shatter, like his body was made of delicate glass that I’d just punched to pieces.
         

         
         I glanced down, half expecting to see blood come gushing out of his chest, but my hand was still pressing down on his heart,
            and there was no blood or visible injury.
         

         
         Ricardo looked up at me, gasping for breath. “What . . . have you . . . done?”

         
         I let go of my immunity and yanked my hand off his chest, but it was too late. He pitched backward onto the ground, as though
            all his strength had suddenly deserted him, and his arms and legs started convulsing. The violent tremors lasted for about
            ten seconds before they abruptly stopped.
         

         
         Ricardo’s head lolled to the side, his topaz eyes frozen open in pain and fear, and a thin trickle of blood oozed out of his
            nose.
         

         
         The magier was dead.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         I let out a tense breath, dropped my hand to my side, and sat back on my heels, still stunned by what I’d just done.

         
         Ricardo’s chest was whole and unbroken, with no visible injury, although blood kept dribbling out of his nose. But I could
            see one thing very clearly—the outline of my hand in the fabric of his black tunic, right over his heart.
         

         
         I hadn’t meant to kill the magier. At least, not before I’d gotten some answers about who he was working for. No, I had only
            wanted to douse Ricardo’s fire to keep him from burning me, but I’d gone too far, and I’d killed him. And not with my sword.
         

         
         With my magic.
         

         
         I glanced down at my hand. Even now the invisible strength of my immunity crackled along my fingertips, as though it were
            a living weapon that was ready—eager—to be used again. I let out another breath and curled my hand into a tight fist. That was the only way I could pretend it
            wasn’t trembling, along with the rest of me.
         

         
         Paloma crouched down and studied Ricardo’s body. “What did you do to him?”

         
         I clenched my fingers into an even tighter fist, still trying to stop that damn trembling. “I think that I . . . crushed his
            magic . . . with my immunity.”
         

         
         Paloma heard the tremor in my voice, and she gave me a curious look. “I thought your immunity only
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